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Arab & Jew

A Dialogue between Enemies
"
the discovery of the reconciling formula is always left to future generations in which passions have cooled into curiosity and agonies of peoples have
become the exercise in the schools. The devil who builds bridges does not span
such chasms till much that is precious to mankind has vanished down them
for ever."
R. H. TAWNEY

: Isn't it amazing, Sana, that after
ELON
twenty-five years of bloodshed and terror, we

Hassan: Even now, probably, most Arabs would
be unprepared to talk. They still think of peace
more in negative terms, as a cessation of hostility
rather than as a positive thing, as interaction, as
sharing. They do not see that the establishment of
diplomatic relations, cultural exchanges, tourism,
commerce, and so forth, are bound to follow.
But this will inevitably come. This takes time and
we all have to be patient. We must first of all start
with a formal peace in order to be able to reach a
real peace later on.

find ourselves—an Arab and an Israeli—engaged
in a public dialogue? Even now we live in what
still seems only a temporary lull in the hostilities.
Here we are, and yet, isn't it odd that we have to
converse in English? That neither of us speaks
the other's language is really a shame, and sad.
Why have such dialogues been impossible so far?
Hassan: I think it was a terrible and tragic
mistake on the part of us Arabs not to talk to you
Israelis before. We need such dialogues. Without
them, any peace settlement will be just a piece of
paper. We have to break through the prejudices
and stereotypes which keep us apart, and peel
away at the layers of accumulated hatred which
are between us. I think that we Arabs never agreed
to talk to you before because we felt it would be
granting Israel a kind of moral legitimacy. This
we were unprepared to do.

Elon: But how?
Hassan: Above all, we must talk to each other.
Our hostility has been autistic. We have not even
reached the most basic level of human communication. We haven't even found a way to explain
to each other our aggravation, our rage. If we'd
only achieved that much communication, then
there would be some ground for hope rather than
despair.
It's incredible that our countries know absolutely nothing about each other. There have been
people before that fought protracted wars, like
the Germans and the French, for example, but at
least they spoke to each other, they travelled in
each other's countries, they read each other's
literature. We live in total ignorance of each other.
We are trapped in cliches and stereotypes. When
we see Israelis in the street, it is almost like
watching creatures from Mars. We are almost
surprised that they have eyes or noses or feet. We

Elon: And are you now?
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find their living reality extraordinary. Although
we know that Israel exists, we know it only in an
abstract sense.
Elon: As you know, Sana, most peoples are
ignorant of each other. That's not so unusual
even among people who live in peace. I don't
know how many stereotyped notions Americans
and Mexicans have of each other, Americans of
Russians, Frenchmen of Germans, but I suspect
that there are many. Schopenhauer said that every
nation derides the other and that all are right...
that sardonic attitude may be a good antidote to
nationalism; but in our case we have gone too far.
The extraordinary, even unique feature of our
conflict, a feature which makes one almost
despair, is that there's a total lack of contact not
only between the peoples, but what's worse,
between our governments as well. Our leaders
have never met, our diplomats have never talked,
they've never had the opportunity to get to know
one another, to become familiar with the fears,
the hopes, the passions that make them tick as
political leaders and as human beings. This has
never happened elsewhere and perhaps this is why
our conflict seems so different, so tragic and so
difficult to resolve. Even as individuals, we never
seem to get together, except as potential killers or
victims.
Hassan: Well, I'm glad we met.
LON: I can't begin to tell you how glad I
E
am. Even that, Sana, was an accident which
could easily not have happened at all. I arrived in
America early in March to give a series of
lectures on behalf of the United Jewish Appeal's
Israel Emergency Fund. I am too old to serve in
an Israeli army combat unit, and when the last
war was over, I felt that next to driving a truck
or an ambulance, the best I could do for Israel
was to help raise funds, and to help get Israel's
case across to American college audiences. On
the second day here, quite by accident, I saw an
article you had written a few weeks earlier in the
New York Times Magazine. I was astounded by
this article, in which you pleaded not only for
peace but also said that Israel's moral case was as
good as the moral case of the Arab. You recognised Israel's historic rights. As far as I know, no
Arab had ever made such an admission before, at
least not in public. I mentioned your article as a
hopeful sign in a lecture I gave in Harvard Hall.
I didn't know at the time that you were in the
audience.
Hassan: I went to that lecture because I was
curious to see you. I do graduate work at Harvard
University in political science, but I travel back
and forth to Egypt all the time. My speciality is
Middle Eastern politics and I guess my interest in

this subject derives also from the fact that my
father is a former Egyptian ambassador and
Cabinet minister, and that I'm married to a high
Egyptian government official. I read your book
The Israelis: Founders and Sons three years ago
and I was astounded by it as you were by my
article. It was one of the very few books which
helped me discover the other face of Israel which
we Arabs never see—the more humane and
decent face. The usual way we get to see you is in
uniform, and that's hardly conducive to helping
us understand you.
With your book, I felt that you, more than any
Israeli I've ever encountered, had an extraordinary ability to understand our fears and anxieties
and to recognise our rights without compromising your own. You showed an empathy that
really moved me, all the more so because your
love for Israel, which came through very strongly
throughout the book, was not self-righteous and
sanctimonious but understanding and critical.
This for me was almost infectious. For the first
time in my life it made me feel capable of putting
myself in the skin of an Israeli because I believe,
as your book implied, that real love is the ability
to accept the bad along with the good and to
recognise it, to be able to weep for one's country
as well as to applaud it.
And so, as I was sitting in the Harvard audience,
I decided I had to get together with you and talk
to you.
Elon: I can't tell you how excited I am that this
opportunity to talk came about. But let me make
a suggestion. In this dialogue let us aim at more
than just a discussion. Let's not try to score points.
Rather, let us try to meet as two human beings
equally enmeshed in an enormous tragedy and
equally aware of it—if you like, in a mutual
exercise of self-awareness.
Hassan: Yes, that is what I too would like, it's
what we need to do.
Hassan: You're not the first Israeli I've ever met,
but somehow I have never had this kind of human
rapport with an Israeli before. I wonder why?
You personalise the conflict for me. All of a
sudden it is no longer only politics, or armies
against armies. I have always cared about
casualties, not only on our side but on your side
too. They matter to me, but for thefirsttime, your
casualties are more than just abstract statistics.
Elon: You are the first Egyptian I've really ever
spoken to. Meeting them in uniform, as I've done
too often in the army in the past, is not the same
thing. When I lived in Washington for a couple
of years in the 1960s, I made vain attempts to
meet Egyptians privately. Once at a party I was
introduced to the Egyptian press attache. When
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he heard who I was, he refused to shake hands,
turned his back on me and walked away.
Hassan: That's the problem. We Arabs have never
given ourselves the chance to meet you outside of
our stereotypes and our prejudices. My father
was Egyptian ambassador to the United States in
the forties, and it so happened that he was our
delegate to the UN General Assembly which
decided on 29 November 1947, to establish the
state of Israel. Of course, he fought this decision
vehemently. His opposite on the Israeli side was
your Foreign Minister, Abba Eban. My father
later told me that Eban had sent him a message
after one of the meetings telling him that he
would very much like to meet him privately. My
father refused, and here I am, his daughter, one
generation later, meeting you and talking to you
just down the street from the UN headquarters
on the East River, where Arabs and Israelis are
stillfightingpublicly and never meeting privately.
I suspect my father, twenty-seven years ago,
intensely disliked what he had to do for political
propriety's sake. He is retired now and is probably
pleased that we are talking.
Elon: And yet, all Israelis cannot meet all
Egyptians. So how can we break these mental
stereotypes, Sana? I feel that both sides, you and
I, you and we, are stillfightingghosts of the past.
The Arabs contend with the phantoms of British
and French imperialism, we with horrendous
shadows of our ghastly past. Behind every Arab
soldier, we see an S.S. man.
glad to say that quite a few EgypH tians areI'mthemselves
aware that they respond
ASSAN:

to stereotypes. When I was in Egypt last year, this
joke was circulating: An Egyptian fellah returns
to his village from the 1967 war. He boasts that
he has just fought off a French invasion. His
fellow peasants sneer at him.
"What French invasion, you idiot? This is not
the 1956 war. In this war there were only Israelis."
"No, no." he protests, "I tell you, I was fighting
the French."
"How could you tell that they were French?"
"Because they were tall, blond and decent, and
the Israelis are short, dark, hunchbacked, with
hooked noses, and they're horrible."
Elon: There are similar stereotypes on our side.
In Israel we often go from one extreme to another.
If we don't view you as monstrous Nazi devils, we
tend to look at you as subhuman or irrelevant.
The Hebrew colloquialism for a shoddy, sloppy
job is avoda aravit—"Arab work." When you
want to tell a man, "Don't be a fool." or "Don't
be devious," you tell him, "Al tehiye aravi"—
"Don't be an Arab."
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Hassan: Isn't this because you are still governed
by the same aged European establishment which
has all the prejudices Europeans had in the first
part of the 20th century when they were still the
colonial overlords of Africa and Asia?
Elon: No. On a popular level, the resentment
of the Arab is not predominant among European
Jews, but mostly among Jews who fled to Israel
from the Arab countries. Among the latter this
feeling sometimes borders upon real hatred. This
might seem a paradox, but that's how it is.
Moreover, the East European establishment of
which you speak was really sui generis. It never
reflected the social prejudices of 19th-century or
early 20th-century Europe. It revolted against
them. It was a child of European humanism, not
colonialism. It postulated freedom and justice,
not prejudice, social or ethnic. The Zionists were
motivated by two basic factors: one was memory,
the memory of a lost homeland to be regained
for a dispersed people, persecuted and downtrodden, and still without a territory of its
own. The other was a desire to establish a just
society, for Jews and for those Arabs who would
live among them.
It is so important, Sana, to remember this
background, for it has been your tragedy and ours
that the original Zionist dream became so
enmeshed in war that it was never fully realised.
The original Zionist dream never envisaged the
establishment of merely another ordinary nationstate. On the contrary, it was widely felt at the
time—and to an extent, it's still felt now—that if
the Jews are to take this unusual step, gathering
in their exiles, if we make this marvellous leap
against time, against precedent, even against socalled sane argument (Chaim Weizmann said,
"You don't have to be crazy to be a Zionist, but
it helps")—if we take this unusual step, it will have
to be for something considerably better than just
another nation-state. Theodor Herzl, the father of
modern Zionism, envisaged an open society—as
he put it, "a Genossenschaft," a free common
wealth. Weizmann said time and again, "Let's
not create another Lithuania, or Rumania, or
Poland. There are enough of those already."
David Ben-Gurion went even further when he
claimed that Israel must be "ner lagoyim" a light
to the nations of the earth, "a model for the
redemption of the entire human race." This was
the ethos of that East European establishment of
which you speak.
Hassan: What you say really moves me, Amos.
It is a very beautiful dream, but what has become
of it? Please do not misunderstand me. I do not
wish to sound cynical. Quite the contrary, it is precisely because I too believe in the dream that my
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disappointment is so great. I ceased to think of
Israelis as devils when I first read about men like
Chaim Weizmann or Martin Buber or Yehuda
Magnes. Long before I had the opportunity to
meet Israelis in flesh and blood, I was impressed
by their Utopian expectations.
You cannot imagine the impact upon me of
most Israelis I've met so far. It was often quite
shattering. To be sure, Israelis did not turn out to
be the ruthless villains depicted to me in my early
childhood in Egypt, but neither were they the
noble creatures whom you have just described.
The trouble is that they were frequently, I'm
sorry to say, parochial, smug, petty, self-centred
and arrogant. They hardly took the trouble to disguise their contempt for Arabs. Once, when I was
in Paris, I overheard a conversation between an
Israeli officer and an elderly French lady in the
bus travelling from Le Bourget Airport to the
Place des Invalides. He was telling her of the
burning of the Al Aksa Mosque in Jerusalem,
which had just taken place. He told her that he
was sure an Arab had done it just to cause trouble
for Israel.1
I could not resist the temptation, even though I
did not know him. I turned around and said in
French, "You must really hate the Arabs."
He answered, not knowing that I was an
Egyptian, "No, I have no feelings for them, one
way or the other. I neither love them nor hate
them. They are animals, they behave like animals,
they live like animals, they think like animals."
Perhaps this officer was not typical. Perhaps he
was not too sophisticated. But most of my
experiences with Israelis at Harvard, who I
presume are the intellectual elite of your country,
have differed only in degree, not in kind.
They usually display either contempt for the
Arab or utter ignorance. Once, in a course I was
taking on nationalism, I said that one of the
problems of economic development in Egypt was
that we overproduced engineers whom we have to
export to other Arab countries because we cannot
find jobs for them. An Israeli student sneeringly
replied, "What? You mean Egypt has engineers?"
Another time, an Israeli whom I met for the
first time in a class on political theory asked me
what university I had attended in Egypt. When I
told him, he looked at me with utter surprise and
said, "I did not know that you had any universities in Egypt other than Al Azhar University." I
find it peculiar that an educated Israeli is so
ignorant. Al Azhar is a religious university, a relic
from the 19th century. Nowadays most Egyptian
students attend other secular universities. There
1
The arsonist was, in fact, a demented Australian
tourist who claimed in court, later on, that he had been
acting under instructions from Jesus Christ.

arefiveof them, with over two hundred and forty
thousand students, while in Al Azhar there are
only a few hundred students.
Elon: I wish you would go to Israel first and see
foryourselfbeforeyoumakeupyour mind through
chance encounters on a bus or the insensitive
banter of some student. The guy you speak of
may be a Harvard Ph.D. candidate, but that
doesn't make him representative of the Israeli
intellectual elite any more than the Harvard
professor who a few years ago advocated bombing out all Vietnamese villages is representative of
the American intellectual elite.
At the same time, when I spoke just now of the
original dream of the early East European Zionists
I didn't mean to draw too rosy a picture of the
present. We have our share of bigots and zealots.
We are not at all another Eden or the kingdom of
saints purged of all sin that the early Zionists had
envisaged. We are a country like many others but
we live under the dreadful stresses of an unending
war and with the memory of the Holocaust still
fresh in our minds. It is not what Herzl or
Weizmann or Martin Buber or Magnes had
envisaged in their youth.
Israel is a good example illustrating that no
revolution can ever be programmed. And no
wonder! What was planned as an orderly exodus
became a desperate escape from the gas chambers
of Europe. What was planned as a model society
developed as a fortress state, threatened continuously by ferocious enemies. What was planned
as a safe haven became entrapped in nearpermanent war. The early Zionists were humanists, liberals, pacifists and social democrats with
an instinctive abhorrence of all prejudice and all
violence. They were proven wrong in the end. It
was their fault, but not only theirs. In the 1930s
their humanism made them reach out to the Arabs
time and again in futile attempts to arrive at a
compromise: by proposing a binational state or
partition. The tragic truth is that they never found
an Arab who was ready to speak to them. They
ended by speaking mostly to themselves.
AN: But subsequently
H ASS
in Israel, didn't they?

things changed

Elon: Yes, they did. The early innocence of the
humanist Zionists survived decades of Arab
intransigence. I suspect that innocence came to an
end with the rise of Nazism and the collapse of
civilisation in Europe. The ideal of building a
model society was overshadowed now by the
exigencies of rescue: save as many Jews as you
possibly can from the sinking ships of Europe.
The Zionist leaders had only limited means at
their disposal. In the late 1930s there was not yet
an Israeli state. The frustration of fighting Arab
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opposition and British immigration restrictions to
Palestine has left a deep imprint. A new nationalism emerged, less lofty, more self-centred.
It's important to remember that very few Jews,
relatively speaking, were rescued through immigration to Palestine before 1939, and after 1939
the gates were shut. Between 1940 and 1945 the
Jews of Europe were led like sheep to the slaughter.
I wish I could make it really clear to you, Sana.
I speak here of what are probably the two most
important features of the Israeli national character: one is the trauma generated within Israel
by the Nazi Holocaust; the other is an existentialist sense of self-assertion in adversity.
Consider this background, and now place
yourself in an Israeli's shoes. At the moment
when some Arab leader is threatening us with
extinction, whether as a people or even as a
political entity, can you imagine the impact it
has, the associations it immediately evokes, the
fears it generates and our determination to resist?
Hassan: I understand how the Israelis feel and I
do sympathise. I am sure that if I were in your
shoes, I would be full of those same fears and
anxieties. But try also to understand the Arabs.
They are not Nazis and there are no gas chambers
waiting for you in Cairo even if we do win. To us,
your tendency to project from past experience
seems like paranoia. I personally know that it is
not. But I do wish, although this is perhaps too
much to ask of you, that despite the traumas you
have experienced, you would try to break free
from your fixation with the past.
LON: Look, Sana, you can be a paranoic
E
utterly fixated on the past, and still have a lot
of real and dangerous enemies. If many of us
equate your enmity with anti-Semitic pogroms,
this is a stereotype which is all too often reinforced by Arab propaganda. Some Arab publicists have hailed Adolf Eichmann as a "hero
who fell in the Holy War."
In the past twenty years a vast literature of
downright racism calling for genocide has been
published in Egypt and Lebanon, often by
government-owned publishing houses. You probably know that this racism has penetrated even
school textbooks for Arab children. When the
Israeli army entered the Gaza Strip in 1967, they
found dozens of such textbooks issued by the
Egyptian Ministry of Education. In tone and
content, even in their graphic illustration, these
textbooks resembled the worst Nazi propaganda
• The Protocols (concocted by a defrocked Russian
priest early in this century) purport to be the transcript of an international conference of Jewish financiers, said to control the entire world and to plot the
destruction of civilisation.
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during World War II. Or take, for example, the
published records of an Egyptian governmentsponsored conference of Islamic scholars from all
over the Arab world. It took place in 1968 in
Cairo and was formally welcomed by the VicePresident of Egypt.
Seventy Muslim priests discussed the theological significance of the Arab-Israeli war. I'm not
citing Israeli propaganda to you now, Sana. They
published a full transcript themselves in three fat
volumes. It is a shocking document and it is the
kind of thing that causes Israelis to associate you
with the worst of the Nazis. The recurring themes
of that conference, and I quote from the transcript, were: (1) Jews are the "enemies of God."
(2) Jews are the "dogs of humanity," not only
now but even in Biblical times. Their evil has been
transmitted through history to this day and Israel
is simply the culmination of these historically and
culturally deprived people. (3) The superiority of
Islam and Arabism will be demonstrated in a
future military victory upon the Jews in which
they shall all perish.
The fact that these Muslim priests knew the
moral depravity which similar slogans of hatred
had generated in Nazi Germany did not inhibit
them from repeating these ideas in the most
virulent form. Nor did it stop the Egyptian
government from sponsoring that conference.
And there's much more to it. The infamous
Protocols of the Elders of Zions have been published and republished under the auspices of the
Egyptian government in Cairo at the expense of
your taxpayers. Not since the Nazis has that
calumny been republished except in Cairo and in
other Arab capitals. Nasser himself once recommended the book to an Indian visitor as an
"important insight" into the Jewish character.
He told that Indian visitor, and I quote from the
official collection of President Nasser's speeches
and press interviews,
"It is important that you read these Protocols of
the Elders of Zion. I will give you a copy. It proves
beyond all doubt that three hundred Zionists, each
knowing the others, control the fate of the entire
European continent and elect their successors from
among themselves."
What would you say to this?
Hassan: I know it may be too much to ask of you,
Amos, since you are only one generation removed from Auschwitz, to look at this antiSemitic filth with cold reason and detachment.
I guess if I were in your place, I too would
see a logical continuum between this antiSemitic venom and the gas chambers. I think
no matter what injustice the Israelis may have
committed toward the Palestinians, it does not
exonerate us from such acts. They are despicable
and they will remain so, as blemishes on our
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record, to haunt us for generations to come. But
I beg of you, for the sake of peace, make an effort
to understand this.
Elon: I'd like to, but how can I understand it,
except literally? Especially since it's accompanied
so often by harrowing threats of physical and
political annihilation.
Hassan: Well, try to understand that antiSemitism is not rooted either in our history or in
our religion or in our popular myths as it was in
Europe. Arab history was relatively free from
Jewish persecution before the 20th century.
Though there were some exceptions, they were
rare. On the whole, our relationship with Jews
was characterised by tolerance and protectiveness.
Far from proclaiming, the falseness of Judaism,
our religion, unlike Christianity, actually confirms Judaism. Mohammed viewed himself as the
last of a long chain of Jewish prophets. We say in
our prayers, "May God bless our prophet,
Abraham, and our prophet, Moses." There is no
intrinsic conflict between our religion and yours,
as there is between Christian doctrine, which
maintains that the Saviour has come in the form
of Jesus Christ, and Jewish doctrine, which denies
this.
To be sure, when Mohammed was spurned by
the Jews, he had some nasty things to say about
them in the Koran, but even then, his quarrel with
them was over their behaviour, not over your
creed. The message he left us contains many
positive references to the Jews. Today antiSemitism is only a kind of war racism in the Arab
world. It's the kind that Allied propaganda
generated about the Germans in World War II,
and the Americans about the Japanese, to mobilise popular emotion at home. It is intense and
vicious. I don't deny that, but it's not endemic
and it will burn out once the conflict is over.
Arab governments did not exploit anti-Semitic
sentiment, as in Germany. Rather, they had to
manufacture it by importing anti-Semitic literature from abroad.
Elon: Even if it is not endemic, won't it leave a
mark? You go on drumming racist hatred into the
minds of school-children and you will see the
results somewhere. As long as you continue to
believe in absurdities, you remain capable of
committing atrocities. Even the racism of the
Europeans is of quite recent origin. Religious
persecution dates back to the Middle Ages, but
the racism that fed the Nazis only started in
Europe in the second half of the 19th century.
if this conflict continues to
H fester, thisYes,racism
could become endemic.
ASSAN:

This is all the more reason why we must end this
conflict now. Even so, you must not project from

the mere existence of anti-Semitic literature to the
existence of anti-Semitic feelings. I do not doubt
that such feelings exist among some marginal,
mostly religious groups in the Arab world, but
you cannot generalise from this to the vast
majority of the Arabs. Years of being subjected to
propaganda in the government-controlled press
and on television and radio have made them relatively immune to all kinds of propaganda. They
are bored stiff with all propaganda whether it be
about socialism orfive-yearplans, about Israel or
against Jews. I tell you, the Arab people just don't
believe it.
I very much hope you are correct.
ELON:
And yet, even if it is only "war racism", as

you say, even if it is not endemic, it still goes on
and on, and we, in Israel, go on hearing it all the
time. Picture us, please, listening to this propaganda against the background of historical
traumas, the morbid melancholy and the vast
sadness which still permeate so much of Israel
life. This combination explains a lot about us.
It explains that prevailing sense of loneliness in
the world which so many Israelis share, a sense
of being utterly alone in a world which permitted the disaster to happen once, and may
well permit it to happen again. It explains
our obsessive suspicions, why we cling to everything we have. The average Israeli is convinced
that the Jews of Europe were singled out to be
massacred because they alone did not have the
physical means to organise their defence. It
explains our constant preoccupation with defence,
our towering urge for self-reliance and for security in all possible forms, in borders, in psychological reassurance, in tangible—not implied—
military arrangements. It explains why words and
indirect promises are not enough, why we insist on
borders more secure than those that have tempted aggression before. It explains also the rather
Utopian notion of peace which the Israeli
government has often had in the past. We yearn
for a total peace, almost melodramatic reconciliation—Sadat and Golda falling into each other's
arms. Everything short of that ideal peace is too
risky, too dangerous. To be reliable, peace must
be perfect.
Hassan: I understand your concern with security.
It is legitimate, but I also believe that you should
not make a fetish out of security and magnify
your security needs beyond all realistic proportions. It paralyses you and makes you forgo peace
initiatives and thereby miss out on all opportunities for peace. It seems to me a real lack of
imagination that in the years since 1967 you saw
no alternative but to dig in, in Suez and Golan,
and wait for us to agree to peace negotiations
without any preconditions. Even if you found
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Sadat's peace soundings unconvincing, I am
amazed that you never called his bluff. And I find
it even more surprising that you still talk to me
about secure borders.
Elon: I speak of borders more secure than those
we had before 1967, when Tel Aviv was within
range of Arab artillery, a mere fifteen miles away.
Hassan: The Russians are now supplying a
sophisticated missile system to the Arabs. These
missiles may well reach Tel Aviv in the next war,
making your insistence on "secure borders"
obsolete. I don't understand why you insist on the
antiquated notion of "secure borders." You fared
better in 1967, with far more precarious frontiers,
than you did in 1973, with your so-called secure
border. Geography is only one factor in guaranteeing security, along with many others such as
the strength of political institutions, technology,
economic resources, the alertness of your
intelligence services, the quality of your armed
forces and your international alliances—in the
long run they are more important.
In any case, wouldn't demilitarised buffer zones
patrolled by UN troops serve just as well to secure
your borders? After all, the Bar Lev line, which
was manned by your own soldiers, along the Suez
Canal, did not afford you any more protection
than such troops would have done. Even Dayan
has admitted that your reserve army is not large
enough to sit eyeball-to-eyeball facing professional Arab armies to repel a massive first strike.
Couldn't you make a mutual defence pact with
the United States? Such a pact would deter any
attack, just as the countries within NATO have
been immune to attack because the degree of the
American commitment to come to their defence
is spelled out.
Elon: We have never been offered such a defence
treaty by the United States. It would certainly
change things if we were. On principle, I would
prefer us all to get out from under the tutelage of
the superpowers; if this is impossible, Israel's
security would undoubtedly increase if the
United States guaranteed the invulnerability of
our borders.
Conversely, your perennial fears of Israeli
expansionism might be assuaged by a Soviet
guarantee of your borders. The important thing
is to mutually agree on your borders and on ours.
There is, of course, a lot of truth in what you say
about the insufficiency of borders. Real security
grows from many factors, including where one
nation ends and another begins. If the Arabs were
less divided between militants and moderates, if
there was more stability in the Arab countries,
and if they would be more explicit in their desire
to make real peace with us, the border issue would
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not loom so large. In that case, even Israeli
"hawks" would not be so insistent.
Hassan: But if you were the Israeli Prime Minister,
Amos, would you be prepared to broadcast to the
Arab world a commitment to withdraw your
troops from all areas except those absolutely
essential for your security? Would you do so,
excepting Jerusalem, where some accommodation
will have to be made? That would encourage us
and foster trust among us. And would you pledge
to make a token withdrawal unilaterally, to
initiate the mutual process of give-and-take for
the sake of peace?
Elon: In 1967 I think I certainly would have
committed us to token withdrawal to prove our
good intent, and I also would have favoured total
withdrawal in return for a peace treaty. But now?
After all that has happened since 1967? When
there's still no offer of a US defence treaty? When
the Arabs are still so cagey about peace? My first
emotional reaction now would frankly be this:
"God, am I glad I'm not Prime Minister!"
I shudder at the thought that the decision to
withdraw might endanger more lives and even
the existence of Israel as a state. One should be
prepared to take risks for peace as one takes
risks for war, but I would also like Israel to have
borders slightly more secure than it had in 1967.
It's an emotional gut reaction that I have, I admit.
Hassan: And I must admit that I am disappointed.
Elon: Well, what would you do if you were the
President of Egypt?
ASSAN: AS President of Egypt I would not
have turned a deaf ear to your peace soundings, as Nasser did in 1967. I would have responded eagerly to General Dayan's appeal that
we telephone Tel Aviv. If I were President, I would
have called him. I would admit that our politics
in the past were the result of misreadings of Israeli
intention, just as yours stemmed, to some extent,
from a misreading of our intentions. Both sides
had made mistakes. Our fault was that we
refused direct negotiations with Israel because we
played up your worst fears through an extremist
press and anti-Semitic literature. I would try to
break through this distrust by inviting Israelis to
come to Egypt, by sending Egyptians to Israel,
by trying to get Israelis to write in our press and
explain to us their point of view, by trying to
write in your press and explain to you our point
of view, by opening up telephone communications,
mail, all kinds of communications, to allay your
fears and build up your trust.

H

Elon: If you were President and said and did all
that, I would gladly have made the announcement you just asked for. You would no more have
any reason to be disappointed. I really wish you
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would run for the Egyptian presidency, and win
it
But seriously, I would like to add something
here, Sana. From what I said before of Israel
living under the impact of a traumatic past, you
might get the impression of a people of three
million neurotics, completely entrapped in
obsessive fears to the exclusion of everything else.
That would be misleading. While we are definitely a traumatised people, there has, at the same
time, been a generational change. And the great
influx of immigrants from the Arab countries,
who did not experience Nazism personally or even
indirectly through their relatives, is changing the
temper and tone of the country.
If we are not the kingdom of saints that the
early Zionists aspired to, a few important features
have nevertheless survived of the faded dream. I
mean, in Israel, by and large, the moral fibre of
society has remained relatively intact. It makes
life in Israel so worthwhile, despite the hardships
and constant dangers. You can see this moral fibre
in the attitude to human life, which remains
sacrosanct despite the inevitable brutalisation of
living in constant war. You can see it in the fact
that, thank God, we remain a free society.
Even this is surprising in a way. In a country
that has lived through thirty years of military
emergency, where the military consideration has,
of necessity, been paramount over all other
considerations, you would have expected long
ago a government by tall, tough, crew-cut colonels
—hard men, hardened by strife. Fortunately we
are not governed by a military junta but until
recently by a bunch of septuagenarians and, at
times, wishy-washy civilians. People often speak
of the Israeli miracle, making the desert bloom
and so forth, but this is no miracle at all when
you have the physical means. You did much the
same thing in Egypt; and the Americans did it
in Arizona. The true miracle of the Israeli
enterprise is the moral fibre, the fact that we have
remained an intensely civilian society, a fanatically civilian people. A lifetime of war has hardly
enhanced the so-called martial virtues. We may be
fighting our enemies like ferocious Spartans, but
among ourselves we remain Athenians, as
quarrelsome, as self-destructive in our contentiousness, as passionately argumentative—but also
as free. There is a lot that is wrong, of course, with
the political system, which the old East European
establishment bequeathed to us. Many of us
would like very much to change this system. The
important thing is that we have remained free,
and because of this, I think we'll be able to change
it.
Hassan: Even your enemies would want to
concede, perhaps grudgingly, that moral fibre of

which you speak. I definitely think that it's to
your credit. Your complacency, conceit and inertia
sometimes drive me to despair of peace, but I
draw new hope when I see that Israel still
manages to produce army men like Meir Pail and
Mati Peled (retired generals who spearheaded
the move within Israel for moderation and
territorial compromise), enlightened scholars like
Shamir and Bruno, writers like Amos Oz and
yourself, journalists like Amos Kenan and
Avineri, politicians like Eliav and Ben Aharon.
These people hold Israel up to very rigorous
standards of humanitarian behaviour, as Weizmann and Buber did in their day.
When I look around me in the Arab world I
envy you these humane men of moderation, some
of whom even come out of your army. I admire
their courage to criticise and I admire the system
that permits them to do this. I wish that we
had more of both. Still, in the eyes of the Arabs,
this moral fibre which is part of the heritage
brought to Israel by its present East European
rulers is counterbalanced by the rigidities stemming from their past experience. I don't think
it will ever be possible for such people to free
themselves from the impact of early childhood
memories of pogroms.
That is why I am glad to see that a new
generation, most of them native-born, is already
replacing the old—men of moderation like
Aharon Yariv, Yigal Allon, Haim Barlev and
Yitzhak Rabin. They at least will not have those
old hang-ups about us. They will look at us as
normal human beings. They will not think of us
either as barbarian Cossacks out for another
pogrom or as primitive beings to whom they are
bringing the benefits of their superior European
civilisation. The Israeli Prime Minister, Yigal
Allon, not so long ago, said in a speech in the
Knesset, supporting a more conciliatory policy
toward the Arabs, that he did not know anything
about Munich, he was born in the Galilee. I hope
he meant that his political frame of reference is
not Europe of 1938 but the Middle East of 1974.
I sighed with relief when I heard this. How
typical do you think that attitude is?
It is true that men like Allon and
ELON:
Rabin have fewer hang-ups than Golda Meir.

But don't make too much of it. We have a long
way to go. This is a real political conflict between
two national movements, not a misunderstanding
as a result of someone's psychological hang-ups.
It will take a lot before even Rabin, and other
Israeli politicians of the younger generation, will
be more trustful of the Arabs. There must be some
reciprocity. The war must end, first. Then, on
your side, the threats, the rabble-rousing speeches
and the terror must cease.
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If we could at least point to a parallel to the
present process of generational change in Israeli
politics in similar changes in the Arab countries,
we would already have achieved a lot. You're
right, to a certain extent, about the changed
perception of the younger generation in Israel.
Their approach is existential, as the older
generation was prompted by ideology. They take
Israel for granted, in a simple, straightforward
way. They don't feel they have to moralise about
it or prove something. Rabin is native-born; he
does not feel impelled, as Golda Meir did, to
justify his personal and political biography. He
tends to be pragmatic where the old leaders appear
doctrinaire. For example, he would never say
that he does not know what is meant by a
Palestinian nation. In this he is quite typical of the
younger Israeli-born or Israeli-bred generation.
Face to face with the Palestinian Arabs, the old
generation in Israel tended to avert their eyes;
some resorted to wishful thinking or made sterile
and unfair comparisons with the Cossacks.
Younger Israelis rarely share this point of view.
Even Moshe Dayan has reflected this change.
Let me read you a speech he made a few years ago:
"In my youth I travelled a good deal with my
late father through the valley of Esdraelon. We used
to meet Arabs. At that time, especially in the winter
Arabs wrapped their faces in a kaffiyeh until only
their nose and eyes remained exposed. My father
was not born in this country. He came from Russia
when he was seventeen. He would say to me, "Look,
they have the eyes of murderers." but these Arabs
were not murderers. It only seemed to my father
that in the eyes which peered through the kaffiyeh's
folds he saw the same look that he remembered
from his Russian shtetl. But this didn't make these
Arabs into murderers; it was winter and they were
just covering their faces from the cold."
I only wish President Sadat, or some other
prominent Arab leader, would present a similar
speech to make the distinction between his
father's image of us and his own perception of the
Jew and the modern Israeli today.
Hassan: I'm sure that could help a great deal and
push things forward in the right direction, but
we can already see the beginning, the first glance
of a new perception of Israel, in the eyes of
prominent Arabs. True, Sadat has not yet
spoken up, nor has Arafat, the leader of the
Palestinians. But take, for example, Ali Amin, the
new editor-in-chief of the semi-official newspaper,
al-Ahram, and one of the most prominent men
in the country. In a recent interview he gave
Newsweek he said:
"The scars will heal very quickly. As it is, most of
our fears of Israeli domination have vanished as the
result of October 6th. The Arabs now have undreamed-of billions of dollars and a tremendous
supply of manpower. Soon we will have a new pool
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of technical know-how that will make the Middle
East a unique part of the world and if we are happy
and free and unsuspicious, as I think we will be,
we will want the whole world to partake of this new
age. We will have everything we need to make our
deserts bloom and turn our mud huts into decent
houses. Ignorance breeds prejudice and the ignorance will rapidly vanish. The Middle East is where
East and West are finally going to come together.
Perhaps I am a dreamer but I also see a United
States of the Middle East. Israel will not be included
in such a grouping in the foreseeable future, but
once the Palestinian state is set up, it will obviously
have to live in peace with its neighbouring Jewish
state. After, there are many hopeful options. The
time has come for all of us to develop a more
generous vision of the future and to act boldly and
decisively. The establishment of a country the
Palestinians can call their own will mean finally
that the Arab countries and Israel can bury their
differences. If you see the emergence of a Palestinian
state, and the timing has never been more propitious than right now, I think that you will see an era
of freedom and love the likes of which the world has
seldom known."
Eton: Such sentiments will certainly be echoed by
a lot of Israelis. But does Amin make these
statements to the Egyptian public too or only
in interviews with the foreign press? You see
Dayan was addressing a public audience in Tel
Aviv and later published the text in a book.
Amin has not yet written in this
H ASSAN:
vein in al-Ahram, but I know that's what he
tells Egyptians too. I know he reflects Sadat's
point of view and that is also the way prominent
Egyptians close to President Sadat speak. This is
their basic outlook towards Israel. You ought to
see them for what they really are—Egypt's
counterpart to the pragmatic, moderate, nativeborn Israelis, who are now coming up in Israeli
politics. Tell me, Amos, are such people soon
going to have a majority in the Cabinet?
Elon: I don't know. The Israel Cabinet is a
coalition of several political parties, but it does
seem that these moderates are gaining a majority
at least within the upper echelons of the Labour
party, which has always been and still is the kingpin of Israeli politics. As you know, we still have
the proportional election system which never
gives a single party a clear majority and imposes
government by coalition. The whole country is
regarded as one constituency: you vote for
ideological parties and not for individual
candidates. As a consequence, all Israeli Cabinets
since 1948 have been coalitions between the
dominant Labour party and a half-dozen small
splinter parties. The Labour party has always
been the biggest party, with between 30 to 36 % of
the popular vote, but to stay in power, they have
to rely on the smaller splinter parties.
Many of us would like to change this antiquated system. It is a remnant of the old days of
pioneering, ideally suited to the early society of
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HASSAN: Over fifty per cent of all Israelis are of
Oriental origin. They either emigrated from Arab
countries or were born of parents from Morocco,
Algeria or Yemen. What influence do you think
they will have on Israeli politics?
ELON: This is very hard to predict. They or their
parents are new in the country—having arrived
barely twenty-five years ago, at most—to leave a
decisive mark on politics. But they are already
quite prominent within local party machines, on
municipal councils and on the back benches of the
major parties.
HASSAN: Most Arabs believe that if only the Oriental Jews were in power, we would get a much better
deal. They keep saying that the Oriental Jews are
really Arabs and that they would understand us
better.
ELON: That's an illusion. To illustrate what you say,
Sana, at one point, a few years ago, Radio Damascus was beaming special broadcasts of Iraqi or
Syrian music into Israel in the hope of stimulating
Iraqi patriotism among Israeli Jews of Iraqi
origin . . . . By the same reasoning, they broadcast
German beer-hall music, introducing the programme
with the remark, "And now for our friends from
Berlin . . . ." They hoped to make people in Israel
homesick for Germany so that they would go back
there.
HASSAN: That's a good example of how we fail to see
one another the way we really are. And it's not funny,
it's tragic. I myself think the common Arab belief
that Oriental Jews will understand us better is
downright naive. My personal experience has been
that this is perhaps true only of some middle-class
Jews from Egypt who never underwent the kind of
persecution that was meted out to Jews in Iraq,
Syria or Yemen. Such Egyptian Jews sometimes
speak nostalgically of la belle vie en Egypte, but
they represent only a small group among Israel's
Oriental Jewry. I don't blame the rest for thenbitter feelings. I suppose if I were in their place, and
had undergone what they went through, I might feel
the same way, but I think that they are just as much
prisoners of their past traumas as the East Europeans
are of theirs. Let's hope that a new unburdened
generation will soon come up.
ELON: In the second generation the differences
between Israelis of European and of Oriental origin
are slowly evening out through education, economic
improvement and a shared sense of collective
experience. I won't belittle the tremendous difficulties remaining. But intermarriage between European
and Oriental Jews is now about twenty per cent, and
it is rising at the rate of one per cent annually. At
this rate, the entire distinction between European
and non-European Israelis may disappear in another
thirty or fifty years.

sixty thousand highly motivated, highly ideological pioneers. It leaves much to be desired in the
industrial urban mass society of three million we
have today. By giving exaggerated leverage to the
small parties in the coalition, it distorts the
popular will.
Take, for instance, the National Religious
Front. This party hardly represents 10% of the
national vote. As a result of its exaggerated
leverage, it not only prevents the much needed
separation of state and synagogue in Israel but
also opposes withdrawal from the West Bank of
the Jordan because of the Jewish holy places and
historical sites there. Even if the pragmatic
moderates gain the upper hand within the ruling
Labour Party, it will still be under pressure from
the intransigent right.
Hassan: I'm very worried about the undue
influence of the religious party.
Eton: So am 1.1 would like our new borders on
the West Bank to answer real security needs,
rather than conform to religious sentiment,
however salient ancient historical precedence. I
would like those new borders to be open, with
Arabs and Israelis permitted to cross freely as
visitors or residents. But I'm frankly scared by the
explosive mixture of religion and chauvinism
which is often at the root of the religious party's
attitude. It presumes to make territorial claims
in the 20th century in the name of what God and
Abraham are said to have told each other in the
Bronze Age.
Apart from all that, we have a right-wing
opposition party, the hard-line Likud, which is
even more intransigent than the National
Religious Front. The men of Likud have a
similar tendency to quote the Bible selectively.
In the Bible there is not only a Joshua but also an
Isaiah. If the Israeli Labour party doesn't soon
sort out its internal problems—the question of
succession and generational change within its
upper echelons—the Likud opposition may well
increase its strength and in the next elections
replace the Labour party as the kingpin of our
next government coalition.
Hassan: We too, unfortunately, have our hardliners. They are waiting for an opportunity to
pull the rug from under the moderates. What is
happening within Egypt and the Arab world is in
many ways a mirror image of what is happening
in Israel. The hard-liners distrust the Americans.
They feel that the most the United States is
interested in is crisis management, diffusing
hostility by granting the Arabs a few tidbits in
return for their oil. They fear that in the long run
the United States will leave them in the lurch
because the Americans are not interested in a
peace settlement which would oblige them to put
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pressure on Israel. They are also worried about
Egypt putting all its faith in one man, Henry
Kissinger, who, after all, is not an institution.
Then there are still people among us who aspire
to the total destruction of Israel. These people in
Egypt have many allies among hard-liners in
Libya, Iraq, among the Palestinians and most
notably in Syria. The Syrians are convinced that
the United States is out to isolate the Arabs from
their only reliable ally, the Soviet Union. They
think that Sadat plays along with the United
States because he puts his own immediate gain
above the interests of the Syrians and the Palestinians. We Arabs suffer from another handicap.
Because Israel is a free society, the public is
aware of the limitations of the partial victory in
1973. It feels discouraged and tired of war.
In Israel perhaps it is only at the very top that a
few might welcome another war in order to be
able to redeem themselves. But in the Arab world,
the exact opposite is true. Unfortunately, because
Egypt is not a free society, only the very top
leaders know that they were in a pinch in the '73
war, and because of that, they have no appetite
for a renewal of the conflict. The public, on the
other hand, really believes that we won that war,
and sometimes even screams for a renewal of
warfare. There is another danger: because Egypt
is a closed society, when new leaders take over
from the present ones, they may not have the

information which tempered the policies of their
predecessors. Even some of the present leaders,
unfortunately, have a selective memory. They
forget their narrow escape in 1973 and remember,
only the illusion of success.
It sounds like touch and go, Sana.
E LON:
Both in the Arab countries and in Israel. I ask

myself if we are going to find the time or the
strength to sort it all out internally before it is too
late.
There's an old Hasidic tale of the great Rabbi
Nachman of Bratzlav, who one day was travelling
through a wintry mountain region in a carriage
pulled by two oxen. When the carriage reached
a steep hill, he got off and walked alongside in the
mud to ease the animals' burden. The coachman
reproached him and urged him to get on again.
"I don't want to reach the pearly gates," said the
old man, "and find these two oxen there complaining to the Creator that this fat old Jew remained
in his seat while they were slaving under the yoke."
"But they won't be able to argue that," said the
coachman. "They are oxen; it is their job to pull
the carriage up the hill." "Yes," said the rabbi,
"that is true, but who has the strength to argue
with oxen?"
We'll just have to have the strength, Sana, both
in Israel and in the Arab countries.
Copyright (c) 1974 oy Amos Elon ami Sana Hassan.

Mushrooms
Elusive to our spells, these chambers
Tented in grass: we stoop and plod
About the church insanely, like penitents.
White and soft as conjurors' gloves,
Edging like eggs or ears out
Of the field's moist green table.
Wedded with fine hairs to a mystery
They part from when tugged like a plaster,
The thumb stump delicately clogged with soil.
Frightening, the exuded tips and domes!
But still we search and pick, our baskets
Smelling fragrantly of underground caverns.
It's as though if we left them they would bud
Into faces and not, as we know, grow skirts
Which drop to a black lace as the air melts them.

John Fuller
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