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Israeli news 

News analysis 

Struggling to find place under Sharon, Labor sets autumn succession battle 
By DAVID LANDAU 

JERUSALEM 
(JTA) Israel's 
leaderless LGlbor Party 
is preparing. for a 
grueling battle for party 
chairman, a struggle 
that may affect its abil
ity to function in Prime 
Minister Ariel Sharon's 

unity government. 
Labor's 1,700-member 
Central Committee de
cided last week that an 
election for party leader 
will take place Septem
ber4, meaning that can
didates will be fighting 
for the position even as 
the party seeks to find 

its feet in Sharon's 
ideologically diverse 
coalition. 

The party was left 
without a permanent 
chairman when Ehud 
Barak stepped down 
after losing the Febru
ary 6 prime ministerial 
election to Sharon. At 

Labor now supports passing of budget 
Former Labor finance minister Avraham Shohat (L) making a point to 
his successor, Finance Minister Silvan Shalom (R). Center, facing cam
era, Sallah Tarif; on his left Ra'anan Cohen. Both are Labor ministers 
without portfolio. Copyright:/sTallet. 

Despite all the horse trading, there was not much doubt that the Knesset 
would pass the budget bill by the end of last month; failure to do so would 
mean an automatic election, which would not suit members ofKness~t. Labor 
announced' March 26 that it would support the year 2001 budget, thus lifting 
the last hurdle for the passing of the law. Labor's announcement came after 
an agreement was reached between Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, Finance 
Minister Silvan Shalom and Foreign Minister Shimon Peres, according to 
which the grant for capital investments in the Negev would be 32 per cent of 
the total investment 
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least one declared can
didate for Labor leader, 
Defence' Minister 
Benjamin Ben-Eliezer, 
and several potential 
candidates were hoping 
for a later date and a 
much longer campaign, 
enabling them to drum 
up. grass-roots support 
and nurture their lead
ership credentials. 

Recently appointed· 
defence minister under 
Sharon, Ben-Eliezer 
apparently believes that 
the longer he serves in 
this high-profile posi
tion, the better his 
chances of being cho~ 
sen as Labor leader. The 
Central Committee, 
however, agreed March 
25 on a short-term con
test. Lists of eligible 
party voters must be 
drawn up by the end of 
April, and the vote will 
be held just four months 
later. 

Of all the candidates, 
Ben-Eliezerfinds him
self in the most delicate 
position - having to dis
tinguish himself as a 
potential prime minis
terial opponent to 
Sharon even as he 
serves as Sharon's 
right-hand man in the 
cabinet. Another poten
tial candidate, Foreign 
Minister Shimon Peres, . 
faces a similar di-
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lemma. Peres, how
ever, has a sufficient 
record after five dec
ades in Israeli politics 
that he is less pressed 
to define his views 
while, serving under 
Sharon than is Ben
Eliezer. 

In contrast, the other 
potential candidates 
opposed joining 
·Sharon's government, 
and refused to serve in 
it. That raises the awk
ward possibility that 
they will seek to ad
vance their candidacies 
by criticizing govern
ment policies, even as 
other Laborites in 
Sharon's cabinet help. 
to implement them. 

Several Labor lead
ers, indeed, had argued 
against joining the 
unity government - at 
least until the leader-

. ship battle was settled -
on the grounds that it 
would prevent the party 
from redefining itself 
and presenting itself as 
a credible alternative to 
Sharon's Likud. Ben
Eliezer's supporters ac
knowledge that a short 
campaign is not in his 
interest, but add pri
vately that the election 
date may yet prove flex
ible. 
If a political crisis 

arises over the summer 
that prompts Labor to 
consider leaving the 
government, the Cen
tral Committee might 
extend the leadership 
race, they suggest. 

Similarly, a serious 
security crisis that 
claims all of Ben
Eliezer's time and en
ergy cOlild give his sup
porters reason to de
mand an ex tension 
from the Central Com
mittee. Political pundits 
interpreted the decision 
for a September elec
tion as a major success 
for the front-runner, 
Knesset Speaker 
A vraham Burg. Burg 
wants an early vote to 
head off other candi
dates. 

Insiders say that not a 
week has gone by in 
the last two years that 
Burg has not spent at 
least one day politick
ing with rank-and-file 
Laborites "in the field." 
His chores as speaker 
of the Parliament - a 

prominent job that is 
not particularly ardu-

. ous - have enabled Burg 
to keep up the effort to . 
woo grass-roots sup
port. 

By contrast, Ben
Eliezer has long had the 
common touch within 
Labor, but serving in 
the cabinet "hot seat" 
during the conflict with 
the Palestinians, will 
leave him little time to 
spare for party politics 
in coming months. He 
may get plenty of TV 
air time, but· few 
chances to get ouf and 
press the flesh. 

Other potential can
didates include: * 
Shlomo Ben-Ami, the 
foreign minister under 
former Prime Minister 
Ehud Barak and a lead
ing negotiator in the 
failed peace talks with 
the Palestinians .. Ben- . 
Ami faces rough sail
ing in the near future as 
a state commission 
probe Israeli Arab riot
ing last October that left 
13 dead. 

As public security 
minjster at the time, 
Ben-Ami was in charge 
of the police<during the 
riots. Unless he gets a 
clean bill of health from 
the commission - which 
could take months ~ 
Ben-Ami would be a 
dead weight for Labor 
in the Israeli Arab com
munity. 
* Haim Ramon, the 

former interior minis
ter and a longtime per
sonal friend of Burg, 
who shares Burg's 
dovish views. 

Ramon is contem
plating a run for Labor 
leadership, <privately 
spreading the word that 
Burg doesn't have what 
it takes to make tough 
decisions. He says 
Burg's job as Knesset 
speaker and his previ
ous role, as chairman 
of the Jewish Agency 
for Israel, have not nec
essarily prepared him 
for the prime minister~ 
ship. In contrast, 
Ramon has served in 
several important cabi
net slots but is not 
widely popular in 
Labor because of the 
"revolution" he set off 
in the Histadrut trade 
union confederation in 
the early 1 990s. 
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Passover feature 

Italian Passover dishes illustrate tasty 
interplay between Jew, non-Jew 

Book details history of Italian Jewish cuisine 

By RUTH E. 
GRUBER 

R OME(JTA)-A 
recent book by 

~ an Israeli-based 
scholar provides a fas
cinating - and mouth
watering - glimpse at 

. how Italian Jews . sat 
down to the seder 100, 
200 and even 500 years 
ago. 

Jewish market in Rome in the 1930s. Photo 
from Pictorial History of the JewWI People. 

identified with Italian 
cooking - such as the 
eggplant - were consid
ered "Jewish" delica
cies. For a Christian, 
Toaff writes, "eating an 
artichoke cooked 
Jewish-style or sam
pling a piece of matzah 
was tantamount to tak
ing a trip to a foreign 
land." Indeed matzah, 

Mangiare alia Giudia, or Eating the Jewish 
Way, by Ariel Toaff, a professor at Bar-llan 
University who is the son of Rome's chief rabbi, 
is not a cookbook and does not include recipes. 
Rather, it details the history and development of 
Italian Jewish cuisine from the Renaissance to 
modem times. It vividly shows \low kashrut 
came together with Italian culinary art and how 
Jewish ways of eating influenced and were influ
enced by local tastes. 

The book devotes a full chapter to Passover 
traditions. Toaff describes how Jewish cooks 
adapted Italian dishes to the Passover require
ments and also sheds light on the partly hostile 
and partly symbiotic relations between Italian 
Jews and Catholics .. 

Jews have lived in Italy for more than 2,000 
years. The community was enriched in the late 
15th and 16th centuries by Sephardic refugees 
from Spain and Portugal, and also over the cen
turies by Ashkenazi newcomers from Central 
Europe. Jews in many places in Italy were forced 
to live in ghettos starting in the 16th century, and 
the Catholic authorities took other firm steps to 
separate the two groups. 

Nonetheless there was arich, if tense, interplay 
between Jews and Christians in many places. 
Food played a major role in this interplay. The 
rules of kashrut meant that eating habits were a 
key factor that set Jews apart from Christians. 
Food thus was a powerful symbol of Jewish 
identity and could be a potent source of fascina
tion'for non-Jews. "The food shops in the ghetto 
bustled with Christian clients, gluttonous rather 
than hungry, while outside the Jewish quarters, 
cooks and bakers did not balk at trying Jewish 
recipes," Toaff writes. 

Hundreds of years ago many foods now firmly 

writes Toaff, "was considered, by common con
sent, the' Jewish food' par excellence." 

And matzah, he writes, was so popular among 
Italian Christians that in Rome, Mantua, Reggio 
Emilia and other cities, Catholic authorities 
striving to keep Jews and Christians apart fre
quently banned Jews from selling matzah to non
Jews and banned Christians from eating it. An 
edict issued in Reggio Emilia in 170 I, for exam
ple, barred Christians from "receiving and eating 
the unleavened bread of the Jews." And in 1775, 
Pope Pius VI stipulated a heavy fine for both 
Jews who sold or gave matzah to Christians and 
Christians who obtained matzah from Jews. 

Italian Jewish bakers, in fact, prepared various 
types of matzah for Passover: plain matzah for 
the intermediate days of the holiday, strictly con
trolled ritual shmurah matzah for'the seders, and, . 
for refined tastes,· the so-called "rich" or fancy 
matzah, a sweet delica- c;--_. ___ -----______________ ~ 

cy made with white THE BOARD OF nIllECrORS, EXECUTIVE & STAFF OF 

Wine, eggs, sugar, anise State of Israel BOI1.dS 
and goose fat. 
Accord ing to one 
account dating from 
1683, the matzah, and 
particularly the "rich 
matzah," baked in the 
Adriatic port of Ancona 
was so renowned for its 
quality that wealthy 
Jews in Venice spared 
no expense to import it 
for their seder tables, 

(Coot. 00 page B2. See 
"Italian Passover dish
es".) 
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