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BSTRACTA 

This study addresses the cultural, social and identity-related significance of higher 

education among Israeli residents of development areas. It examines how outstanding 

students from peripheral towns interpret the undertaking of academic studies and their 

transition to the central region (in particular to Tel Aviv). 

I will focus on establishing the weight of the cultural and social capital such 

students bring with them at the start of their studies (Bourdieu, 1986). And I will 

question whether there is a difference between the capital they acquired in their home 

environments as compared to that existing and required in the academic world, and to 

what extent the gap between the two constitutes a hindrance to the accessibility of 

higher education. 

This is a qualitative study based on subjects from peripheral areas who are 

currently studying at Tel Aviv University (TAU). All of the subjects took part as high 

school students in the Summer Youth University program – a program designed for 

outstanding high school students from development towns. Within that program they 

took academic courses at TAU and lived in student dormitories during the summer 

semester at the age of 15-16. The raw material forming the basis of the present study 

is the students’ own descriptions of their encounter with the university and with the 

city of Tel Aviv during their participation in the summer program, and an outline of 

how their lives progressed thereafter and until their return to the university as full-

fledged students. 

Research revealed four primary findings: 

1. The students’ integration into studies in the central region, at a prestigious 

academic institute, enhances and expands their original cultural and social capital. 

Such enhancement facilitates their integration into the social and academic world 

in which they now find themselves, but at the same time it also has a price. Such 

students define themselves as “borderline people” who still do not – and perhaps 

never will – feel at home in academia or in Tel Aviv, yet are unable to return 

home with the same sense of belonging they previously had. The geographical 

distance between their home towns and Tel Aviv translates into a psychological 

and cultural distance, one that encompasses values and even behavior, and they 

now seek to create a new way of expressing the change in their lives from a spatial 

viewpoint. 
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2. It is surprising to find that the study subjects do not refer to themselves in ethnic 

terms. Although they all originate from characteristically Middle-Eastern 

(Mizrahi) families, they attach no significance to that fact when describing their 

backgrounds and lives. Their identity as residents of development towns is 

assigned greater weight than their Mizrahi identity when describing what makes 

them “different”. The subject of their geographical and social background bears 

associations of exclusion, marginality and isolation from the power centers with 

which they identify once they are resident in the central region. The issue of 

development areas not only blurs their Mizrahi identity, but also creates a certain 

identification with other peripheral social groups in Israeli society, e.g. Jewish 

immigrants from the former Soviet Union or from Ethiopia, or Arabs. 

3. Some of the students plainly adopt a liberal, meritocratic position, according to 

which their attendance at university is attributable to their own talents and efforts, 

while their geographical and social background is assigned only low priority. By 

contrast, others are critical of such a stance and attach greater weight to the special 

effort required of them as residents of disadvantaged areas entering the academic 

world. The latter group develops a high awareness of issues of social inequality, 

for the most part becoming involved in student politics and sometimes identifying 

with a particular political party. 

4. The research subjects are students aged 20 to 23, who have not yet reached 

decisions as to family and permanent place of residence. However, when asked to 

consider their future, it becomes apparent that they question the dichotomy 

between the center of the country and peripheral areas and are trying to formulate 

a new identity for themselves. Following the process of broadening cultural and 

social horizons that they have been exposed to in the central region, one may 

assume that the place where they may eventually choose to build their home and 

raise and educate their children will aspire to reflect a mixture of community life, 

tradition, modesty and security, while also allowing for the realization of 

employment and financial options – as is possible in the central region. At the 

same time, they will prefer to dissociate themselves from places that are identified 

– whether genuinely or symbolically – with remoteness, poverty, inferiority and 

oppression.  
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