
70

rafik schami

Collected Olive Pits from 
the Diaries of Strangers
Translated from German by Kristina Kalpaxis

faulty construction

A unt Rosa is on the phone. Our discussions begin and end the 
same way, every time she calls. First we talk about the family, then 

the entire Christian neighborhood in Damascus, then Syria as a whole. 
In this exchange she manages to degrade the Middle East in a few short, 
bitter words, and then the entire continent. “What’s the use of Asia?” She 
asks me, expecting no answer in return. Criticism of all other continents 
follows. She attacks the colonizers on their inhuman rule, and the rest on 
their stupidity, having allowed themselves to be colonized. After covering 
the entire planet, we transition to condemnation of the heavenly order.

When I meet God, I will let him know that in my opinion, man is 
badly designed. He should have given us either less intellect and ingenu-
ity, or a better body able to withstand two hundred and fifty kilometers 
per hour. We should be able to stay intact, in case of impact, or at least 
be able to regenerate the damaged parts. The way God has us built is just 
faulty construction. And, really, what are these body parts that we have? 
For example: the eyes. What a moronic invention! Of course I’d break it 
to the old man a little more politely. He is, as you know, hypersensitive 
when it comes to criticism. But, please, the eyes succumb to any temp-
tation. They trick the brain constantly. The ears are a bit more skeptical 
than the pointless eyes, but are immune to too many sounds. And the 
tongue? My God, you might as well get rid of it! It’s submissive, without 
any backbone. It can’t even feed itself and it has to say what I want!

peace

F or years opposition groups in the Arab World — whether progres-
sive, reactionary, nationalist, or fundamentalist — emphasized that Is-

rael is responsible for the humiliation and destabilization of Arab regimes.
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It is a lie that’s gained validity through repetition, like laundry deter-
gent commercials. No one could have affected Arab militarization better 
than Israel’s superior arm. In other words: no one — intentionally or un-
intentionally — supported and stabilized tyrants in the Arab World more 
than Israel.

No military accomplishment, not even the so-called Six-Day War, 
would shock the Arab regime more than peace. Nothing can distract 
from internal turmoil more than a foreign enemy and war. When peace 
is finally achieved, Arab dictators must turn inward and correct the cata-
strophic social situations in their countries. But I’ll bet one hundred to 
one: every Arab country will avoid this crucial path. Instead, domestic 
enemies will reveal themselves and their destruction will take priority, 
which is why we will postpone the respect for human rights all over 
again.

And Israel? No power in the world has affected Israel and its character 
more than the Palestinians. Israel’s friendships have never been so threat-
ened by this long term-adversary. This conflict has forged war against all 
Arabs. When the longtime enemy disappears, Israel is hopelessly at the 
mercy of her friends.

questions

For a long time I thought the dumbest question anyone could ask 
me was: “Why do you write in German?”

I am actually still asked this question, me, a writer living twenty-two 
years in exile in Germany. At first, I thought of every possible response to 
this question. “Because the Germans, Swiss, and Austrians can’t under-
stand Arabic” is the only response I give today.

Following this, a more idiotic question emerges: “What do ‘you’ want 
to give to ‘us’ with your stories?”

This is not a simple question asked by children, but rather one asked 
by everyone from literary critics to progressive specialists on the develop-
ing world. “Nothing,” I answer.

“Is four world religions not respectable enough of a contribution for 
‘you’ ? Your mantra MADE IN GERMANY has not been in existence 
for more than 150 years; our religion withstood longer than 2,000 and 
it is still a topic of conversation. What about the number zero? Is this 
not sufficient for ‘you’? Although born in India, zero made its initial 
world career with the Arabs. Without our zero all your sciences would 
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not function, not your economy, not your computer — nothing at all. Be 
happy that we don’t charge tax for its usage. And what about our oil?”

“What else do ‘you’ want ‘us’ to give?”

impressionist

Arabs have imitated European invention since the beginning 
of this century. For instance: in every major city in the Arab world 

there is now a ‘tomb of the unknown soldier.’ Even heart attacks, once 
completely foreign, have become a widespread “ailment.”

Should Europeans rationalize creating a cemetery for car drivers next 
to a junkyard, Arabs would do the same. I am certain this re-creation, 
culturally speaking, would have its inconsistencies. Every tombstone in 
the German cemetery would read: “He had the right of way.” Every 
tombstone in the Arab cemetery would read: “He always wanted the 
right of way.”

Between having and wanting lies the biggest distinction as well as the 
greatest misery.


