






The illusion in Oliviero Toscani's
pictures, and the hope.
By Abraham B. Yehoshua

By now, the world should have had its fill of the Israel Arab
conflict, and especially the conflict between the Jews and
the Palestinians. Still, fifty years after the founding of the
State of Israel and more than a hundred years after the
beginning of Zionism, the conflict seems to attract complex
and profound interest on the part of people who have
absolutely no personal contact with the issue. News from
the turbulent Holy Land will always find pride of place in TV
channels and barely a day goes by in which no report from
the scene of the conflict is published in the international
press. Is this interest based only on curiosity, a quest
for some juicy gossip? Or is it political concern for the fate
of a key region of the world? I believe not. News from the
region has long since lost its spice and is becoming more
and more repetitive and decidedly monotonous.
Moreover, in an era of broad international peacemaking,
the Middle East is becoming less and less important.
There must be something deeper, something which draws
people to want to know how the drama will develop, and
especially, how it will end, between the Jews and the
Palestinians. In my opinion, that something else concerns
the clear moral element of this drama. With other ethnic
conflicts, no less ancient and no less bloody, like the conflict
in Northern Ireland, or the war in Bosnia, the moral root of
the issue has been blurred and completely obliterated,
whereas in the Holy Land, notwithstanding the passing years,
that root is still there, in the forefront.

Astruggle between different
and contradicting truths

It is a clear-cut, classic moral conflict, the kind to which we
are drawn when we are observing (for example) a Greek
tragedy such as Antigone. A struggle between two different
and contradicting truths, each of which is right in its own
way. And not only does the observer understand the justice
of each of the positions, he is willing and even eager to
identify with them. It is no wonder, therefore, that as the
drama develops, we find ourselves on tenterhooks, deeply
concerned, as the cruel moment of reckoning approaches,
and praying in our hearts for a compromise which would
prevent the tragedy of submission.
But ours is not only a prayer for compromise to come out of
the weakness of surrender, a temporary amnesty in which
feelings of disappointment and revenge continue to churn,
but a compromise of a new and original integration, which
will make out of two conflicting truths, a third, larger and

more just, truth. Thus, in spite of the separation and the
obsessive repetition which have been part and parcel of the
hundred year old conflict, from the very moment of the
Jews' return to their ancient homeland and their struggle for
it with its Palestinian inhabitants, and in spite of the fatigue
at hearing those same oft-repeated claims from both sides
- like some frozen religious ritual - and in spite of the firmly
expressed desperate determinations by foreign commentators
and experts that this is a hopeless conflict, which will never
end, there is a clear desire among many people in the world
for a solution to the Arab Israel conflict. Since many share
a kind of morbid gut-feeling that if the conflict is not resolved,
not only might it regress into yet another Northern Ireland-like
murky swamp, there is always the terrible possibility that
it might take wing and rise toward the horrible epilogue of a
Greek drama, which spreads total destruction and devastation
over everyone involved.

Masters of their own fate

Indeed, if there is any moral value and significance to the
Jews' attempt at normalizing their situation and finding, in
the wake of their terrible suffering in the Diaspora - a scrap
of territory in which they can build a reality for themselves
and become masters of their own fate, it is absolutely forbid
den morally for this to be achieved by denying the national
rights of another nation.
And as the world stands and wonders at the wonderful and
unique historical phenomenon of the return of the Jews
to their ancient homeland after two thousand years of exile,
so it comprehends the so special and strange and
confusing experience to which the Palestinians have been
and are party to, for having to pay with their lands for
this historical wonder.

Day-to-day situations

It is for this reason that the Italian photographer, Oliviero
Toscani did well in not choosing to take his wonderful camera
to the place where Israeli soldiers are confronting
Palestinian children, nor to the Jerusalem market, where
Jewish dead and wounded lie, in the aftermath of a murderous
Palestinian suicide bombing, but chose instead to point
his camera at mundane, even banal, day-to-day situations
depicting the ties between Palestinian people and Jewish
people. And if, in a few sentences, I am being called upon
to accompany these very human photographs, which



observe the emptiness of humanity, but with a great deal
of optimism and humour, I say: You are forever reading
about horrific acts of terrorism, of people committing suicide
by blowing themselves up in the middle of towns. You hear,
too, of humiliation, of road blocks, of requisition of property
and of a cruel army of occupation. And, indeed, all this is
correct and true, but it is not the whole truth. There are other
things as well. Things which are no less important, there is
also a life of community, there are daily meetings.
There is negotiation on a personal level. There are feelings
other than hate, envy, anger.

Mistrust and suspicion

But take care not to be misled. Notwithstanding the idealistic
smiles and hugs in the pretty and colourful pictures, we
have no way of knowing what lies deep down in the hearts
of the people, Palestinians and Jews, photographed here in
everyday situations. Do not be mistaken by believing that,
just because they are talking to each other, laughing and
patting each other on the back, they are not capable of hurting
each other. History has taught us that in places where
peace and harmony reigns - in Yugoslavia, for example 
sharp hatred and violence can suddenly erupt, which are
based on mistrust, and the suspicion that not only does the
other side want to take control of your lands, but of your
entire identity as well.
Mistrust and suspicion can be dissolved and reduced by
constantly breaking down stereotypes, not only of people,
but also of relationships. And it is this which a book
of photographs such as this one is aiming to achieve.
In a place where you did not expect to find Jews and
Palestinians cooperating, on the most intimate levels of
their lives, the Italian photographer found them with
his camera. Does this mean that they really love one
another? Not necessarily. But it does appear to mean that
they are in need of each other and who knows, perhaps
even attracted to each other. But all this can be on the
condition that each side is fully aware that the boundaries
of his identity are very clearly defined.

Cooperation between people

Some of the stormiest ethnic conflicts of this century broke
out in places where attempts had been made to integrate
one identity into another. Like Lebanon, like Sarajevo.
The best solution, therefore, is a multi cultural pluralistic

society, capable of maintaining peace and respect within it.
Security is essential and certain pluralism does not deny you
your private cultural identity - it only enriches it.
Cooperation between people must include a clear sense of
equality. There is so much suspicion and pain and bitter
memories in the Middle East, but at least one thing is clear
- the Jews do not want to turn the Palestinians into Jews.
And I believe that the Palestinians are aware of the fact that
they will never be able to take upon themselves the Jewish
identity, which is so unique. When a political division
between Jews and Arabs includes security, when each side
is sure that the other is not about to burst into his territory,
that is when a new and interesting kind of cooperation can
take place between two great civilizations - the Arab and
the Jewish, which have already in the past fertilized each
other and produced excellent fruit.

Breaking down stereotypes

In the meantime, our task is to constantly break down
stereotypes. And this is what these photographs are doing.
And for me, the most shocking thing about Toscani's
photographs is that in many cases I am unable to distinguish
the Arab from the Jew, and I find this so disturbing, because
all my life I have been sure that it would be a simple matter
for me to recognize a member of my own nation and race.
Does this mean, then, that geography is more powerful
than history, or is it that the two nations share a common
origin? I do not know. Of all the photographs, my favourite
is the one of two men beside a field of water melons.
While one man holds a whole water melon in both hands,
the other is holding only half a water melon.
Who is kissing whom? Is it the Palestinian with half a melon
kissing the Jew with a whole one? Or vice versa, the Jew
holding half a melon kissing the Palestinian with a whole
melon? Whatever. But this picture seems to be saying that
the person who has only half a melon in his possession
is willing to give more love than the one who already owns
a whole one. Perhaps because his own melon has already
been opened and he knows just how red and juicy it is inside.
And what is the political conclusion? Rather complicated.
If you have only half a country, and it is fruitful and juicy, you
can afford to be content and to spread love all around you.

A.B. Yehoshua is an Israeli writer known worldwide, very active
in the Peace Now movement.





from the peace process. I felt that the duty of the writer was
to point out the road to take without defining it clearly,
because to define it clearly would be to give an answer to
the question and that is not the writer's task.
This is the mentality with which the first meeting would have
taken place. Along the road to Jerusalem, we stopped at
the check point, where a police officer verified the authenticity
of the permits and the permits themselves. It had been
three years since I had been to Jerusalem, but my feelings
towards the city had changed, I saw how the face of a city
changes with new buildings surrounding it from all sides.
It's true that it would not be possible to divide it in the
same way as before 1967, but it had to be done for peace
and cohabitation and not for financial interests, would it be
possible? I realized that this multitude of questions weighed
more on the political than on the writer's part of me and
I tried to convince myself that I have more of a responsibility
towards justice than towards my work which is to look at details.

What can we do for peace?

Several Israeli writers were present. Huge smiles were
not enough to get through the first few minutes neither were
the words of the Swedish general consul who welcomed
everyone and thanked them for accepting the invitation.
It was clear that the awkwardness of the first sentence
would be enormous, but the question that took precedence
in that sitting was: what can we do for peace?
Nobody was limited to the literal question, as if the question
could have only one humanly acceptable answer and was
not open for discussion.
Each one of us had our own reserve, our own bitterness
and our own story to tell: the Israelis talked of Nazism and
the fear under which they lived that terrible experience
and how it influenced their way of living. The Israelis spoke
of their uncertainties with regards to the end of the historic

hostility. And of their doubts regarding the reality of being
accepted as a people in the zone. The Palestinians spoke
of their sacrifice, of the obstacles and the curfew, of
collective punishments, the prisons, the seriousness of the
economic situation and of the inhumanity of the occupation.
Everyone spoke calmly, some without looking each other
in the eye. Nothing major came out of that encounter
and no-one expected anything extraordinary, but for me
it was a way of seeing the other as a partner in the building
of a future.

A long voyage of sufference

It became clear to me that it was possible to think of
handing our anxieties over to another people and not to
a military regime, which builds most of its thoughts on the
feeling of victimization. So I wanted my manuscripts
to acquire a calm tone that would go beyond the wounds
of the past and build a culture of peace for the future.
But instead one of the first responses was the killing of my
son Ramy, 16 years old, while he was trying to save
a wounded person in the school courtyard. His death was
the death sentence of everything that grows between
a father and his son, and it was a long voyage of sufferance
that I do not think is limited to the personal side.
I can say that this tragedy has changed the taste of life and
everything. It made me lose my equilibrium between being
a father and a writer, but despite that I have decided to use
the pain to cure the sadness rather than to sacrifice it.
We must think of the living, who deserve life, and the fallen
should serve as an example.
I wrote "Ruh EI-Hadiqa"(ln the spirit of a better garden)
for our little ones because I wanted to convey my ideas on
the discovery of the meaning of pain for new generations.
This land is for all of us and we must try to find equality,
and a more significant value in the existence of man.

Izzat Ghazzawi is a novelist and short story writer.
Currently he's chairman of the Palestinian Writers Union.
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