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To my mother, Helen Senor, who taught me about resilience through every chapter of her story.

—Dan Senor

To my father, Max Singer, who taught me the craft of thinking differently. To my mother, Suzanne Singer, who taught me how to live joyously.

—Saul Singer

We are forever grateful that the life journeys of Helen, Max, and Sue led them to Israel.






AUTHORS’ NOTE

As this book goes to press in the summer of 2023, Israel is embroiled in a conflict—not against external foes but within itself. For six months and counting, Israelis have come out to the streets by the hundreds of thousands in a struggle over the fundamental structure of Israel’s government.

As we discuss in chapter 10 (“The Wars of the Jews”), Israeli and Jewish history is ridden with internal conflicts. In that chapter we attempt to place the current conflict over Israel’s judicial system into historical context. Here, in this note, we feel obliged to address a different question: Has a core theme of this book—that one of Israeli society’s great strengths is its sense of solidarity, belonging, and caring for the country—been overtaken by events?

Political polarization is on the rise in many Western democracies. There are numerous studies chronicling this trend. According to the 2023 Edelman Trust Barometer, surveying over 32,000 people in 28 countries, majorities in 15 of those countries believed that their countries were more divided today than in the past. Three Western countries—U.S., Spain, and Sweden—were found to be “severely divided.” The heated events of 2023 show that Israel is not immune to this global trend. So how is Israel different?

The difference is that Israel has a reservoir of social solidarity that it can draw upon. There is an ideal of solidarity that, even if sometimes honored in the breach, is a powerful aspiration across the political spectrum.

One stunning finding of the Edelman survey was that less than one-third of respondents said they would help someone in need with whom they strongly disagree politically. Only one-fifth said they would be willing to live in the same neighborhood with a political opponent or have them as a coworker.

In Israel, to even ask these questions would be strange. Disagreeing—with gusto—is not only normal, but central. Nor can Israelis avoid engaging across “tribal” lines. The country is too small and families are too large. Extended families often include religious and secular members. Marriages between Ashkenazi and Mizrahi Jews are common, so families also blend across this divide. People with starkly opposing views live not just in the same neighborhood but also in the same apartment buildings, and often sit around the same Shabbat dinner table. And then there is, of course, military service, which for a majority of Israelis is the most powerful melting pot of all.

Often in this book, when we refer to “Israelis” or “Israeli society,” we have in mind the approximate two-thirds of Israelis who may be ethnically, economically, religiously, and ideologically diverse but this majority still does not include Haredi (“ultra-Orthodox”) Jews or Israeli Arabs. While Israel’s two largest minorities are slowly becoming more intertwined with broader society, by and large they live in separate worlds (see chapter 11: “The Other Israel”). But these three worlds are more interconnected than it seems, and there is a complex interplay between the forces that are bringing them together and prying them apart.

The gaps between Israelis are real. The two-thirds majority, the ultra-Orthodox minority, and the Israeli Arab minority generally, though not always, live separately and study in separate school systems. But it wouldn’t occur to an Israeli not to help someone in need because they disagreed politically. Jews and Arabs are literally saving one another’s lives daily in hospitals and through emergency services, as we also discuss in chapter 11.



But solidarity cannot be built just on daily interactions or a high tolerance for arguing. Solidarity must stand on something profound that is shared. And Jewish Israelis share a common story and fate. For Israelis, “united we stand, divided we fall” is not just a cliche, it’s reality. Israelis know that if their common bond is shattered their country will cease to exist.

In other polarized countries, the yearning for unity that cuts across deep political divides might not be as strong. You can’t yearn for what you can’t imagine. In Israel, the solidarity is just beneath the surface, like a frame holding a mosaic together.

One evening at the height of the protests over judicial reform, the long escalators going down into the Jerusalem station for the train to Tel Aviv were packed with protesters, many of them carrying Israeli flags. On that day, the main pro-government rally was in Tel Aviv while the main anti-government protest was in Jerusalem, opposite the Knesset (Israel’s parliament).

After the rallies, the up escalators were filled with government supporters returning to Jerusalem while the down escalators were packed with government opponents returning to Tel Aviv. Spontaneously, people started stretching across the wide divider between the escalators to shake hands with their opponents. A video of the scene went viral and became an instant icon. In the video, a young bandana-wearing protester reached across, his sign turned toward the other escalator. The sign read “equality, justice, democracy.” As he was shaking hand after hand he shouted, “I love you, you don’t know how much I love you.”

In Israel, such a scene is not surprising. It is reflective of a culture that celebrates disagreement and lionizes unity. In other politically divided countries, the shaking-hands scene would be unimaginable, partly because the two sides don’t rub shoulders and partly because there is no sense of an underlying bond.

When Israelis look back at this time, they will remember the bitterness and the passions, but we hope they will also remember the hands reaching across the escalators. Much of this book is about what brings Israelis together as well as what pushes them apart. The unifying forces should not be taken for granted. That these forces have withstood so many tests is a miracle, and miracles take a lot of work to maintain.

“Israel isn’t a paragon of democracy because it cannot be,” writes Yossi Klein Halevi. “But Israel is a paragon of the struggle for democratic norms under near-impossible circumstances,” as many episodes in Israeli history demonstrate. “Israel is a laboratory for democracy under extremity, and that is its value for the world.”

—Dan Senor (New York City) & Saul Singer (Jerusalem)

August 1, 2023






Introduction THE ISRAELI PARADOX



Humans don’t mind hardship, in fact they thrive on it; what they mind is not feeling necessary. Modern society has perfected the art of making people not feel necessary.

—Sebastian Junger



Tiffanie Wen lay on the massage mat. It was that brief moment when you are there alone, waiting for the masseur you had met a moment ago to return. Wen thought, Should I tell him, or would that be out of place? Or would he mention it on his own?

He didn’t. She didn’t like to point things out to people. But if she didn’t, she knew that the niggling thought would be there. Better to get it out and over with.

“I’m sure you remember, but the siren is going to go off in the middle of our massage,” she said, speaking to the wall, the side of her face nestling into the towel covering the mat. “Oh, yeah, today is Yom HaZikaron,” he said, conscious of the role reversal. As the Israeli in the room, he should have been doing the reminding. It was Memorial Day, when Israel remembers its fallen soldiers.

“When the siren goes off,” he said, recovering his authority, “you just lie on the mat. Don’t worry about getting up in the middle of your massage. But I’ll stop and stand during the siren.”

Wen, an Asian American journalist from San Francisco who had followed her Israeli boyfriend back to Tel Aviv, was studying for a master’s degree in Middle Eastern Studies at Tel Aviv University. She savored being the knowing local for a moment, but no matter how many times she experienced it, this uniquely Israeli communal ritual continued to astound her. At exactly 11:00 a.m., Israel’s national air-raid siren system would fill the air with a loud, plaintive note—a blaring high-pitched sound that could be heard everywhere, as if it were coming out of the air itself.

For two minutes the world would stop, as in a sci-fi movie. Cars would stop on the highways, their drivers standing like sentries next to them. In restaurants and hotels, schools and offices, stadiums and homes, everyone would stand in silence. Diners, waiters, and kitchen staff would all stand. Students and teachers in school would stand. Foreign news outlets would post videos of street scenes frozen in time while the jarring, inescapable wail filled the air.

The sirens actually sound on two days each year, one week apart: Yom HaShoah (Holocaust Memorial Day) and Yom HaZikaron (Memorial Day, for soldiers and victims of terror).

Two minutes was a long time to be still and silent. What, or who, were they all thinking about as they looked down, stared out, or closed their eyes? Wen wondered. If she hadn’t been flat on a mat, she would have stood, too. Participating made her, in a small way, feel part of the collective. But it wasn’t just that Israelis were doing the same thing—they were tuned to the same channel, a channel she couldn’t access. The channel was at once collective and personal, as Israelis focused on someone they lost: a brother, a son, a girlfriend, a parent, a childhood friend, a teacher, a student, a nearby shopkeeper, a soldier from their unit.

Wen remembered another Memorial Day siren, when she was Skyping from San Francisco with her boyfriend, who was in Israel. “We’ll have to stop talking for a couple minutes or so, but it’s okay, just stay on.” Wen marveled. “He wasn’t in public, he was in his apartment by himself,” she told us. “Nobody would notice what he did. Yet he stood up and had that moment.”

Joe McCormack felt a similar sense of awe. “The siren always sends chills down my back. Even now,” he said. The name, the fair skin, the open face, the accent—these were all giveaways that McCormack was not a typical Israeli. Even for a place to which people had come from over seventy different countries, McCormack stood out. “I remember the first time I heard the siren,” he said. “It was on Holocaust Remembrance Day, on a train to Haifa. And all of a sudden, the train stops, in the middle of nowhere. Fields all around. No buildings. And everyone in the train stood up. It was very intense. You could see on everyone’s faces, their minds racing with emotions.

“I grew up in rural Scotland,” McCormack explained. “I had never met a Jew. I was nine years old when we learned about the Second World War, and Hitler, and what happened to the Jewish people. I remember the school and the teacher. And I remember being in that classroom and hearing the stories about how murderous people have been towards the Jews, and then fast-forwarding to this moment—I’m in Israel standing in silence on a train with all these people whose country came into existence out of the ashes of the Holocaust.”

McCormack was one of the first people on Facebook when it opened to people outside of college campuses in 2006. That’s where he met Adi, an Israeli who also was there to check out this buzzy social media start-up. They got to know each other virtually for six months, and then McCormack decided to come for a two-week visit.

“I had no idea about the Middle East, less about Israel. I thought it was a place with camels and that Yasser Arafat was president,” McCor-mack admitted. “I was so nervous. I was shocked at this big modern airport. It was nighttime and I went to this cool and hopping city… Tel Aviv. I was like, ‘Wow. This is a lot different from Scotland.’ ”

McCormack stayed with Adi’s family. “It was a real Israeli household,” he recalled. “A big family that would gather each week for Friday night dinner. Three—sometimes four—generations getting together for dinner… every week. I had never experienced anything like it. And I just really loved the place.” He quit his job and stayed for three months, until his tourist visa ran out. McCormack went back to the UK for a while to get a new visa, and returned to work in Israel’s thriving high-tech sector.

Parts of life in Israel mystified McCormack. On the one hand, there was the moving experience of seeing Israelis stand as one during the siren. But at Tel Aviv’s main open-air fruit and vegetable market, he would see a more typical side of Israelis. “People would be shouting and arguing, and it just felt to me like a very aggressive place. No one would queue up and people would push in line, and that used to drive me crazy,” he said.

If Israelis were constantly tussling, how could they be capable of switching over to performing such a tremendous act of unity? McCormack couldn’t figure it out. One incident brought this paradox right before his eyes.

“I was on my bike, and I saw a bus cutting off a motorcyclist,” McCormack recalled. “And then I saw the cyclist take off his helmet and start banging on the side of the bus. And the bus driver opened the door, and they’re shouting at each other. And I’m thinking, ‘Oh my God, this is not going to end well.’ And then suddenly, the guy with his helmet off starts asking the bus driver for directions, and he says, ‘Okay, thanks.’ And then he speeds off. And I just stood there with my mouth open. What just happened?”

Soon enough, Tiffanie Wen got to experience another kind of siren. This time she found herself crumpled into a ball in the hallway of her Tel Aviv apartment building, sobbing into her dog’s fur. Out of nowhere, the rising howl of air-raid sirens had pierced the night. She went with her neighbors to the most rocket-proof part of the building. One neighbor, an eighty-six-year-old ex-paratrooper named Fishkay, gave her a look that said, Nothing scares me. But even the younger people didn’t seem fazed. The neighbors knew the drill. You wait for the all-clear siren and then go about your business.

“Why aren’t they scared?” she and her American friends asked one another the next day. She also had a practical problem: What would she do if the sirens went off while she was at the university?

Wen asked one of the supervisors of her program. The first thing she said was not to panic, because more people get hurt running for shelter than from rockets. Then she smiled and told her, “Look out your window. If you see Israelis panicking, that’s the time to panic. Just copy the Israelis. You’ll be fine.”

The ability to take all this in stride was incredible to her. Israelis, including her boyfriend, seemed so much more resilient than Wen and her friends. An argument on the street or a disagreement on the job could easily ruin Wen’s day or week. But for Israelis, “my thinking about these things one minute after they happen seems like overhyped drama.”



We have been observers of Israel for decades. In our previous book, Start-Up Nation: The Story of Israel’s Economic Miracle, we sought to understand and explain one prominent aspect of Israel—its booming high-tech sector. But at some level, we were just as mystified as Tiffanie Wen and Joe McCormack about what made Israeli society tick.

In many respects, Israel looks like the modern and prosperous democracies of North America, Europe, and Asia. As of 2021, its GDP per capita has surpassed those of Germany, the UK, France, and Japan, and its economy has been growing faster than the U.S. and EU. Tel Aviv, Jerusalem, and other cities are festooned with construction cranes building new office towers, hotels, and apartment buildings. Israel’s economic and military strengths are visible and known. What no one seemed to have noticed, including us and most Israelis, was the evidence that Israel was an outlier in societal health.

We had been so dazzled by Israel’s high-tech scene that we hadn’t paid attention to how Israel stacked up on the societal level. And the more we looked into it, the more the results surprised us.


Why Are Israelis So Damn Happy?

Wen told us that “every time I thought I understood the place, something happened that didn’t make sense.” One paradox stood out because it encompassed all the rest. A United Nations report had recently ranked countries on happiness, and Israel came out near the top.

It didn’t take long for Wen to become aware of the stresses of daily life in Israel. Income inequality and the cost of living were rising. In 2021, the Economist ranked Tel Aviv as the most expensive city in the world. An average apartment costs about 150 times the average annual salary, more than double the figure in the United States. And all that’s before you get to the part about living under perpetual threat. During certain periods over the past twenty-five years, more than half of Israeli adults surveyed said they had been victims of terror attacks or had family or friends who had experienced one.

Israel’s happiness score piqued Wen’s curiosity. Partly to explain it to herself, she wrote an article for the Daily Beast titled “Why Are the Israelis So Damn Happy?” It became one of the most popular she had ever written. In Israel, it seemed as if everyone knew about their country’s unlikely standing in the happiness sweepstakes.

“The piece sparked a lot of discussion among my Israeli friends,” Wen said. One of her professors read the piece, but didn’t know who she was. “He called out in my class, ‘Who is Tiffanie Wen?’ He very much agreed with the piece and gave me some nice feedback.” But some people disagreed with her. A psychologist she spoke with said that Israelis weren’t happy; all her patients were miserable.

We knew that Israelis had plenty to complain about and that they certainly do just that. Talking to Wen added to our questions. What did it mean to say that Israelis are happy? Where did the happiness ranking come from, anyway?

The source was the annual World Happiness Report, a well-regarded and research-based compilation issued by an organization affiliated with the United Nations. When Wen first came across the report, Israel ranked among the top fifteen out of over 150 countries. By the 2022 report, Israel had jumped to ninth place. Then, in the 2023 report, Israel jumped another five spots, to fourth in the world. While most countries’ ranking stayed steady year after year, Israel—from a starting point that was already at a high level—rose ten places in three years.

It was hard to dismiss the results of the report. In its tenth year and based on a massive global poll by the Gallup organization, the results over time were remarkably consistent. Every year, Israel appeared in the top decile.

Promoting happiness has become part of the global policy agenda. Some countries, like the United Arab Emirates and Ecuador, even appointed ministers for happiness. (The UK has a minister for loneliness, but the mandate is the same.) The tiny country of Bhutan has attracted attention for declaring that it will no longer measure its progress according to the gross national product (GNP) but will focus instead on raising the country’s “gross national happiness.”

But how do you measure the happiness of a country? The whole idea of “happiness studies,” at least on the country level, sounded slippery. The concept of a happy country brought to mind a place where everyone was walking around with a smile on their face. That certainly wasn’t the Israel we knew.

The smiley version of happiness was not what Gallup was trying to measure. The report aimed at a deeper construct: life satisfaction. The pollsters employed a widely-used tool for measuring life satisfaction, called the “Cantril ladder.” “Please imagine a ladder, with steps numbered from 0 at the bottom to 10 at the top,” the question reads. “The top of the ladder represents the best possible life for you and the bottom of the ladder represents the worst possible life for you. On which step of the ladder would you say you personally feel you stand at this time?” Israelis placed themselves higher up the ladder of “the best possible life” than almost any country in the world.

This result is even more striking because the Jewish people have been complaining from the moment they became a people. In what must have been one of the earliest examples of chutzpah, the Jews had barely escaped Egypt when they started complaining to Moses about the food. “In Egypt we could eat all the fish we wanted, and there were cucumbers, melons, all kinds of onions, and garlic,” the Israelites said. “But we’re starving out here, and the only food we have is this manna.” Modern Israelis complain no less. And Israelis, notoriously, have no problem telling you how they really feel, without sugarcoating. Yet, when asked to reflect on their lives, they express high levels of personal satisfaction. Why?

Israel is clearly the “odd man out” among the happiest nations. Geographically, the countries that ranked one through nine almost all fit in a tight circle centered around Copenhagen. Five were Nordic countries: Finland, Sweden, Denmark, Norway, and Iceland. The other three were close by: the Netherlands, Luxembourg, and Switzerland. These countries are peaceful, quiet, politically stable, and provide generous social welfare benefits.

Then there was Israel, far away in the Middle East, a region not known for tranquility. Noisy, argumentative Israelis rated their own lives more satisfying than did Swedes, Swiss, Americans, Australians, Canadians, and Singaporeans. Long before the COVID-19 pandemic, the affluent democracies of the world were struck by a panoply of societal sicknesses: loneliness, distrust, and even despair. Was Israel an exception?

Another sign of Israeli societal health is related to, but not the same as, happiness: optimism. The Pew Research Center, a blue-chip global polling organization, has periodically asked this question to measure optimism: “When children in your country grow up, will they be financially  better or worse off than their parents?” Of all the wealthy countries polled, Israel and Singapore were the only countries where more people were optimistic about their children’s financial future. Among the nineteen countries surveyed, the median of those answering “worse off” was 70 percent, while Israelis were the least pessimistic, at 27 percent. In almost all the other countries, the percentage answering “worse off” grew to record highs from 2019 to 2022. In Israel the number of pessimists dropped from an already low number to even lower. Why would Israelis, already among the most optimistic, become more so during a pandemic and when living amid a seemingly endless conflict?

And the conflicts confronting Israelis were not just based on external security threats, but sometimes toxic domestic political debates—over government decisions to accept Holocaust reparations from West Germany in 1952, to launch a controversial war in Lebanon in 1982, to uproot and forcibly relocate Jewish settlement communities in 2005, or to fast-track polarizing judicial reforms in 2023, to name a few. In the wake of the 1995 assassination of Yitzhak Rabin by a Jewish extremist, Israeli society appeared to be irreparably broken.

While there are thousands of academic studies—indeed a whole subfield of psychology—dissecting happiness among individuals, we were still unsure about relying on comparisons at the country level of something as culturally influenced as happiness. We wanted to look at incontrovertible data that measured aspects of societal health. So our next stop was a particularly comprehensive metric: longevity.




Living Longer

The most comprehensive measure of health in a country is life expectancy. We did not expect Israel to excel in this measure because Israelis have a lot of something unhealthy: stress. Young Israelis spend years in intense military service and security threats are constantly present throughout their lives. Economically, the growing gap between salaries and housing prices has added more stress. Traffic, another big stress inducer, is horrible. (According to Waze, which was invented in Israel, Tel Aviv is among the world’s top five most congested cities.) Israelis joke that they go to Manhattan for relaxation.

In addition to these everyday stresses, there is the surround sound of ominous warnings that one or all of the tautly stretched seams of Israeli society will come undone: between hawks and doves, between the hedonists of Tel Aviv and the Haredim of Bnei Brak, between the high-tech bourgeois and the struggling towns on the periphery, between Jews from the East and Jews from the West, between Jews and Arabs—where they live together and where they live apart.

Bathing in stress would not seem to be a good recipe for a long life. Yet according to the World Health Organization, life expectancy in Israel was 82.6 years in 2019. This ranked Israel as the ninth highest in the world, slightly above France, Sweden, Canada, and New Zealand, and a full year above the UK, Germany, Finland, Belgium, and Denmark. On average, Israelis live more than four years longer than Americans and a decade longer than their wealthy neighbors in Persian Gulf countries like Saudi Arabia.

Another key metric is not how long people live (life span), but the average number of years they can expect to enjoy “full health” (health span). This measure is called “healthy life expectancy,” or HALE. Here, too, Israel’s ranking is extraordinary. Israeli men have the fourth highest healthy life expectancy globally, and Israeli women are in eighth place.

“Israel has been climbing the international rankings of life expectancy faster than any other country in the world,” said Alex Weinreb, a demographer at the Taub Center for Social Policy Studies in Jerusalem. “But this is not happening during a time of peace and tranquility; the real growth happened for two decades when Israel was fighting multiple wars and absorbing a massive number of immigrants that required constantly building more schools, roads, and hospitals.”

While Israel does have a world-class health care system—internationally recognized for its broad reach across socioeconomic divides—is that enough to explain why Israelis live so long and in better health? Probably not, because other affluent countries have health care systems that are just as good, or better, but with lower life expectancies.

Do Israelis just have healthier lifestyles or diets? Obesity levels in Israel are about average, and diabetes rates are relatively high. Israelis do have a Mediterranean diet, which is considered healthy, but so do many other countries.

So the question is, if Israelis’ health takes a hit from stress, and health care, lifestyle, or diet don’t explain the difference in life expectancy, what does? Why is Israel an outlier not only in happiness and optimism but also in longevity? The explanation is not obvious. But it would be hard to solve the puzzle if we only had part of it in front of us. We needed to see if Israel was an outlier in other respects. The next one wasn’t hard to find.




Young and Growing

“The projections are reliable, and stark,” the New York Times reported in July 2023. “By 2050, people age 65 and older will make up nearly 40 percent of the population in some parts of East Asia and Europe. That’s almost twice the share of older adults in Florida, America’s retirement capital.” The article continued, “In all of recorded history, no country has ever been as old as these nations are expected to get.”

It is difficult to imagine what such a world will look like. Except that there is a place where it already exists: Japan.

Japan has the world’s highest life expectancy—a tremendous achievement. But with that success came a dire problem: not enough young people. In Japan, there are more people over seventy than under twenty. More adult diapers are sold in Japan than baby diapers. By 2060 there will be almost as many elderly people as those of working age. “Japan is standing on the verge of whether we can continue to function as a society,” Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida told his parliament in January 2023. And many wealthy countries, even some emerging nations, are on a similar path as their populations age.

Israel is on the other end of the scale—the youngest of the affluent democracies. In 2050 Israel is projected to be about twenty years younger than Italy, Spain, and Germany.

    Look at these projected population pyramids for Israel and Japan in 2050. In Japan, there will be about twice as many seventy-five-to-eighty-year-olds as children five or younger. In Israel, the elderly-to-toddler ratio is reversed. There will be more than three times as many young children as those approaching eighty. And while Japan is leading the way toward a graying future, Europe is right behind.

    [image: Image]

In 2019, Israel’s median age was 29, while Europe’s was 41.3—already a gap of over a decade. By 2050, Israel’s median age is projected to rise moderately to 32.9, while Europe’s jumps to 47.3—increasing the gap between Israel and Europe to over fourteen years. While the rest of the wealthy world will look increasingly like an old-age home, Israel will still be opening playgrounds and schools at a steady clip. Clearly, a country with more strollers than walkers has a different feel, energy, and excitement about the future.

In addition to rapid aging, the wealthy countries face a related demographic headwind: shrinking populations. Again, the rich countries are leading the way, but the rest of the world is following. In 2021, in a front-page feature titled “Long Slide Looms for World Population,” the New York Times reported that the global population will go into “sustained decline” in the second half of this century. This trend would “upend how societies are organized,” the paper warned. “Imagine entire regions where everyone is 70 or older. Imagine governments laying out huge bonuses for immigrants and mothers with lots of children. Imagine a gig economy filled with grandparents and Super Bowl ads promoting procreation.”

Countries like Japan, Germany, South Korea, Denmark, and Italy are desperately trying to stave off this future. They are spending billions of dollars for day care programs and other inducements to encourage more births. Some governments have claimed that low birth rates are their nation’s most pressing problem. There is only one wealthy country that has escaped this trend: Israel.

Israel and its wealthy peers part ways because they are on different sides of a sharp dividing line: the “replacement rate.” If the fertility rate, or the average number of children a woman has in her lifetime, is above 2.1, the population will be young and growing. Below that rate the population will age and shrink. At 3.01 in 2019, Israel’s fertility rate is well above replacement. The average among the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries is 1.61. If these fertility rates stay stable, Israel and the rest of the rich world will move in opposite directions. By 2050, Japan’s population is projected to shrink by almost one-fifth, while in Israel it is slated to increase by almost half.

There is also a social cost to population decline. “The arithmetic of below-replacement fertility eats away at the heart of the extended family structure,” the demographer Nicholas Eberstadt told us. “It eats away at an extraordinarily important component of what we think of as social capital, right at the foundation of the resilience of the society.”

Happiness, optimism, longevity, youth, and population growth are all positive measures where Israel stands out. We thought that one way to double-check these measures would be to look at the other end of the spectrum. To get a sense of the opposite of these indicators, we researched the toll from a truly tragic malady of modern societies: despair.




Don’t Despair

In a 2015 study, the Princeton economists Anne Case and Angus Deaton examined a striking phenomenon. Since the year 2000, U.S. deaths from suicide, drugs, and other forms of substance abuse had turned upward, after having been flat from 1970 to 2000. By 2020 the number of these deaths in America had more than doubled.

Case and Deaton gave this devastating wave a name: “deaths of despair.” The main component of these deaths was evident—the opioid epidemic. But this culprit was not solely to blame. Alcohol-related deaths had more than doubled from 1999 to 2017.

Case and Deaton argued that this phenomenon was uniquely American. In the UK and Europe, these kinds of deaths had dropped significantly over the same period. But this may be changing. In May 2019, the Economist reported that deaths of despair among middle-aged British men had been “moving in the wrong direction” over the previous eight years.

So here we see measurable signs of acute social decay in America and the UK. What was happening in the other affluent democracies? The gold standard for international comparisons is the Global Burden of Disease (GBD) study, compiled at the University of Washington. The GBD measures all causes of death and disability—from road accidents to tuberculosis. We looked at the GBD to compare deaths of despair among wealthy nations.

[image: Image]

Israel has been exposed to constant trauma. Yet countries often considered the most idyllic, like Sweden, Denmark, and Norway, suffer from two to three times higher rates of deaths of despair than Israel. Israel has the lowest rate of these deaths of all the wealthy nations in the OECD. Israel also has the world’s third-lowest consumption level of alcohol on a per capita basis and even lower rates of deaths from opioid abuse. One way to get a better idea of what is behind these data is to look at what is happening with mental health.

In early 2023, new data were released on a trend that had been worsening long before the pandemic. “CDC Report on Teen Mental Health Is a Red Alert,” wrote the Washington Post. The report found an “ ‘overwhelming wave of violence and trauma’ and never-before-seen levels of hopelessness and suicidal thoughts among high school students in the U.S.,” according to NBC News. New “alarming levels of violence, sadness, suicide risk in teens,” reported CBS News.

The CDC has been conducting the Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance Survey biennially for three decades. Over seventeen thousand high school students across the U.S. were polled. “High school should be a time for trailblazing, not trauma,” declared the CDC’s chief medical officer in a press release. The CDC’s report echoed an earlier study by the American Academy of Pediatrics: “Across the country we have witnessed dramatic increases in Emergency Department visits for all mental health emergencies including suspected suicide attempts.”

In New York, one Long Island hospital had 250 emergency room visits by suicidal adolescents in 1982; in 2010, the number had increased more than tenfold, to 3,000. In 2022, it was 8,000. After accidents, suicide has been overtaking homicide across the country as the second-leading cause of death in this age cohort.

And it wasn’t just adolescents. In recent years there has been a near doubling of suicides by children ages five to eleven. While emergency room visits for suicide attempts or suicidal thoughts bloomed from 580,000 in 2007 to 1.1 million in 2015, nearly half of those visits were by children younger than eleven.

Israel’s teen suicide rates are among the lowest in the world—less than a third of the OECD average and less than a quarter that of the United States, Australia, Finland, and Canada. Israel and Greece are the countries with the lowest teen suicide rate in the OECD.

Many theories have been put forward to explain plummeting teen mental health—from social media and smartphones to an array of sources of stress. As Derek Thompson chronicled in the Atlantic, citing clinical psychologists, “in the last decade teenagers have become increasingly stressed by concerns about gun violence, climate change, and the political environment.”

But these explanations do not explain why Israeli youth are seemingly immune to this epidemic: most have smartphones and access to social media, they are blasted with the same dire climate change predictions, they are exposed to an endless loop of polarizing political debates, and they have more direct exposure to violence, be it from rockets, terrorism, or direct combat experience. On the face of it, Israeli teens should be even more stressed than their peers in calmer countries.



Arguably, the data indicating rising despair are even more significant reflections of societal health than measures of happiness (or, rather, unhappiness). At the launch event for the 2022 World Happiness Report, Gallup CEO Jon Clifton pointed this out, based on a conversation he’d had with the Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman, an Israeli whose groundbreaking body of work (together with Amos Tversky) on decision-making revealed the productive and counterproductive ways people make judgments.

“Increasing happiness and reducing misery are very different things,” Kahneman told Clifton. “I would focus on the negative end. It should be the responsibility of society to try and reduce misery.” Clifton noted that one of the “most concerning trends we’ve ever seen in the history of our reporting is that stress, sadness, physical pain, anger, and worry have now reached a record high.” This could not be blamed on the pandemic, he said, because all five of the indicators had been rising for ten straight years.

Israel does not seem to have been as affected by these trends. According to Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics, loneliness, for example, dropped by 20 percent between 2002 and 2016. Why might this be?

Several studies point to Israeli “familialism” and “groupism” as key sources of social support. A joint UC Berkeley–Tel Aviv University study comparing social connectedness in the U.S. and Israel found “the Israelis’ networks were significantly denser—more interconnected—than the Americans’ networks.” The study also suggested, based on similar research in the UK, Canada, and China, that the Israeli density of communal ties and friendships “is clearly higher than that of the other nations and may be among the highest in the world.”

Some countries excel in fostering happiness, but not in reducing despair. Israel is exceptional in both. It is among the happiest and most optimistic countries in the world, while also having the lowest rate of deaths of despair among OECD members. At the same time, Israel’s life expectancy is high, and a high birth rate ensures that Israel would remain young and keep growing, while the rest of the wealthy democracies are aging and shrinking. Something extraordinary is happening in Israeli society.



Our previous book, Start-Up Nation, described how Israel became the unlikely home to the highest density of technology start-ups in the world. At that time, not long after the 2008 financial crisis, governments and companies scrambled to become more innovative. Yet no one seemed to have noticed that Israel, this tiny and remote country, had built the world’s second-largest innovation ecosystem. It was as if we had stumbled on an invisible mountain.

Now the world’s affluent democracies seem to be caught in a vicious cycle of demographic collapse, accelerated aging, deepening pessimism, and loneliness. In these countries, the best days seem to be receding in the rearview mirror. While there is a natural human tendency toward nostalgia, today whole societies look ahead with a sense of unraveling, decline, and even doom. That feels like something new.

This book explores how Israel has shown surprising resilience against many trends that have been sapping affluent societies of their health and vitality. Measurable indicators suggest that Israelis are engaged in shaping their future, and even building it. Why is Israel so different? Once again, it feels as if we have stumbled on a mountain.

Understanding the Israeli example will help answer some of the most crucial questions of our age. Can we build societies with a greater sense of purpose? Can we rebuild community in an age of hyper-individualism and loneliness? Can we build guardrails of commonality to keep political divides from tearing apart democracy itself?

Israel shows that there is nothing inevitable about decline and despair. That striving for individual excellence and economic prosperity does not have to come at the expense of communal values. That there is a way to live with, and even thrive in, an age of rapid change and uncertainty. And that even a divided society can share something meaningful, and can argue and protest out of caring for the country, not just for one’s self. The story of how this happened is the story of the genius of Israel.








Chapter One UBER TO THE MOON



WHO WANTS TO GO TO THE MOON??

—Facebook post by Yariv Bash, cofounder of SpaceIL

It’s not about being optimistic that things will work out.

It’s about being optimistic about what happens when they don’t.

—Kfir Damari, cofounder of SpaceIL



Three months after taking office, President John F. Kennedy huddled with his advisors in the White House. The Soviet Union had just stunned the world by sending the first man into space. It was the most daring of a string of Soviet space firsts. “Is there any other space program that promises dramatic results in which we could win?” Kennedy asked.

It wasn’t just space that was at stake. In a secret memo a week later, President Kennedy’s vice president, Lyndon B. Johnson, wrote that “other nations… will tend to align themselves with the country which they believe will be the world leader. Dramatic accomplishments in space are being increasingly identified as a major indicator of world leadership.” Putting the second man in space wouldn’t hack it. They had to come up with something so audacious, so impossible, that there would be no doubt who had won the space race and, by extension, who led the world in innovative power.

In 1961, America’s GDP was, in today’s dollars, less than one-fifth of its current size. The state-of-the-art computer weighed thirty-two tons, cost $66 million (in today’s dollars), and had two megabytes of memory—less than the size of a single photograph today. Electric typewriters were cutting-edge technology. The idea that a human being could walk on the moon and return to earth safely seemed like science fiction. No one had a clue how it could be done. But was there anything that America could not do?

The United States had emerged from World War II as by far the world’s dominant military and economic power. But it was not just power that characterized America in those years; it was also optimism, idealism, and belief in itself. Membership in communal organizations soared. There was the post–World War II “baby boom.” There seemed to be a belief that the United States was rocketing toward a better, more prosperous future. What better expression of American exuberance than to send a rocket to the moon?


Bar Shot

They looked like any three guys in an Israeli bar, plotting their next start-up. But if you could see what they were sketching, it wasn’t an app or a gadget. It was a spacecraft. Yariv Bash, Kfir Damari, and Yonatan Winetraub—all engineers in their late twenties—barely knew one another. They had come together in response to seven words that Bash had posted on Facebook on November 10, 2010: “WHO WANTS TO GO TO THE MOON??”

In the fifty-three years since Sputnik, the first satellite to orbit the earth, had launched the space era, only the largest nations had reached the surface of the moon. The former Soviet Union achieved the first soft landing with its spacecraft Luna 9 in 1966. The United States succeeded in landing the first human being on the moon in 1969. And in 2008, India was the next country to make it there, with a probe that intentionally crashed into the moon’s south pole. China, by that time, had succeeded in sending an orbiter to the moon, but had not yet achieved a soft landing on its surface.

The three guys in the bar planned to add Israel to this short list of large nations. Their project had begun almost as a lark.

A few days earlier, Yariv Bash was walking home after midnight in Tel Aviv and had an idea. He was looking for an inspiring project for Mahanet, a three-day “creativity camp” that he had cofounded for soldiers serving in classified IDF technology and intelligence units. The event took place on an air force base in the desert. Everyone was encouraged to build something innovative. There was only one condition: it had to be useless. At the last gathering, one team built a waterslide simulator and another baked the largest pizza in the Middle East.

“Maybe I can get approval to build a rocket that will go to the edge of space, release a small plastic spacecraft and take a video,” Bash suggested to a friend of his earlier that evening. His friend said, “You’re thinking too small. Have you heard of the Google Lunar XPRIZE?” Google was offering $20 million to the first privately funded team to land a spaceship on the moon, move it five hundred meters, and send pictures back to earth. The competition sought to nudge the private sector into exploring deep space, a realm that had been the exclusive domain of a few national space programs.

Bash and his friend poked around the website. Registration had been open for about three years and was going to close in six weeks, on December 31, 2010. The registration fee was $50,000, and you had to submit a plausible plan for how you would do it. The project itself would cost untold millions of dollars.

Bash had told his friend that he was crazy to suggest applying for the Lunar XPRIZE. The teams in the competition were mostly big companies with large budgets. “But as I was walking home, I thought to myself, if I were to enter an Israeli team in the competition, what would I call it?” Bash later recalled. That night, he registered the domain name SpaceIL.com. (“IL” is the two-letter internet abbreviation for “Israel.”) He also posted on his Facebook page, “Domain name. Check. Application. Check. WHO WANTS TO GO TO THE MOON??”

The next day, Bash received a text from Kfir Damari, a fellow engineer he had met at Mahanet. “If you’re serious, I’m in,” he wrote. Bash had also emailed Yonatan Winetraub, an acquaintance who worked in the space division of Israel Aerospace Industries (IAI). The three of them decided to meet at Carla Bruni, a bar in Holon, a city just south of Tel Aviv. The prize deadline was only weeks away.

Damari had grown up in Alfei Menashe, a small middle-class town in the center of Israel. He was studying computer engineering at Ben-Gurion University, having served in one of the army’s elite intelligence units. Computers had been part of his life from an early age; he was six years old when he first began coding. “I wrote my first virus at the age of eleven. It was a really stupid virus, but it worked,” he said.

Yonatan Winetraub had been obsessed with space since childhood. At sixteen he joined one of the first teams of high school students to design a CubeSat—a satellite just ten centimeters square on each side and weighing 860 grams. While still in high school, Winetraub published an academic paper about the altitude control of satellites. After his military service, while working at Israel Aerospace Industries, he attended a selective space studies program at the International Space University at NASA’s Ames Research Center. That is when he met Peter Diamandis, the founder of XPRIZE Foundation, and heard about the Google Lunar XPRIZE.

The XPRIZE competition captivated him. On his own, Winetraub started working on a design for a CubeSat that could get to the surface of the moon. “When I returned to Israel,” Winetraub said, “I tried to get people excited about my design and went around saying, ‘Hey, let’s build this.’ ” He felt ready. By his early twenties, Winetraub had already worked on half a dozen satellites, including as lead systems engineer on an IAI CubeSat. When he saw Bash’s email, he jumped at the chance to put his plan into practice.

Over drinks at Carla Bruni, the three engineers did some calculations and sketches. How could they get to the moon as quickly and cheaply as possible? They speculated about the viability of a spacecraft the size of a Coke bottle, minus the thrusters and fuel tanks.

They would not have a superpower’s multibillion-dollar budget. They wouldn’t even have the paltry budget of Israel’s national space agency behind them. The young Israelis would send a rocket to the moon under the auspices of SpaceIL, an educational nonprofit organization.

The first challenges the three young engineers faced were to find the $50,000 needed to register and to create a credible design for the spacecraft, both of which needed to be done by December 31. They understood that they had to pass the straight-face test. Who would take them seriously, three amateurs with no experience in space exploration and no money? A few weeks to cobble together $50,000 “is not trivial for guys who had one too many beers and big dreams,” Danny Grossman told Tablet magazine. Grossman is a former Israeli Air Force fighter pilot who was among their first donors.

What followed was a classic demonstration of the feeling that most of Israel sometimes acts as one big family—an attribute that sets it apart from other advanced countries. Part of the reason these young engineers would even think about embarking on such a project is that they knew they would not be alone. They knew they could approach anyone to help, and there was a decent chance that others would be inspired to join a big project on behalf of their country.

“We emailed Isaac Ben-Israel, the chairman of the Israel Space Agency,” Bash said, “and luckily he took the meeting.” In Israel, everyone—no matter how important—responds to anyone, even to random cold emails and WhatsApp messages. Ben-Israel, a retired major general who had directed the Defense Research and Development program, was a two-time winner of the Defense Ministry’s highest award, a former member of the Knesset, and a professor at Tel Aviv University. “The fact that three young engineers—an MBA student, an aspiring entrepreneur, and a junior employee at an aerospace company—could so easily reach the head of the space program would be hard to imagine in most countries,” Damari said. “Especially when our pitch was ‘We want to land a spacecraft the size of a Coke bottle on the moon in two years.’ ”

At this meeting Bash, Damari, and Winetraub began to focus on an immovable obstacle: geography. Satellites are generally launched eastward, to take advantage of the momentum provided by the earth’s rotation. But if you look at a map of the Middle East, you’ll see that nearly every country to the east of Israel did not have diplomatic relations with Israel, and most were in a cold war with the Jewish state that could turn hot from any accidental flash point. A crash landing or even a successful and peaceful launch could spark a geopolitical crisis. “That’s why Israel is the only country that sends up [satellite] rockets against the rotation of the Earth,” according to the journalist Armin Rosen. But launching against the natural force of the earth’s rotation requires extra fuel, which meant the spacecraft would have to be even larger than the SpaceIL team had sketched out at the bar.

During the presentation, Ben-Israel commandeered Bash’s laptop and flipped through the slides himself. “It won’t be the size of a Coke bottle, it won’t cost ten million dollars, and it won’t take two years. It will be ten times bigger, cost ten times as much, and it will take ten years,” he said gruffly. The three young men assumed that he was about to kick them out. But instead he said, “Guys, you’re still not there, but I’m willing to be on your board and help you out.”

The Hebrew word that Ben-Israel would likely have used instead of “guys” is hevre, a much more loaded term in Israeli culture. Hevre, which comes from the same root as haver (friend) and hevra (society), is not easily translatable into English. One’s hevre can range from a group of lifelong friends to a group who have just met but are united by a common purpose. It’s moving from “you” to “we.” By calling them hevre, Ben-Israel was siding with their improbable mission.

Flush with Ben-Israel’s encouragement, in the weeks leading up to the deadline, the three Israelis also secured the support of Daniel Zajfman, then president of the Weizmann Institute, one of Israel’s premier scientific research institutions. Another crucial endorsement came from Arie Halsband, the head of the space division at Israel Aerospace Industries—and Winetraub’s boss, three or four levels above him. “Arie started shouting at us when he saw our plans,” Bash said. Then he calmed down and told them, “I have the only space facility in Israel. As long as I think you have a chance, I believe it’s my obligation to help you.” Years later, Halsband said, “They couldn’t have done it without us, but we would never have had the audacity to do it without them.”

As it happened, the Israel Space Agency was hosting its annual conference just a month later, a conference that attracts high-level representatives from NASA and other national space agencies. Ben-Israel called Bash and said that he and his group could have fifteen minutes onstage to announce their team’s pursuit of the Google Lunar XPRIZE. It was a prestigious platform from which to launch their project. After the presentation, someone from the audience came up to them and asked, “Do you need money?” It was Morris Kahn, an Israeli telecom entrepreneur and private equity investor. Kahn, who was friends with the Apollo 11 astronaut Buzz Aldrin, was passionate about space exploration. “Come over to my office, I’ll give one hundred thousand dollars to this project,” he said. Kahn would become SpaceIL’s main backer, eventually contributing $47 million.

The team entered the competition and spent the first two years developing their spacecraft before realizing that the design wouldn’t work. Two more years were spent on another failed design. Each time, they ran out of money and had to go back to their donors, saying that their plan had failed and they needed more funding. And each time, their key Israeli supporters came through. Each design made the spacecraft bigger, heavier, and more expensive. It was not until 2015 that they landed on a design that worked. In the end, just as Ben-Israel had predicted, it was much bigger, took almost a decade, and cost $100 million.

While $100 million sounds like a large number, it was a “bargain basement price” for a lunar mission, said Lee Billings, a senior editor at Scientific American. “No one has ever approached anywhere close to that before,” he said. How did SpaceIL get the price so low?

Winetraub and his engineering team came up with two ways to dramatically cut costs. First, the spacecraft would have to be small—if not a CubeSat, then as small as possible. Second, SpaceIL would have to develop a completely new trajectory for reaching the moon.

One of the most expensive parts of getting to the moon is launching the spacecraft. By employing reusable rockets, SpaceX had brought the cost of launching payloads into space to a fraction of what it was for the Apollo space program. But the cost of a SpaceX launch was still $60 million—completely out of the range of SpaceIL’s shoestring budget.



The only way to bring the launch price down was to build a spacecraft small enough to be just part of the payload of the SpaceX rocket, called the Falcon 9. Beresheet was much larger than originally planned, but still tiny for a moon mission. The whole vehicle, including legs and fuel tanks, was about the size of an electric golf cart. The SpaceIL founders called their moon lander Beresheet, meaning “In the beginning”—the first words of the biblical story of God creating the universe. These three secular, ambitious millennials viewed the mission of exploring the frontier of the future as connected to the larger story of the Jewish people and their Biblical heritage.

Because it was so small, Beresheet could share space with two satellites that were being launched on the same rocket. “This is the very first moon mission that has taken a rideshare—like an Uber—but I don’t think it will be the last,” said Leah Crane, a journalist for New Scientist. Sharing the rocket brought down the launch cost from $60 million to $20 million. And just as Beresheet hitched a ride on the rocket, NASA hitched a ride on Beresheet for a laser reflector to help guide future moon missions. “It’s the first thing that NASA has sent to the moon in fifty years,” Crane said.

Sharing the launch solved one problem, but created another one. The “Uber” that Beresheet was hitching on only went partway. The Falcon 9 was heading to launch satellites into earth’s orbit, not spaceships to the moon. How could tiny Beresheet make it from there to the moon?

The Falcon 9 was a two-stage rocket. To get to the moon, you needed three stages, like the Saturn V. It was Saturn V’s third stage that pushed the Apollo 11 astronauts from the earth to the moon. The third stage, though the smallest, was still about the height of a five-story building. Golf cart–sized Beresheet was dropped off in outer space with nothing. How was it supposed to get to the moon without a massive engine to push it there?

In theory, there was a way to do it. Apollo 11 rocketed directly to the moon in three days, three hours, and forty-nine minutes. Beresheet would have to swoop around the earth in increasingly elongated elliptical orbits until the orbit itself reached the moon, using the earth’s gravity to propel the craft farther into space each time. This circuitous route required far less fuel, but it meant that Beresheet took forty-one days to reach lunar orbit and had to travel a distance fifteen times the length of Apollo’s direct shot. No other moon landing had been attempted that way.

“Many experts at NASA didn’t believe this could be done, and told me so,” Winetraub said. None of the other teams competing for the XPRIZE chose to take SpaceIL’s risky “slingshot” approach. But Winetraub thought that future missions would follow the trail blazed by Beresheet. While it took much more time, the substantial fuel savings allowed the spacecraft to be smaller. It would be the only option for small spacecraft launched as “rideshares” on the same rocket with satellites destined for earth orbit.

According to former NASA administrator Charles Bolden, a onetime test pilot and astronaut himself, it was not just the low cost that was significant. “If a private organization like SpaceIL can put something on the moon, other entrepreneurs will dream about following in their footsteps,” he said. “That would be monumental. It’s a whole new ball game.”

Jim Bridenstine, who would succeed Bolden as NASA’s administrator, visited SpaceIL in Israel before the planned launch in the winter of 2019. Bridenstine told the three founders that if they were able to just reach the moon, without landing, for $200 million—twice what Beresheet had cost—that would usher in a new era in space exploration.

The SpaceIL team had not spent the preceding eight years in isolation from the rest of Israeli society. “Inspiring the next generation of scientists and engineers was a core purpose for us,” Yonatan Winetraub said. “When we spoke to high schoolers, we were young enough to be their older brothers. We told them, ‘We studied advanced math and science in school, and we got to be part of this moon landing. Maybe you can get to the moon, solve global warming, cure cancer, or whatever you want to do when you grow up.’ ”

SpaceIL had a team of volunteers who went to schools to teach about space. Winetraub credits SpaceIL’s “hevre of volunteers” with encouraging one million young Israelis and kids around the world to create their own moonshots. Winetraub was surprised by the positive coverage of SpaceIL’s mission worldwide. “Even the Iranian Space Research Center published a picture of our spacecraft,” Winetraub told us.

The whole country followed the progress of the project. As the launch date grew closer, excitement within Israel grew. In many schools, from kindergarten through twelfth grade, classes learned about Beresheet. Astronaut costumes were a favorite on the Jewish holiday of Purim—when kids dress up in costumes like on Halloween—which happened to coincide with the planned mission schedule.

Beresheet launched on top of a SpaceX rocket from Cape Canaveral, Florida, on February 22, 2019. Kfir Damari and Yonatan Winetraub were there. Yariv Bash stayed in the control room in Israel. The launch went off smoothly. Within a minute or so the three founders had to hold their breath to see whether one of their cost-saving measures would pay off. Beresheet was attached to the rocket by a collar of spring-loaded bolts that would release simultaneously, pushing the craft into space. Usually these collars are custom-made, but SpaceIL bought one “off the shelf.” It worked.

One of the founders of Israel’s military satellite program told SpaceIL’s leadership, “If you can communicate with Beresheet after it is released into orbit, hats off to you.” According to Bash, it was clear that every step of the way was another opportunity for failure. All they could do was take it as far as they could. “We had an unspoken agreement between us: we won’t stop unless something stops us,” he said.

After traveling all that way, Beresheet had only one chance to jump from the earth’s orbit to the moon’s orbit. A mistake in one direction meant it would crash into the moon; a mistake the other way would send it off into deep space. The maneuver required the space equivalent of slamming on the brakes at a specific moment. It took about nine minutes for Beresheet’s nine engines to turn the spacecraft in the right direction, and about six minutes for the engines to slow the spacecraft down to the correct speed.

After these tense minutes, the control room team could see that the maneuver worked. At that moment, Israel became the seventh nation, or group of nations—after the United States, the former Soviet Union, Japan, the European Space Agency, India, and China—to orbit a spacecraft around the moon. And in Israel’s case, it wasn’t even a national program, but a nonprofit started by three hevre in a bar.

On April 11, Beresheet began its descent to the moon’s surface. Though it was late evening in Israel, the whole country was watching. In other countries, too, people watched to see if the first private mission to the moon could pass the toughest test of all: slowing down from six thousand kilometers per hour to zero before falling the last five meters to a soft landing on the lunar surface.

Israeli president Reuven Rivlin hosted a pajama party for kids who wanted to see the landing live. Public screenings were held around the country. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu sat just outside the control room with Morris Kahn, SpaceIL’s main philanthropic backer. A large screen depicted the status of Beresheet’s nine engines and various coordinates. One crucial number stood out: the rate of descent.




Failing Forward

It still wasn’t clear to us what prompted Bash, Damari, and Winetraub to take on this enormous challenge in the first place. We asked Kfir Damari why a communications engineer who knew nothing about space would jump to answer Bash’s original Facebook post.

“It wasn’t really about space; it was about taking on a challenge that seemed impossible,” Damari said. “The other part of it was Zionism—that is, doing something important for the State of Israel. For me, it connected to another moment in my life—when I graduated officer school and went to show my grandfather my new ranks. I knew that he would be so proud. So it was these two things, doing the impossible and doing something that would make me and everyone around me proud.” Damari told us more about his grandfather, a Holocaust survivor from North Africa who had been imprisoned in a Nazi concentration camp in Tunisia. He later escaped, immigrated to Israel, and fought in the War of Independence. Damari’s grandfather lived to attend the ceremony at which his grandson was commissioned as an army officer.

The journalist Armin Rosen surmised that a sense of national solidarity may have been an advantage that none of the other private teams had: “After all, the fate of the Jewish people on this planet has, until recently, been largely out of their own hands. The lunar mission would be a monument to a miraculous triumph over centuries of existential danger.” With Damari’s family journey in mind, Rosen wrote: “The idea of the citizens of a Jewish state attempting a moon landing would have contained many levels of science fiction–like absurdity until quite recently.”

This attraction to the impossible is typically Israeli. Solving problems is something of a national sport. Israel’s cultural operating system is based on repeated exposure to ever-increasing challenges, both before and during military service. This life trajectory produces people who become addicted to doing things that are difficult, important, and meaningful.

Yariv Bash also had experiences growing up that gave him the confidence to take on the seemingly impossible. “I was a couch potato during high school, mostly playing video games,” he said. “Then they put me in an IDF special forces unit and I found myself doing crazy things. I didn’t know that I could climb a ten-meter rope, carry a friend up a mountain, not sleep for two days, or hike seventy kilometers. You learn about yourself in those moments.” Later on he worked as an electrical engineer in a government agency that he couldn’t name, for security reasons. “We could produce anything, from a radio, to a computer, to an iPhone—whatever was needed,” he recalled. “These two junctions in life taught me that I can basically do anything.”

But what was it about the particular challenge of sending a rocket to the moon that inspired Bash? It was not just about the audacity of it. There was a deeper, more personal reason that Bash rarely spoke about.

In July 2013, Bash was invited to speak about SpaceIL at the Volkswagen headquarters in Germany, after some visiting executives from that company had heard him speak in Israel. After he had accepted, he wanted to learn more about the connection his grandfather, Yitzhak Bash, had to the company. Bash’s grandfather had died when he was sixteen, so Bash talked to his family and managed to piece together the story. Yitzhak Bash, a Hungarian Jew, was sent to Auschwitz with the rest of his community toward the end of World War II. Germany was in a desperate effort to produce more armaments and was using Jewish and other forced laborers to increase production. Just before being sent to the gas chamber, Yitzhak was diverted along with a group of three hundred Hungarian engineers to work on Germany’s V-1 rocket program. German companies were deeply enmeshed in the war effort. The company that had won the V-1 contract: Volkswagen.

At the Volkswagen headquarters in Wolfsburg, Yariv Bash stood in front of a group of their top management. His first slide was a picture of his grandfather. Bash said, “Seventy years ago my grandfather worked here as a forced laborer, twenty years ago he came to visit as a Holocaust survivor, and today I am here to tell you about how Israel will send a spaceship to the moon.” Speaking about the visit to an Israeli newspaper, Bash said, “I guess you could say that rocketry is our family business.”

Contrary to the stereotype of entrepreneurs, Israeli start-up founders tend to be surprisingly sober about their chances of success. It’s not naive overconfidence that allows them to take risks. It is more about their ability to brush off, and even appreciate, failure. As Damari put it, “It’s not about being optimistic that things will work out. It’s about being optimistic about what happens when they don’t.”

In many places, the fear of failure stems not just from potential financial difficulties but from social stigma. If the chances of success are low and the consequences of failure are catastrophic, it is no wonder that entrepreneurs are harder to find. But in Israel, as Damari explained, “no matter what happens, it will be okay. The realization that the worst that can happen is not so bad gives you a lot of confidence.”

Another critical advantage for the SpaceIL founders was that, as crazy as their idea was, and despite the fact that most people said so, there were enough people in senior leadership positions willing to give them a chance. Damari could not imagine any other country where three young engineers could launch a space program. “I think that this is probably the only place where there is such an accessible network of physical and scientific assets,” he told us. That they could reach the heads of the space agency and one of the top universities in a few days had an impact. “They were drawn to the same sense of doing something big for the country that we were, and they weren’t afraid to help us try.”
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