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There are few advanced countries in the world that suffer from so much stress as does Israel: sporadic wars and continuing security threats, dysfunctional political system, a burgeoning population in a densely populated center, quite hot and humid weather, aggressive social behavior -- the list could go on and on. That's why it comes as quite a surprise, even a shock, to find that Israelis have eighth longest life expectancy among all the world's nations. How did this come about? In my opinion, the answers are relevant for the U.S. as well, where life expectancy is on average three years less (America is in 36th place). I don't mean this necessarily as a criticism of U.S. society but rather I offer the following as food for thought when thinking about American current political issues.

1- Food: Despite the "McDonaldsization" of Israeli society, Israelis still eat enormous amounts of healthy fruits and vegetables -- in season. Gas prices at the pump can go up with nary a protest, but God forbid the cost of tomatoes or cucumbers skyrockets. Moreover, red meat is still not a staple (except for Independence Day "mangel"/barbecues); even schnitzel is still made from turkey or chicken breast. And Israelis are nuts about nuts: sunflower, pistachio, walnut, peanut etc -- not to mention olives, olive oil, dates, figs and the like. All in all, the Israeli diet is about as healthy as one can find in an advanced, industrialized country.

2- Health: Israel has a national/universal health system. It is not socialized medicine -- everyone can choose at any time to transfer to any of the four, highly competitive, major HMOs (Kupot Kholim). The universal aspect simply means that everyone is guaranteed medical care whenever s/he needs it. Moreover, because each HMO gets paid a set sum for each annual member and is not reimbursed for specific treatments, they have an incentive to get involved in "wellness" medicine, aka preventive care. Thus, many Israelis get sick less often because their family doctor acts like a glorified Jewish mother (with a diploma).

3- Social Interaction: What's the biggest killer of the elderly? Loneliness. For all humans, what predicts mental happiness and physical well being more than any other variable (other than smoking)? The amount of social intercourse with others. As opposed to hyper-individualized America where family members live hundreds and thousands of miles apart, in Israel the family still has a strong hold. In addition, other social institutions enable friendships and social networks to be maintained throughout life: school friends, army buddies, long-term work associates (with many trade-union-backed social events), synagogue membership, etc. Few Israelis are ever alone -- and when society finds such individuals, they are immediately brought into a social circle (e.g. Israeli soldier olim whose families live overseas, get extra financial stipends and greater attention from the army's social welfare corps).

Dugri: Israelis don't hold back their feelings; there is little repressed emotion in Israeli society. Yes, that leads to lots of yelling, rude behavior, and lack of courtesy -- but it also means that Israelis get everything off their chest. There's no fear of being politically incorrect, of stepping on someone's toes. What you see is what you get -- and what you get is what they feel. Any starting psychiatrist will tell you that this lack of internal suppression is good for mental and physical good health.

Excitement & Involvement: In my periodic visits to the States I am always taken aback at how most Americans are not very interested in politics and social issues in general (many American Jews, highly educated, are exceptions to that rule). Sometimes I envy their apathy -- Israelis could use occasional respites from public affairs. However, from the perspective of living well and long, nothing beats being deeply involved in one's society and polity, not to mention the excitement of being part of true nation-building. Israel may be a small (albeit fast growing) pond, but each and every one of us is potentially a big fish. Israelis not only live; they are truly alive.


Obviously, this is a somewhat unscientific survey of longevity factors -- although a few of the above are based on accepted medical research. In fact, as a whole these factors are probably even stronger than I imagine, because there are several objective variables that obviously keep the lifespan data lower than they could be (traffic accidents, anyone? war and terrorism fatalities?). But the bottom line is clear: Israeli society is obviously doing some things right to be at such a lofty longevity world ranking.   


Oh yes, I nearly forgot one last source of Israel's lengthy lifespan: the ability (perhaps one should say obsession) to make fun of themselves. Laughter is indeed the best medicine, so here's the coda to this article. Question: why do Israeli men rank 6th in the world in longevity and Israeli women rank lower in 11th place? Answer: because Israeli women have to put up with Israeli men...

* * * * * * * * * * * *

Prof. Sam Lehman-Wilzig teaches at Bar-Ilan University in Israel. In 2008-09 he was Schusterman Visiting Professor at Brown University. Visit his Web site:  www.profslw.com
