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Project seeks common 

narrative in Israel's conflicted 
history 

Cross-cultural '50s retrospective of 
Arab, Jewish life is unveiled – in Kfar 
Sava shopping mall.  
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The classic story about the Arabs and Jews inhabiting the State of Israel is one of 

conflicting narratives. A new project launched by Israeli educators representing 

both sides of the struggle has taken upon itself a rather daunting task: finding 

the common narrative. 

“The Time Tunnel” is an oral history project conceived at Beit Berl College that 

focuses on the daily life experiences shared by all the people who inhabit this land 

rather than on the events dividing them. Inevitably, that means avoiding the big 

explosive issues of politics, war, who was here first, and who is the real victim, 
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concentrating instead on the ordinary and mundane struggles that were part of 
everyday life here generations ago. 

The latest phase of the project, unveiled this week, documents economic life in 

1950s Israel, as seen through the eyes of new arrivals in Israel – Holocaust 

survivors and immigrants from Arab-speaking countries who made their way here 

right after the state was established – and the Arab villagers who had been here 

for generations. The findings were displayed in a colorful poster exhibit set up at 

a rather unlikely venue: a shopping mall in Kfar Sava, the central Israeli city 
where Beit Berl is located. 

'Everyday life' 

Not by coincidence, though, as Amos Hoffman, vice president of Beit Berl, pointed 

out at the festive opening: “This is an exhibit about everyday life in this country, 

and what could be more symbolic of everyday life in this country than a shopping 

mall in a town like Kfar Sava.” The exhibit will be on public display for the next 
two weeks. 

According to Dr. Boaz Lev-Tov, director of the project and head of the history 

department at Beit Berl, close to 80 students at the college, half of them Arab 

and half of them Jewish, were involved in collecting the oral histories. Assisting 

them were roughly 200 high school students from three Jewish and five Arab 

schools from the central Sharon region and the nearby “Triangle” region of Arab 
towns. 

“The Time Tunnel” was launched about five years ago but its scope has 

expanded, particularly in Arab towns. Each year, the project focuses on a 

different theme related to everyday life. Last year, for example, the theme was 
healthcare. 

For the first time this year, said Lev-Tov, a school for special needs children in Tel 

Aviv was included in the project. Also for the first time, oral histories were 
collected from both the ultra-Orthodox community and Holocaust survivors. 

“We make it a point of getting to those communities whose experiences are 

hardly documented in historical accounts,” Lev-Tov told Haaretz. “There are many 

accounts of the heroes of the Palmach [the elite fighting force in the pre-state 
era], but not that many of ordinary people living in the country then.” 

Little-known side of Holocaust survivors' story 

Although the atrocities suffered by Holocaust survivors have been documented 

widely, he noted, very few accounts exist of their daily struggles in Israel in the 

first few years after their arrival in the country. 

Ahlam Gaber, co-coordinator of the project, said that the interviewees were 

questioned about the little particulars of economic life, such as how they found 

work, how they commuted to work, how many hours they worked, what they 

wore to work, where they stored the money they earned and how they spent it. 

“What impressed us were some of the common themes that kept coming up in 

the interviews,” she noted. “For example, we kept hearing stories – both from 

elderly Arabs and Jews – about the first car in the village or neighborhood, and 

how everyone was amazed by the sight of it.” 



Her co-coordinator Guy Barak cited another common experience shared in the 

interviews. “It was fascinating for us to learn that very often in those times, 

people relied on barter, rather then money, for exchanging goods and services,” 
he said. 

Another noteworthy discovery, he said, was how much simpler it was in those 

days for people to find work. “The whole process was unmediated. A person 

walked down the road, saw someone in the street, and asked if they were 

available for a job. There were no interviews, no resumes, no job applications like 
there are now.” 

Near the poster boards, participants in the project posed for photographs with the 

old-timers they had interviewed. The transcription of each oral history recorded, 

noted Lev-Tov, will be incorporated in a new database of memories launched by 

Beit Berl last year, which already includes 150 testimonies. 

“Our objective,” he said, “is to expand this project now to other parts of the 

country.” The Time Tunnel currently receives support from UNESCO and the 
Israeli Ministry for Senior Citizens. 

“This is a subject that transcends ethnic borders,” said Dr. Kussai Haj Yehia of 

Beit Berl, who has been a driving force behind the project. “The results are 

evident not only in the posters you see here, but also, in all the joint work among 
Arabs and Jews that this requires.” 

 


