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Interview with David Grossman and Ahmad Harb 

Conducted by Nella Cassouto at the American Colony Hotel, East 

Jerusalem, March 13, 2000. 

NELLA CASSOUTO We are talking with Ahmad Harb, Palestinian writer 

and teacher at the Bir-zeit University, and David Grossman, 

Israeli novelist and political commentator. Both of them were born 

and raised in this region. Ahmad, where did you grow up? 

AHMAD HARB I was born in the village of Daharia, just south of 

Hebron, in 1951. 

CASSOUTO And you, David? 

DAVID,GROSSMAN I was born in Jerusalem in 1954. 

HARB So, as you said, we were both born here and we hope we can 

live here forever. 

GROSSMAN I was born in Jerusalem six years after 1948, the 

founding of Israel as a state. It's significant for you to know 

that I was born in a state that so many generations of Jews could 

only dream about, yet now we have it. I want my children to grow 

up here. I want generation after generation to grow up here. This 

is something my ancestors could never have experienced. 

CASSOUTO Did you think that way when you were growing up? Were you 

conscious of living here with the continuity of generations of 

family? 

GROSSMAN Not at all. I was not aware of that. It was only after my 

children were born that I started to think about it that way. 

CASSOUTO Ahmad, how did you think about living here when you were 

a child? 

HARB Mine was the opposite experience, unfortunately. I was raised 

to understand that Israel was sitting on Palestinian land, that we 

were forced from that land. I was taught that we had to prepare 

ourselves to take it back, by force if we had to. That was the 

general atmosphere as I remember it in Daharia. The village was 

very close to the 1948 Israeli border. We witnessed skirmishes 

between the Jordanian and Israeli armies on the border. We were in 
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the heart of the conflict. All of that led to the 1967 war, which 

was a turning point for me. 

CASSOUTO I was born in Israel in 1948, before the war, in Haifa, a 

city where Arabs and Jews lived together. I don't remember seeing 

this dispute between them. They somehow managed to live side-by

side, not in every section of town, but we mixed in social 

situations. I remember, for example, we met Arab boys on the 

beach, and we talked with them. David, will you talk a little 

about your memories from 1967? 

GROSSMAN I was 13 then, and before the Six-Day War I was 

terrified. I was sure I was going to die. Israel was such a small 

country with fewer than 4 million people, and we were surrounded 

by a very hostile Arab world of 200 million people. I listened 

every day to the Hebrew-language radio station from Cairo. It was 

called Kol Haraam Mikahir in Hebrew and Sout El Arab Min el 

Kahirat in Arabic. I remember very vividly that they promised us 

they would come and throw us into the sea and rape our mothers and 

sisters. At the age of 13 I didn't know how to swim. I was a 

Jerusalemite child. Most of us didn't know how to swim. We lived 

50 miles from the ocean. I urgently begged my parents to let me 

take swimming lessons. That way I'd know how to swim and not drown 

immediately. That's when I started swimming at the YMCA here. 

Don't laugh, it's true. The fear was very real. I remember my 

relief when the war was over and I was still alive. 

CASSOUTO And a swimmer. 

GROSSMAN And a swimmer at that! Quite a lousy one, but I can swim. 

The main experience was fear, a very concrete fear about our 

future. When the war was over, though, Israel was drunk with 

power. We had won the battle. For my generation, victory coincided 

with our own growing up. The energy of the war and the way it 

ended coincided with the energies of our adolescence, of our 

becoming adults. There was something very sexual about it for us. 

Later we began to realize the dire consequences of this war, that 

we and the Palestinians would pay a heavy price for years to come. 

But I didn't realized any of that in the first years after the 

Six-Day War. 

CASSOUTO Ahmad, what are your memories from the '67 war? How did 

you feel about it? 

HARB I had the same feelings of fear but from the other side, from 

the Israelis. We believed that Israel would come the same way 
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David thought the Arabs would. We had all the stereotypical ideas 

about Jews that people remembered from what happened in 1948. We 

were kept busy by our fear. We didn't hear the Hebrew-language 

radio. We were all afraid. At the same time, though, I remember we 

were very confident that the Arabs would win. We were confident 

that this time we would regain our land. 

CASSOUTO Daharia, where you lived, was Jordanian then, right? In 

Jordan did every young person join the army as they did in Israel 

where everyone is drafted at the age of 18? If so, would you go 

into the army two years after the Six-Day War and be a soldier 

yourself? 

HARB No. That was good for me. 

CASSOUTO You were very lucky. Why didn't you go into the army? 

HARB It was optional for us to join the army. My brother, who was 

a little older than I, joined. I went with him to the army 

headquarters when he signed up. I remember feeling very lucky to 

be with him because I got to carry his gun for a while. That was 

before 1967. 

When the war erupted, I was a shepherd. I remember the war broke 

out when I was tending my sheep. I was listening to the radio. All 

I knew about the war was through the Arab radio. The Jordanian 

radio reported that the Arabs were marching to Tel Aviv. I was 

happy. This is a war, okay? The first day passed, the second day 

of the war passed, and where I was nothing happened. I stopped 

believing everything after that. I had to re-evaluate things by 

myself after that experience. 

CASSOUTO It's shocking to think that at the age of 16 you had to 

re-evaluate all the mythologies that you learned over the years. 

It must have been a turning point. Did it change your life? 

HARB Yes, it did. It changed my life. 

CASSOUTO I want to move on in time, David, and ask you about the 

Yorn Kippur War in 1973. Were you in the army at that time? Did you 

think of peace after that war? Did you think we would be able to 

live together? Did you think we would be returning land to the 

Palestinians? 

GROSSMAN Yes I joined the army during the Yorn Kippur War. At that 

time I didn't understand the meaning of peace. I believed Israel 

wanted peace, as everybody said. We were raised to believe that we 
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wanted peace at any price. My crisis came after the Lebanon War in 

1982 when I realized that Israel didn't pursue peace at any price. 

But in 1973 I was not aware of that. I was a typical Israeli who 

understood the occupied Arab territories were essential to our 

security. We did not give any thought to the complexity of 

Palestinians' lives, to their justice, to their pain. I was a 

soldier. I was educated as a soldier. I was programmed to suspect 

my enemy and to look for every possible trap. 

The Yorn Kippur War (also called the 1973 War or Harb October) was 

perceived by me and my generation as a typical act of treachery by 

the Egyptians and Syrians against Israelis. They surprised us in 

the middle of Yorn Kippur, our day of fasting. Such timing was more 

proof that Arabs could not be trusted. As I said, I was not 

exceptional in holding that idea. In retrospect I think most 

Israelis did not realize what a terrible price that perception 

would cost. Our present and our future are paying for it because 

we deprived ourselves of the possibility of co-existing here, of 

trying to make a partnership in this area. But the trauma of the 

1973 War was positive, I think. Suddenly we realized there are 

limits to force and there are limits to what you can achieve by 

accumulating massive military strength. Finally, more and more 

people were able to look at our enemy and face him as a human 

being. 

CASSOUTO Do you think that has to do with maturity, with growing 

up? When a country is young it has to commit all its strength to 

fight for its borders and security. Later, when a country like 

Israel is more sure of itself, and maybe more mature, it can open 

its eyes and see that the other - the Arab, the enemy - is a human 

being. If we ever want to live in peace and quiet we have to 

negotiate with people we have fought with. What do you think? 

GROSSMAN You're absolutely right. I'll talk about Israel and Ahmad 

can talk about Palestine. There is a trend among the new 

historians in Israel to accuse Israeli leadership of not making 

enough effort in the early years of the country. But that was 

impossible, even after the '67 War. Our sense of identity was 

still not strong enough to think about peace in the way we are 

thinking now. Israel was born as a state after great trauma. In 

psychology today there is something called "pre-natal trauma," 

stressed experienced before birth. Countries can suffer from it, 

too. Israel's pre-natal trauma was the Holocaust, the Showa for 

us. After that, it's a miracle that Israel was created at all. 

People here created a new life, a political and military life, but 

also agriculture and science and even literature and art. Think of 

all the energy those people needed not only to create an army but 
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just to cook an egg in the morning. After all they had been 

through it was impossible to ask them to be more courageous and 

more generous to their enemies. They felt threatened. All their 

lives were programmed to believe they were threatened. But I think 

we are more mature now. Perhaps not enough, though. I would like 

to see more maturity on our side. Sometimes I'm fascinated by how 

mature Palestinians are in their approach to solving the conflict. 

I do not like to idealize Palestinians because I have a lot to 

criticize about what happens in Palestinian society. But when you 

live so much in pain and suffering it makes your approach more 

mature. 

Nella, you asked about the need to love and be loved. I see it all 

around me. Israelis, deep in their hearts, want to be loved by 

Palestinians, which is almost understandable and even natural 

because everybody wants his former enemy to accept him and throw 

away the stereotypes and cliches that he held earlier. But I'm 

more realistic than that. I don't believe in love between nations. 

I don't need the Palestinians to love me. I don't have to love 

them. I can love two or three people, people that I know and like, 

but I don't even love Israelis. There's no love, you know, between 

the Germans and the French. West Germans don't particularly love 

East Germans. I talk about common interest, about Ahmad and his 

wife Sarah living their own lives without my intervention. If they 

want to see me, they will come to see me. I don't want to impose 

my existence on them because it's bad for them, and it's bad for 

me. 

CASSOUTO Ahmad, what do you think about this? 

HARB Well, I share most of his ideas. I think what David just said 

is what all Palestinians feel today. I would like to see and talk 

about independence. As David said, this is the right time to work 

on that. To get rid of all old stereotypes, old causes of hatred. 

It is not easy when it comes to the collective feelings of people. 

David also said we don't have to fall in love with each other as 

nations. We just have to share a common interest in peace and 

independence. 

Despite the destruction of war, there can be a positive side to 

it. I think the '67 War was a breakthrough for the Palestinians 

themselves. I think it awakened us to our illusions, or waked us 

out of our daydreams at the time. We had to realize that something 

else should take place. As a result of the war, the West Bank and 

Gaza Strip came under Israeli occupation. Despite the fact that I 

hate it on the practical level, the occupation brought 

Palestinians together. It facilitated communications with 

Israelis. The so-called enemies were not abstract anymore. We came 
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face to face with Israeli soldiers, face to face with Israeli 

tourists. Despite feelings of hatred, a new situation emerged. We 

came to see "the other" as a human being. There was a new means of 

communication, even if that communication was with guns sometimes. 

There was no real peace process in the beginning. Palestinians who 

were inside the occupied territory supported a process toward 

peace because they were in closest contact with the Israelis. I 

think the '67 War, despite its tragic results for the 

Palestinians, played an important part in fostering the peace 

process between the two peoples later on. 

GROSSMAN I want to add something to what Ahmad just said about 

violence as communication. That is the topic of The Yellow Wind, 

the book I wrote just before the beginning of the Intifada (the 

Palestinian resistance). The Israeli reaction to the Intifada 

alarmed me. Itzak Rabin, prime minister at the time, sent weapons 

dealers to buy all kinds of powerful weapons. 

CASSOUTO How did you know about that? 

GROSSMAN I worked for Israeli radio. Because of its topic of 

violence as communication, The Yellow Wind was controversial. I 

met with Shimon Perez and other politicians and asked them to 

listen to what the Palestinians were saying when they were 

throwing stones. They were trying to tell us something. They were 

in distress and deep depression. I asked why we had to retaliate 

with such force, as we always did. Rabin said "break their bones," 

and the rest is history. 

CASSOUTO But long before Rabin was assassinated he changed his 

approach toward the Palestinians and the peace process. It may 

have to do with the increasing maturity of Israel and Rabin 

himself. Rabin was chief of staff and twice prime minister of 

Israel. Only when he was re-elected prime minister and more sure 

about his position could he be more open toward those things. 

GROSSMAN I spoke with people who were close to Rabin at that time, 

some ministers and some parliament members, members of the 

Knesset. I believed he wanted peace not because he suddenly loved 

the Palestinians or really understood our injustice toward the 

Palestinians. Instead, he had come to understand the heavy price 

we Israelis were paying for the infiltration of violence that was 

consuming our lives. He realized that what we were inflicting on 

the Palestinians was poisoning our society, too. The amount of 

violence, of murder inside the family, of vulgarity, of 
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aggressiveness. I think there is no other place on earth that Jews 

are hated so openly and freely as they are in Israel. 

CASSOUTO Hating themselves. 

GROSSMAN Yes. In our streets, on our beaches, on the radio and on 

television programs. And what is so bitter and ironic is that 

Rabin was assassinated because of the inner hatred and inner 

violence that his generation came to embody. That is one of the 

main reasons we must try to achieve peace. For myself, I will 

never have peace of mind as long as I know that I inflict 

injustice on other people. But I believe Israel was established to 

cure what we call the •Jewish disease," suffered during centuries 

of the Diaspora. The Jewish disease is our weakness, our 

dependence on the good will of others and our migration all over 

the earth. The founding of Israel cured the Jewish disease, but 

created another, which is the Israeli disease, a thirst for power, 

lack of sensitivity, even lack of mercy. And inner hatred. If we 

achieve peace, a real peace, we will cure the Israeli disease. I'm 

afraid none of us will witness that in our lifetimes. I'm sure 

that next year we shall see a peace treaty with the Palestinians. 

We may have a peace treaty with Lebanon, Syria and Iraq. But I'm 

talking about something else. I'm talking about something deeper, 

something that takes time, like the process of education. I want 

to see curiosity, real curiosity, and interest from your children, 

Ahmad, to meet my children and vice versa. Yes, I really want to 

feel inside that we are all equal. That really none of us is 

better than the other. 

CASSOUTO So you don't believe official formal peace will come in 

our time? 

GROSSMAN Official peace, yes. They can sign a treaty tomorrow. But 

I don't believe we are yet courageous and generous enough to have 

the kind of peace we should have here. 

CASSOUTO The idea for this exhibition came about when Ehud Barak 

was elected prime minister and Abdullah became the new king of 

Jordan. We saw that the peace process between Palestine and Israel 

was promising. We started to use the word •aspirations" to talk 

about a future we might hope to see. David, you suggest there are 

two different forms of peace, a political one and one that is more 

real between people. What are your aspirations, both of you? What 

will happen, soon and later? We can start with the •sooif and then 

discuss the •1ater." 
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HARB I am not optimistic that a real peace will come soon, either. 

A political peace may come at any time. Barak and Arafat agree one 

day and not the next. But they meet again and again. 

Unfortunately, political negotiations are spoiling our sense of 

real peace. 

CASSOUTO Do you think the politicians are damaging relations among 

people? 

HARB Yes. The Palestinians feel, if I can represent public 

opinion, that the strong party (Israel) is imposing its will on 

us. Palestinians believe the •peace process" is a tactic to 

justify control over us. Otherwise I don't understand it. For 

example, when you called me to meet with you, I spent the whole 

week planning how to get into Jerusalem. It takes only 10 minutes 

to get here from where I live, but it is very difficult to get 

from there to here. (Between regions controlled by the Palestinian 

Authority and Israel, people often are stopped at checkpoints for 

inspection of identity papers.) Real peace and real equality will 

arrive when I have real freedom of movement. I don't want to be 

suspected wherever I go. That is a nightmare. Personally, I don't 

agree with Arafat that we must establish a state at any price. It 

is important that the Israelis stop holding the land. Political 

negotiations are taking place, but the Israeli government, under 

Barak or Netanyahu, is pushing us away from thinking about real 

peace, the peace that David and I are talking about. In that 

regard, I am quite critical about what the Israeli government is 

doing. 

GROSSMAN I want to remind you, and myself, that 14 years ago, 

around the time that I wrote The Yellow Wind, I suggested that the 

Palestinians should have a state and people called me traitor. I 

was denounced by our prime minister in the Knesset. They burned my 

car and I was fired from my job with Israeli radio. Today, the 

idea about a Palestinian state is shared by more than half of all 

Israelis. There has been a change. In the Israeli government there 

are at least 10 ministers who accept the idea. Some are very 

reluctant about it, but they accept the idea of a Palestinian 

state. Barak has told me personally that he accepts the idea of a 

Palestinian state. 

HARB Let me qualify what I mean when I refer to a Palestinian 

state. I don't agree with Arafat's approach. What he is willing to 

accept is what the Israeli government is willing to give, but that 

is not really a state. It is an administrative means for having 

more control over me. There are two points of view. One is that of 
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the politicians and the other is that of the general public, both 

Israeli and Palestinian. I think people believe the peace process 

has failed. The politicians probably don't think that way, but we 

see that the politicians are out of touch. From the Palestinian 

perspective I believe the authorities do not read our feelings 

correctly. There is a similar discrepancy between the Israeli 

political circles and the feelings of the people. 

GROSSMAN As we talk here, we are finding that we agree on almost 

everything. I'm afraid, though, that we do not represent all the 

people. Ours are only two voices in the babble, but from such 

babble the future might emerge. Many things in Israel and in 

Palestine have started as a dream that emerged from a babble of 

voices. Zionism started with a dream of 12 young people in Russia. 

The state of Israel started as a dream. So did the peace treaty 

between us. We need these dreams. 

Almost two years before the Oslo peace talks that led to the 

Israeli-Palestinian treaty, Ahmad and I met regularly once a month 

with a group of Israelis and Palestinians. It was one of the 

greatest experiences in the relationship between our people. But 

after breaking the ice, there was not much we could do to explore 

the momentum and the powerful emotional wave that arose in Israeli 

and Palestinian hearts. If our leaders had been more courageous, 

we could be in a totally different situation today. But they were 

afraid. They thought they needed to wait for public opinion to 

accept a new way of thinking. It shouldn't be like that. The 

leaders should have prepared public opinion. They should have 

dictated it, and people would have followed them. I'm not talking 

about dictatorship here. I'm talking about moving people ahead 

into a better future. That is the goal of a leader. What we have 

now is the remains of the Oslo process, which is not good. The 

Oslo process does not insure that Ahmad will have the life and the 

peace that could have been guaranteed. Now, if both the Israelis 

and Palestinians are not 100 percent satisfied, no one can be 

satisfied. The arrangements are so complicated for Ahmad and for 

me. If Ahmad and his children are frustrated, frightened and 

humiliated, we will have no real peace. It is in our interest that 

they feel much better about any solution. But our leaders don't 

have the courage. They act like military people. Last week, 15 

writers and I met with Barak. We spent a long evening with him. In 

that meeting I sensed that he is very determined about achieving 

peace. Few Israeli leaders have been so determined. And he will 

achieve a peace, but his peace is not the same as my peace. He 

knows, like a good soldier, how to get a peace treaty. He can lead 

us to a treaty, but he doesn't know what to do beyond that. He 

doesn't understand the nature of the relationship between our two 
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peoples. The idea of peace, the essence of peace, is not clear to 

him. It radiates in the way he runs the negotiations. 

CASSOUTO What do you think about the Palestinian leadership? Do 

they know more or less about this? 

GROSSMAN I'm afraid both our people are not blessed with truly 

courageous leaders. I pity Arafat. He doesn't have any cards to 

play. His only mission is to declare a Palestinian state. What 

kind of state will that be? Beyond that, we expect him to give 

more and more, but he cannot. He has to manipulate many 

contradictory forces in Israel and in Palestinian society. If 

Arafat had been stronger in 1996 in suppressing the Hamas-led bus 

bombings in Jerusalem, we would not be in the predicament we are 

in now. The Palestinians are paying the price of terrorism. That 

terrorism brought Israelis to vote for Netanyahu. I don't want to 

portray the Palestinians as the good guys and Israelis as the bad 

guys. We are two miserable guys caught in a twin trap. We reflect 

each other, our fears and our suspicions. That is our tragedy. We 

are very complicated people, we and the Palestinians. 

CASSOUTO How can we live with ourselves? 

GROSSMAN I believe the Palestinians can be our best partners 

because we are so much alike. 

HARB We have proven that. 

CASSOUTO Returning to aspirations, what is real life going to be 

like here? Will our kids be sitting together in bars in Ramallah, 

listening to jazz together or in Jerusalem hiking together? Is it 

possible to think that will happen? Or is that just my private 

utopia? 

GROSSMAN Maybe that will happen in 50 years. Something like that 

happens, but not in Ramallah or in Jerusalem or in Haifa. It 

happens outside Israel, in the United States, sometimes, and in 

Europe. Palestinians and Israelis have intermarried and have 

families. 

HARB That is very individual, something we cannot generalize at 

this point. If there is a real peace, the one David and I are 

talking about, these kinds of friendships can come about. You 

would be surprised how many things we have in common. We identify 

with each other easily. But first I think political agreements are 
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important. First, the political rights of the Palestinians should 

be acknowledged. Then there will be time for life. 

CASSOUTO I think we share some things together, maybe more than 

Israelis and Americans, more than Palestinians and Americans. 

We're in this region not only because we've decided to be here but 

because it fits us. We have mutual feelings toward the land. 

HARB Our love of this country should be a unifying force. 

CASSOUTO Can love of the land bring us together? 

HARB We must find a way to cooperate. I think we can do it. 

Because there is such wealth, we can do it. 

GROSSMAN There is room for all of us. We seek what I call 

"normality," a time when you will interview Ahmad about his work 

and his writing and Sarah about her work and her dreams, about the 

restaurant she opened, and me about my books and all of us about 

our children, about the fabric of everyday life. The contacts we 

had broke down because of circumstances. For example, I met Ahmad 

five or six years ago. I felt immediately that I would like him to 

be my friend. But we met rarely and when we did we were doomed to 

talk about the circumstances. That was understandable because we 

both were crushed by the situation. The price we are paying for 

the situation is the loss of our privacy, our intimacy and our 

feelings. Everything is complicated by the situation. I want to be 

liberated from the circumstances. I want to meet with him like I 

meet every other friend of mine and not to talk all the time about 

the situation. It's poisoning all of us. There are many other 

things we can talk about. But we cannot because we have a wound. 

All of us scratch it again and again because it is the only thing 

we remember to do. 

CASSOUTO The scar is still there. 

GROSSMAN Better a scar. It would show that the wound has healed. 
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