
Daniel Dagan: The felafel intifada 

A new front has opened in the war raging for the past several years in Israel and the Arab 
World: the battle over the right of ownership to familiar and beloved Israeli foods, presented 
in Europe as another theft by the Jews from the poor Palestinians. 

‘They murder our children, they steal our land – and now they are taking over typical 
Palestinian delicacies and presenting them throughout the world as typical Israeli foods.’ I 
heard these arguments from an Arab intellectual with my own ears. He was speaking to 
members of an international association that was holding a large convention in an important 
European city. 

Ahead of the event several embassies, including the Israeli embassy, were asked to set up 
food stands to illustrate the organization’s international nature (and of course to feed the 
convention’s participants). 

A brief investigation found such arguments had been voiced in similar circumstances in 
relation to other events in European cities. The Arabs have apparently launched a joint 
offensive whose goal is to ‘catch Israel red-handed’ and present it as robbing the destitute 
Palestinians even on the social and culinary level. 

What exactly are they all stirred up about? In a letter to the organizers of an international 
event in a Scandinavian capital, an Arab intellectual enumerated his reservations: ‘An Israeli 
food stand. Fine. We have nothing against it. But please make sure they do not serve typical 
Palestinian foods, such as felafel, humus and tabbouleh. These are foods that were robbed 
from an occupied nation and are imperviously being presented by the Israelis as part of their 
own culinary culture.’ 

In all the cases I heard about, the organizers’ reactions were balanced and responsible. They 
rejected the Arabs’ complaints out of hand and noted that every kitchen, everywhere in the 
world, is inspired by other cultures. They also noted they had no intention of dictating to the 
Israelis which foods they should serve at the planned event. In at least one case the Arabs 
were offered to set up their own stand and serve Palestinian or other foods of their choice that 
they claim were robbed by the Israeli occupiers. 

OF COURSE, the ‘felafel war’ can be viewed as a silly joke or a small, meaningless episode 
at the margins of the Israeli-Arab conflict. But anyone who knows the atmosphere in Europe 
(and in this context one should read and hear what Israel’s new ambassador to France, Nissim 
Zvilli, has to say. He is stunned by the hatred spreading on the continent) knows that the 
ridiculous accusations are likely to fall on fertile ground. 

This is yet another Arab effort, probably orchestrated, to hasten and deepen the process of 
delegitimating Israel, which is evident on many other levels. 

In Paris, for instance, it is natural for restaurants to offer ‘Russian eggs’ as a typical French 
delicacy. But Israelis – as the leaders of the Arab campaign are trying to impress upon public 
opinion – are not allowed to serve Middle Eastern food, under the pretext that it is another 
facet of their occupying a foreign land, cruelly oppressing its people and attempting to erase 
its culture. 



Before the culinary war picks up momentum here, we should begin planning a counter 
strategy now. The claims of ’stealing’ Arab foods allow Israel to emphasize an important 
point which has never penetrated European consciousness: A large part of Israel’s population, 
almost half, are refugees (or the descendants of refugees) from Middle Eastern countries. It is 
natural and obvious that famous refugees such as Shaul Mofaz (Iran) and Binyamin Ben-
Eliezer (an Iraqi who even stole his first name, Fuad, from the Arabs) brought Arab and 
Middle Eastern foods with them, or were at least influenced by the kitchens of their countries 
of origin. 

Through pleasurable and rich culinary experiences Europe can finally, belatedly, change its 
unilateral view of the Israeli-Arab conflict. A very big part of the ongoing confrontation with 
the Arabs, including the Palestinians, surrounds the fate of about one million Jewish refugees 
who emigrated to Israel from the neighboring countries (their number exceeds the number of 
Palestinian refugees who left Israeli territory). 

The Jewish refugees from Arab countries do not even exist in European consciousness, which 
was largely shaped by the understandable and justifiable focus on the fate of the Holocaust 
refugees, and only them. The distorted European vision has contributed to the spread of a 
macabre complex throughout the old continent: Europe has to come to the rescue of the 
Palestinians, because they have allegedly become the ‘victims of the victims,’  – an elegant 
way of saying that the Nazis’ Jewish survivors are supposedly today’s Nazis. 
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