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Israel's "Social Security"

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

The State of Israel is about to celebrate its 65th birthday -- which brings to the American mind the issue of Social Security. But I want to relate to the term with a small "s", i.e. the idea of social security in its wider meaning.


The U.S. has always had a creed of "rugged individualism" -- each person first and foremost is responsible for his (and lately, her) own fate. That stems in part from its Puritan tradition (God bestows success on the true believer) and also the 19th century Frontier  ethos (go out, grab land, and build the future). As a result, in comparison to other European democracies, the U.S. has quite a weak social safety net for those who don't/can't make it -- even after President Johnson's Great Society program was largely put into effect.


Israel, on the other hand, comes from the opposite direction. Zionism -- at least those who came from Socialist Eastern Europe and originally settled the Promised Land in the early 20th century -- started from the opposite perspective: kol Yisrael arevim ze ba'zeh ("all Jews are guarantors one of the other"), a very hoary, Jewish ethos. Given the lack of natural resources, and a dearth of immigrant economic wealth, the Zionists established a very wide system of social services: universal health care (through four competing "kupot kholim", i.e. HMOs) paid for by progressive taxation; universal, free K-12 education as well as quite inexpensive, public higher education ($7500 overall for the full B.A.); extensive services and subsidies for the physically and mentally handicapped; ditto (to a more limited extent) for the elderly; child allowance supplements until age 18; three month paid maternity leave; and similarly in a host of other areas of life.


However, there's a price to pay -- and the middle class is no longer willing to carry the whole burden, especially given that Israel's "social security" has gone beyond those who can't help themselves (enough) to those unwilling to try. This is the main factor behind the astonishing success of Yair Lapid's Yesh Atid party -- calling for reducing the heavy tax burden on the middle class as well as forcing the ultra-Orthodox to serve in the army and work for a living as well (and thus pay taxes).


Moreover, with rising expectations as a First World economy and state, the middle class expects even more in certain critical areas of life. However, as the country cannot afford to spend additional public funds these services have started to "privatize": supplemental health insurance (to pay for medicines not covered by the HMOs or for ameliorating catastrophic illness through overseas operations); after-school private tutoring to ensure high marks in the "Psychometry" (Israel's College Board equivalent) in order to get into the best university programs; private colleges ($25,000 for the full B.A.) that provide more personalized education; and the like.


Ironically, therefore, both the U.S. and Israel are in the midst of serious public debate regarding the extent of its overall "social security" policies, except that they are coming at it from different directions. America is asking whether and to what extent it should spend more public money to move millions of its citizens above the poverty line; Israel is asking itself to what extent it can cut its public outlays without overly damaging its once (and to some extent, still) admirable social safety net.


I would argue that the issue is far more critical in Israel than in the U.S. for two reasons. First, Israel has to spend a large part of its budget on national security because of its tenuous situation in the hostile Middle East. This is not the usual debate over "guns or butter" but rather "how much butter with the guns". Second, Israeli society is so fractured along religious, ethnic, economic, ideological, and national lines that removing too much social security (again, small "s") would dissipate the glue that today keeps large swaths of the citizenry from violent political activity, if not against the State then at least against each other.


In short, Israel is still a vibrant, young country, but having reached 65 it now has to deal with some very "new/old" issues.
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