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It’s still too early to tell how the health crisis created 
by the spread of the coronavirus will end, but it’s not too 
early to prepare for the rehabilitation the economy will 
need following this sudden, powerful shock.

From every direction, victims of the crisis have been 
contacting the government to request urgent economic aid 
– the self-employed, hoteliers, small businesses, the avia-
tion industry, people working in the school system, salaried 
employees and of course the health system, which needs 
equipment. The number of people applying for unemploy-
ment compensation has jumped from 150,000 to 570,000 
over the last month and is expected to continue climbing 
rapidly. Every day of lockdown and reduced activity seals 
the fate of more businesses and workers who will not able 
to return to the status quo.

An exceptional crisis requires a dynamic government 
response suited to the accumulating economic challenges. 
The usual paradigms, which are based solely on minimal 
government intervention – keeping the budget deficit under 
control and capitulating to lobby groups – can’t continue in 
this new situation.

The government bears ultimate responsibility for the 
health-related decisions that have sent millions of people 
into lockdown and destroyed hundreds of thousands of jobs. 
It is also responsible for developing a strategy for recovery 
from the crisis by making use of powerful tools – but in a 
gradual manner, so as to retain ammunition for the next 
stages of the crisis.

The main problem right now is how to spur the economy 
at a time when the government is suppressing economic 
activity through its prohibitions on tourism, travel, leisure 
activities, business activity and the education system. The 
usual tools employed by central banks and governments 
in such situations are useless at this stage. But there are 
issues the state can and should address immediately: sup-
porting the health-care system; helping businesses with 
their cash flow; paying unemployment to employees, the 
self-employed and people on unpaid leave; and keeping 
the financial system functioning properly. There are also 
issues that need a plan of action for exiting the economic 
crisis: investment in infrastructure; tax incentives for busi-
nesses, including small businesses; a significant reduction 
of red tape; and making the public sector more efficient.

The most important messages the government must 
send are that it’s taking responsibility for dealing with the 
economic crisis and its victims; that it’s concerned for the 
entire population, and above all for those who have been 
affected, not just lobby groups; and that it’s willing to use 
every possible tool to prevent a prolonged economic and 
social crisis.

The dangers are real, and they will put Israel’s social 
capital to the test – trust between individuals and commu-
nities, and between the government and the citizenry, as 
well as their ability to cooperate. The last political year has 
raised very big questions about this ability. But the coro-
navirus is a large and shocking enough threat to reboot it.

Preparing for an 
economic crisis

D ecis ion  makers 
are now having to 
choose between in-

tensifying the shutdown 
and the continued function-
ing of the economy.  The 
epidemiological and health 
considerations in favor of 
social isolation and shut-
ting down activity are be-
ing weighed against the 
claims of serious harm to 
the economy. How is it pos-
sible to prevent death and 
illness while also prevent-
ing the paralysis of life?

 At the personal or family 
level, very little can be done. 
But at the governmental 
level, it’s possible and nec-
essary to do a great deal. 

For instance, the govern-
ment could mail checks to 
households, as was done in 
Hong Kong and Singapore, 
and is coming soon in the 
United States as well. It 
should help companies, and 
especially small businesses, 
through subsidies and inter-
est-free loans. It should in-
crease the size and duration 
of unemployment compensa-
tion. It should make massive 
and very belated invest-
ments in relevant medical 
equipment, hire additional 
medical staff and pay them 
more. It could grant tax re-
lief. And so forth.

Do these steps contradict 
a responsible fiscal policy? 
For years now, leading 
economists worldwide have 
thought that it’s both possi-
ble and necessary to expand 
budgets and finance them 
through government debt. 

But the policy I’m propos-
ing is more far-reaching. It 
has recently been advocated 
by economists like Jordi 
Gali of Pompeu Fabra Uni-
versity in Barcelona, who is 
one of the world’s leading ex-
perts on monetary econom-
ics. This proposal doesn’t 
involve raising taxes, nor 
does it involve issuing gov-
ernment bonds, since that 
would lead to raising taxes 
in the future.

The policy I propose is 
known by the colorful name 
of a “helicopter drop” – a 
phrase coined by Milton 
Friedman to describe a he-
licopter flying above a town 
and dropping $1,000 bills on 
it. In the current century, 
other leading economists 
have proposed this policy 
under certain circumstanc-
es, like the ongoing reces-
sion in Japan. 

The fact that interest 
rates in many countries 
have been nominally zero 
since 2008 bolsters this po-

sition. And a helicopter drop 
would let us shut down the 
economy for health purpos-
es and extend the shutdown 
for as long as necessary to 
flatten the epidemiological 
curve of COVID-19’s spread.

How would such a policy 
be implemented? The cen-
tral bank would finance the 
government’s aid activities. 
Or in plain language, the 
Bank of Israel would print 
money for this purpose. 

Gali’s research shows 
that this policy would be 
much more effective than 
financing aid through debt. 
The Bank of Israel’s con-
trol over the process would 
prevent future finance min-
isters from trying to take 
it over and employ it even 
when there isn’t an emer-
gency. The process would 
be accompanied by fast-
track legislation that would 
ensure the Bank of Israel’s 
control and remain in effect 
for only a limited time.

But wouldn’t this involve 
creating something from 
nothing? The economic 
model underlying this pro-
posal is known as the New 
Keynesian model, and it 
is accepted today by most 
central banks worldwide. 
It’s based on the assump-
tion that not all production 
inputs (workers, capital) 
are actually employed, and 
that prices don’t rise or fall 
all at once, but gradually. 
These conditions palpably 
exist during the coronavi-
rus crisis. 

This policy is meant to 
deal with a real crisis of 
declines in both supply and 
demand. And it will enable 
both of them to rise again 
later on, when workers and 
capital return to production.

It’s important to remem-
ber that we have been living 
in an environment of near-
zero inflation for some time 
now.  

Under the current cir-
cumstances, my proposal 
also isn’t likely to produce 
significant inflation, in con-
trast to the traumas of the 
past, when printing money 
was inflationary.

And what if it turns out 
that the demon isn’t actu-
ally so bad and the horrify-
ing economic scenarios end 
relatively quickly? Then the 
helicopter drops will end 
sooner, and the helicopter 
will return to its base with-
out distributing all the shek-
els it is carrying.

Prof. Yashiv teaches at TAU’s 
Berglas School of Economics.
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Time to print 
money 

O n Monday I emerged 
from two weeks in 
home quarantine af-

ter having returned from a 
brief seminar I gave at the 
Psychoanalytic Institute in 
Berlin. As the child of sec-
ond generation Holocaust 
survivors, associations 
tinged with black humor 
come to mind – it figures 
that my journey to Ger-
many would lead to me be-
ing stuck in a “ghetto.” But 
it’s no joke. Rather, it’s a 
persecution fantasy surfac-
ing from the depths of the 
unconscious and sparking 
a stream of thoughts about 
what becomes the fate of 
the human mind when it is 
under mortal threat. 

The coronavirus crisis 
is experienced as a radi-
cal state of danger, not just 
because it poses a mortal 
threat, but to a large extent 
also because the threat is 
undefined in terms of its 
scope, duration, methods 
of attack and means of de-
fense against it. This is the 
most menacing combination 
for us – an external danger 
whose shape is not clearly 
deliniated, which gives way 
to internal scenarios. Our 
inner demons will always be 
bigger and scarier than the 
external reality. Within us, 
they have no solid boundar-
ies, and no meaningful log-
ic or language that we can 
hold on to. 

Two types of reactions 
are liable to arise in the face 

of this threat. One rejects 
the reality and the second 
accepts it and “works with 
it.” We all fluctuate between 
the two throughout our 
lives. In the more primitive 
position, which I call “the 
reality refusal position” 
(and which the psychoana-
lyst Melanie Klein referred 
to as the “paranoid-schizoid 
position”), the mind reacts 
with  denial and a sense of 
omnipotence on the one 
hand and panic, exaggera-
tion and helplessness on the 
other. 

The omnipotent response 
will seek to avoid pain and 
anxiety through intensive 
over-empowerment  of our 
abilities. Often this will 
be accompanied by con-
tempt, wariness, rage and 
disdain for the importance 
of guidelines, denial of the 
magnitude of the moment 
and refusal to heed instruc-
tions. There will also be 
figures who are declared to 
be “ideal” and “saviors,” but 
they too are colored by the 
radical splitting that char-
acterizes this emotional 
defense as a means of mak-
ing the world orderly and 
logical. Another type of the 
“reality-refusal” response 
activates an infantile terror 
of panic and helplessness, 
as if saying to one’s inner 
mother: “Hear how hard 
I am crying! It means you 
have to save me from this 
distress right this minute!” 

The second position 

(what Klein called the “de-
pressive position”) is that 
which I name “acceptance 
of the reality.” From this 
position one recognizes 
reality’s dangers and our 
vulnerability to them, but 
one is also anchored by 
the inner agency that can 
cope with them. This is a 
more developed position in 
its readiness to acknowl-
edge the different aspects 
of reality with openness 
and modesty, and to take 

responsibility. This sober 
view is accompanied by 
anxiety and pain, but also 
by the recognition that this 
is a moment for gathering 
in the calm eye of the storm 
and not for losing one’s head 
in the whirlwind that it cre-
ates. This is a position that 
accepts with surrender that 
we can only do the best we 
can, and takes solace in the 
idea that this best effort 
will always find avenues of 
expression.

The coronavirus crisis is 
the embodiment of the phe-
nomenon that Freud called 
Das Unheimliche (The Un-
canny). In this state, the 

person is tossed out of his 
sense of being at home, of 
being master of his fate. 
Freud gives the poignant 
example of a nighttime mo-
ment on a train when he 
sees an unfamiliar old man 
mistakenly entering his 
compartment, only to real-
ize that he is seeing his own 
reflection in the mirror of 
the small bathroom whose 
door has swung open from 
the jolting movement of 
the train. He describes the 

strangeness of the elderly 
face in the mirror as an “un-
canny” moment – in which 
the wrinkles of old age in-
dicating impending death 
unraveled the threads of 
the illusion from which the 
self’s sense of immortality 
is woven. The coronavirus 
is certainly a major jolt to 
our train carriage. The fa-
miliar and safe has become 
unfamiliar and threatening. 
Physical stability is violent-
ly cast in doubt. Getting to-
gether with the people close 
to us is defined as danger-
ous. Life as we thought we 
knew and understood it has 
turned its back on us, and 

nothing may be taken for 
granted anymore. 

But “the uncanny” is 
also an opportunity. Our 
firm positions, our illu-
sory knowledge, the secret 
agreements we’ve made 
with life – are all cracking, 
and therefore opening up to 
renewed consideration. 

The psychoanalyst Don-
ald Winnicott observed 
that fear of the future is 
always sketched in the hues 
of the past. We fear what 
has already happened. No 
wonder the word “history” 
is comprised of the words 
“his-story.” This is upset-
ting from a gender per-
spective but still aptly con-
notes the way we relate to 
the past. Because history is 
a collection of stories, our 
alternating responses are 
also shaped by these sto-
ries. These days, most of us 
are swinging back and forth 
between feelings of hope 
and despair, confidence and 
fear. We experience these 
fluctuations because both 
sides are equally valid and 
invalid, since we don’t know 
what tomorrow will bring. 

Since this is unbearable, 
we flip through the possi-
bilities in our inner photo 
album and stick clear pic-
tures from the past on the 
wall of the future which is 
shrouded in haze. In the 
quest for some estimation 
by which to gauge the cur-
rent reality, each one of us 
is now recalling past world 

disasters. The traumatic 
memories are reawakened 
and flood the mind with 
powerful anxiety. But posi-
tive memories also surface 
and place themselves at 
our disposal: figures who 
taught us what resilience 
is, difficult periods that cul-
minated in new beginnings. 
Psychological assets like 
generosity, moderation, be-
ing able to cope with stress, 
being grateful for what one 
has and the ability to reach 
out to help others – all of 
these now have a special 
use. 

It is helpful to remem-
ber that nature (and that 
includes human nature) 
always swings between 
forces of destruction and 
construction, and that we al-
ways feel frightened awe in 
the face of the destruction 
(and even at the prospect 

of death – the sole promise 
given to us at birth), until 
blessed routine returns 
thanks to repression. So has 
it ever been and so shall it 
ever be. 

One thing that can be of 
great help is being proac-
tive in the face of reality. 
People who find a role for 
themselves and any sort of 
responsibility to assume at 
this time, or who convert 
their sorrow and anxiety 
into the creation of some-
thing new, will find that 
this provides a significant 
counterweight to the lack 
of control we are all feeling 
right now. Obviously, writ-
ing this piece serves the 
same purpose. 

Finally, it’s worth re-
membering that at any giv-
en moment (even the most 
difficult ones) in a person’s 
life, much less is happening 

than what is happening in 
the media (the rumor mill, 
news websites, social me-
dia groups) and also much 
less than what is happening 
in our internal media (pro-
found anxieties, traumatic 
memories, imaginary apoc-
alyptic rumors about the 
end of the world). At any 
given moment, a question 
arises: with which positions 
and with which spirit do we 
want to face reality.  In this 
sense, we always have vari-
ous choices available to us 
and also a degree of control, 
even when faced with the 
most alien and menacing 
reality. 

Dr. Merav Roth is a psychoanalyst, 
head of the psychotherapy program 
at Tel Aviv University and author of 
“A Psychoanalytic Perspective on 
Reading Literature: Reading the 
Reader,” Routledge.
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The virus’ jolt to our minds 

 The coronavirus has brought huge 
upheaval. Life as we thought we knew 
it has forsaken us and we can no 
longer take anything for granted. 

“W e are pray-
ing and hop-
ing that the 

Messiah will arrive before 
Passover, the time of our 
redemption. I am sure 
that the Messiah will come 
and bring us out as [God] 
brought us out of Egypt. 
Soon we will go out in 
freedom and the Messiah 
will come and redeem us 
from all the troubles of the 
world.”

This remark was made 
by Health Minister Yaakov 
Litzman last week, after Ya-
niv Kalif of the Hebrew-lan-
guage news website Hamal 
asked him whether Israelis 
will be forced to remain un-
der lockdown until the holi-
day, which begins April 8. 
Litzman’s ignorant answer 
was not met with uproar.

Is it reasonable for a reli-
gious man, a member of the 
Gur Hasidic community, 
one of the most conserva-
tive Jewish communities 
in the world, to head the 
Health Ministry as it faces 
the biggest crisis Israel has 
ever known?

It goes without saying 
that the solution to this cri-
sis will, of necessity, come 
from science, an area of 
human knowledge to which 
Gur Hasidim are less than 
sympathetic.

The truth is  that 
Litzman’s unfortunate com-
ment flew under the radar 

because Israel has always 
followed a twisted hierar-
chy: Religion is superior to 
secularism, and religious 
actions are more important 
than secular ones.

In normal times, this nar-
rative leads to infuriating 
nationwide directives: We 
are subordinate to kashrut 
laws that raise the cost of 
living and make us captive 

to corrupt kashrut supervi-
sors. Two parties prohibit 
half of the population from 
running for the Knesset on 
their slates, and not even 
the High Court of Justice 
has been able to force them 
to do so. For these same re-
ligious reasons, civil mar-
riages are prohibited in 
Israel.

Even in times of cri-
sis, religion rules. Secular 
group activities, includ-
ing those with fewer than 
10 participants, are shut 
down without a second 
thought and without ask-
ing too many questions. No 
studies, no extracurricular 
activities, no public read-

ings, no foreign-language 
courses, no cultural events. 
But group worship is still 
kosher. Not even data show-
ing that over a third of the 
coronavirus patients who 
were diagnosed with the 
illness last weekend had 
visited synagogues made a 
difference.

In Israel today, Jewish 
collective prayer outweighs 

even pikuah nefesh, the 
principle in Jewish law that 
the preservation of human 
life overrides virtually any 
religious rule.

Perhaps it is no surprise 
that Litzman believes relief 
will come from the Mes-
siah, but it is surprising to 
find out that the Israel Po-
lice also believe this. Ac-
cording to an internal po-
lice document obtained by 
Haaretz (Josh Breiner and 
Ido Efrati, March 22), offi-
cers had orders to let up to 
20 people gather in a syna-
gogue for worship, despite 
Health Ministry emergency 
regulations capping public 
gatherings at 10 people – as 

long as they are secular, 
presumably.

The police responded 
that the document was only 
a draft and stressed that the 
20-person clause refers to 
religious ceremonies such 
as weddings and funerals 
rather than regular ser-
vices.

In one of the last speech-
es he gave before his death, 
Douglas Adams, author of 
“The Hitchhiker’s Guide 
to the Galaxy” and “Last 
Chance to See,” said: “Reli-
gion ... has certain ideas at 
the heart of it which we call 
sacred or holy or whatever. 
... [W]e are used to not chal-
lenging religious ideas. ... 
Yet when you look at it ra-
tionally, there is no reason 
why those ideas shouldn’t 
be as open to debate as any 
other, except that we have 
agreed somehow between 
us that they shouldn’t be.”

Now, more than ever, we 
have an opportunity to chal-
lenge religious assumptions 
and open them up to debate, 
just as we do with secular 
activities. These are mat-
ters of life and death, as 
well as intolerable discrimi-
nation that has gone on for 
too long.

Unfortunately, the like-
lihood of this happening is 
less than that of the Mes-
siah coming to save us from 
the coronavirus before the 
start of Passover.

Netta Ahituv

Health minister’s corona cure:
The Messiah

Even in times of crisis, religion 
rules. Secular group activities are 
shut down without a second thought, 
but group worship is still kosher.
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