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General Introduction

1. Food innovation on olive

In recent years, innovation has become a key issue in various sectors of our society, such as
economy, investment behavior, and organizational management. Although this term is often used in
the sense of technical innovation generally (Nihei, 2014), Shumpeter, who used this concept for the
first time, determined the term neue Kombination (new combination) later replaced by innovation in
his writings, to signify the introduction of a new good, a new method of production, the opening of a
new market, the conquest of a new source of supply of material, and the carrying out of a new
organization (1934/1983, p. 66). This “new combination” is a dynamic concept that could possibly
form a new industrial sector through the development and marketing of a new thing, and provide
energy to shift the social system and society’s way of thinking (Nihei, 2014). The issues related to
innovation have been studied not only in economics and management, but also in sociology
(Gopalakrishnan & Damanpour, 1997; Rogers, 2003) and psychology (Amabile, 1983; West &
Altink, 1996). The definition of innovation is fluid due to its application in various fields. According
to Katz, it can be defined as “the introduction of something new" at its most extensive sense (Katz,
2003, p. 775). Without limiting it to technological innovation or the development of a production
method, this thesis aims for the innovation of food by the elucidation of the traditional olive culture
in North Africa, based on the classic and the most applicable definition of innovation as the
introduction of new combinations in production factors.

Eating food is an experience common to all human beings and involves many different
categories of society from individuals to intergovernmental organizations. The level at which
innovation occurs can also be widely developed from the production to distribution system, as well
as demand-oriented fields such as the market. As the most urgent role of the agro-food sector is the
innovation of production technology to cope with the increasing world population (demand), the
traditions related to food and agriculture that have been cultivated so far must not be neglected.
Toward the realization of a sustainable society, agriculture adapted to the local environment and
production methods with low environmental footprint have being reconsidered as alternatives of
methods with heavy environmental load focusing on high productivity. The religious cultural
meaning of traditional olive production in North Africa examined in this study might have an impact
on the global olive oil market, especially on consumer behavior that it has been rarely examined in
combination with religious values of olive. The traditional production of olive/olive oil and
religious-cultural customs of olive practiced in Tunisia contain the traditional meaning of "food" that
can hardly be grasped by modern measures and values. The central question of this research is
whether the religious and cultural values related to food hold new value for the modern society, that
is, the innovative value of food.



It is believed that human beings have been eating olives since the Old Stone Age, but the
cultivation and extraction of oil began around 5000-3000 BC (Zohary & Spiege-Roy, 1975,
Liphscitz, Gophna, Hartman, & Biger, 1991; Di Giovacchino, 2013). Until decades back, olive oil
was mainly used only in the Mediterranean region and the Middle East, where it had been cultivated
since ancient times. Olive oil is currently consumed all over the world and its consumption has seen
steady growth. Over the past nearly three decades, consumption has nearly doubled from 1,666,500
tons in 1990/91 to 3,075,500 tons in 2013/14." The production of olive oil responds to demand.
Therefore, production volume that was 1,032,000 tons in 1958/59 (Barjol, 2013) grew to 1,453,000
tons in 1990/91, and 3,311,500 tons is expected to be produced in 2017/18.% It seems that there are
high expectations for the functionality of olive oil in the background of this consumption and
production increase. A seven countries study conducted in the 1960s showed the correlation between
the Mediterranean diet and the low mortality rate in the Mediterranean region. Since the result
showed the lower risk of heart disease with their fat intake in Greece and Crete, the research
concluded that their dietary habits caused this lower risk (Keys et al., 1966, Keys et al., 1986). Olive
oil, commonly consumed in the Mediterranean region, has drawn a lot of attention since it was
reported that the consumption of extra-virgin olive oil was effective for cardiovascular health such as
thrombosis and hypertension (Perona & Botham, 2013). In addition to the improvement of
cardiovascular systems, its healing properties have been discovered to include anti-inflammation,
antioxidant, neurodegenerative disease prevention, cancer prevention, etc. (Perona & Botham, 2013).
It is thought that demand for olive oil has increased significantly due to the illumination of its health
benefits.

As the consciousness of health in general grows, the concept of "health” is expanding and
shifting. Health is no longer seen as simply keeping the body well, instead wellness is more holistic,
focusing on social, mental, and spiritual health as well. In the Constitution of the World Health
Organization (WHO), "health” is defined as "a state of complete physical, mental and social
well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity." In other words, health is achieved not
only by medical treatment, but also in a wide range of areas including education, family, working
environment, and community where people live. Such an understanding is widely accepted.
Furthermore, during the reviewing process of the Constitution at the WHO Executive Board in 1998,
the revision of the definition constituted the following alteration, "a dynamic state of complete
physical, mental, spiritual and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity."

According to the explanation, the term "dynamic" was added because "health” is not a static

1 10C World and EU olive oil figure-Consumption (Access at November, 2018)
http://www.internationaloliveoil.org/estaticos/view/131-world-olive-oil-figures
2 10C World olive oil figures-Production (Access at November, 2018)
www.internationaloliveoil.org/documents/viewfile/4244-productionl-ang/



condition of the absence of disease, but rather health and disease are in a continuous state, and the
word "spiritual™® was also necessary to add because spirituality is essential for securing human
dignity and considering quality of life in order to pursuit the meaning of life and living.* At a later
World Health Assembly, the revisions as such were postponed due to its less urgency, but the
movement to regard health as a spiritual thing including pursuit of the meaning of life made a shock
all over the world (Larson, 1996; Chirico, 2016; Vader, 2006). Since then, there have been many
reports that "spirituality” has been an important factor of "health” in both traditional and religious
societies (Durie, 1985; Leclerc-Madlala, Green, & Hallin, 2016, Street et al., 2018), and is effective
for keeping physical, mental and social wellness as well as for terminal care (Shah, Frey, Shipman,
Gardiner, & Milne, 2018). If we think about "health” beyond the conventional natural scientific
position, the viewpoint of religious studies that deal with human spiritual activities is important. The
spiritual context of olive usage in the traditional society of North Africa, and how it makes the
people “healthy” can be grasped with the framework of history of religions. This position is also
very important to recapture the meaning of “food,” which is a fundamental factor of maintaining
"health™ from contemporary concern.

While worldwide attention has been given to the pharmaceutical importance of olive due to the
healthy reputation of the Mediterranean diet, there are not many studies about the religious meaning
given to olive in the Mediterranean region. Regarding the northern side of the Mediterranean, the
olive was widely distributed throughout the Greek and Roman worlds and was often mentioned in
myths and the Bible. Greek classical scholar Boardman (1976) followed the use of olive oil in
literature and mythology, while Goor (1966) considered the reference to olive in ancient Hebrew
literature. In addition, some books on olives partly examined the cultural dimension (Hehn, 1885;
Therios, 2009; Efe, 2012; Giesecke, 2014; Karapidakis & Yfantis, 2006). Olives were emphasized as
a tree representing the blessing of God in the Quran (6. 99; 6. 141; et al.) or Hadith (Sunan Ibn
Majah, 3320). However, the studies about the cultural and religious meaning of olives in the Islamic
world, especially on the folk religious spheres, are less ubiquitous than those of the Christian region.

In Tunisia, where the religion and traditional culture remain relatively intact compared to the
other Mediterranean countries, olive is combined with the words “health,” “life,” and “important”
suggesting the influence of the olive on health and living, as well as words with symbolic meaning
like “blessing,” “merciful,” “sacred,” “queen,” and “like a child” (youthful) (Futatsuyama, 2011). In
describing the beliefs and customs in Morocco, Westermarck (1926a, 1926b) pointed out olives were
often combined with saint veneration, such as the olive tree showing the saint's tomb, due to the

reverence for the sanctity of trees in North Africa since before Islamic dominance (I, pp. 74-75).

% Tsushiro, following the argument of Kasai (2003: 124-127, 144-152), mentioned that this term is used
both as an alternative of religions, and as a representative of religions (Tsushiro 2011: 40).
* https://www.mhlw.go.jp/www1/houdou/1103/h0319-1_6.html (Access at November, 2018)



Dermenghem (2011/1954) argued that olives, especially wild olives, oleaster, are the most revered
trees when discussing the saint veneration in North Africa (p. 136). Louis (1975) mentioned the
fertility ritual using olive oil and the custom of offerings to olive oil mills in the Demmer mountain
chain (p. 323). Abu-Zahra stated that olives are important as the symbol of security in the Sahel
region, mentioning that olive "is said to praise God toward heaven™ (1982, pp. 187-188; 1988, p.
512). Futatsuyama (2013) argued that olive played the role of embodying baraka (blessing) of God
according to the religious nature of the product with motif of olive, the customs using olives, and the
discourse on olive in southern rural areas in Tunisia (p. 288). However, there are few studies
describing the system of olive customs in North Africa, and the information that do exist are
dispersed. Only a few of the studies refer to the meaning and structure of olive customs. I try to draw
out the cultural and religious phenomena of olive in traditional North African society that have not
been studied so far from the information obtained through my fieldwork, which discusses the
meaning of the religious experience and the social role of olive by using not only the studies of
Islamic sainthood, but the theoretical framework of the history of religions, such as the concept of
Numinose (numinous) of Otto (1923/1936) and the theory of arche of Eliade (1954/1974; 1949/1996;
1959; 1969/1984).

While participating in field observation in South Tunisia, | found that olives are the staple food
and the main product of the area. Olives work not only physically or mentally, but spiritually to heal
and satisfy the people. Olives are regarded as having sanctity in any state of tree, fruits, or oil.
Through a pilgrimage, an olive tree is experienced as an ancestral saint, as a terrible female spirit, or
a graceful earth mother; all of these represent a source of life. From these experiences, olive
branches, fruits, and oils are strongly seen by people as having the symbolic power of rejuvenation,
healing any disease, and exorcism etc., as well as supporting their lives at various stages from birth
to marriage to death. The symbols of olive and olive oil recall various powers led by spirituality,
such as youthfulness, shining, richness, good harvest, family closeness, marriage, and childbirth.
Although it is based on their spiritual experience of nurturing and eating sacred olives, it can be
assumed that presenting those religious meanings of olive will also have a certain degree of effect to
evoke the images on consumers in the different cultural context as long as they accept olive as food.
This will be confirmed with an example of Japanese consumers in Chapter Five. The studies of
symbols refreshing the buried spirituality will be a point of contact between religious studies and the
field of innovation.

Religious images of the olive are often used in commodities in the Mediterranean region. The
owl and olive, which are the symbols of Athena, are drawn in the label of olive oil made in Italy, and
trademark combining a saint and olive is used by Greek olive oil. In Tunisia there is an olive oil
brand called "Baraka" meaning the blessing of God, and on the label of an olive oil in Israel the

figure of David under the olive tree is depicted. From these facts, it is expected that using religious



images for goods is effective for consumers who have similar religious and cultural contexts of the
image. While the socio-economic analysis of consumer behavior on the country of origin of olive oil
actively studied (Dekhili & d’Hauteville, 2009; Menapace, Colson, Grebitus, & Facendola, 2011;
Mtimet, Ujiie, Kashiwagi, Zaibet, & Nagaki, 2011), most of the studies on cultural and religious
attributes of products have been on wine (Tempesta et al., 2010; Troiano, Marangon, Tempesta, &
Vecchiato, 2016). Research on the religious cultural images and consumer behavior of olive oil has
not been adequately conducted. In this study, | examine whether the cultural and religious meaning
and the symbol of olive obtained through my field survey in Tunisia could bring innovative value to
consumers with cultural backgrounds out of the Mediterranean, exploring the possibilities of
reacquiring the religious and cultural meaning of food lost in modern society, especially in the global

market. To the best of my knowledge, such research method had never been taken before.

2. Importance of eating in the history of human beings

For individuals who live in modern societies, especially developed societies, getting food is not
very hard and easily satisfied; food seems to be rather an alternative for one’s personal favor than a
purpose of life. On the other hand, if we consider food globally, as the population is growing
explosively, food is one of the most urgent global issues. According to World Population Prospects
2017 Revision® issued on 21 June 2017 by United Nations, the world population is currently about
7.6 billion is predicted to grow to 8.4-8.7 billion by 2030, 9.4-10.2 billion by 2050, and 9.6-13.2
billion by 2100, thus accounting for a yearly population increase of 83 million people. The Ministry
of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan mentioned that the volume of world food production
should increase 1.55 times of the current production to feed the extra 2 billion people expected by
2050°. Also, the Stockholm International Water Institute pointed that the protein from animal-based
products currently 20% may drop to 5% to feed the extra 2 billion people.” The issue of a food
shortage is nothing new. If we trace the history, food has been always the urgent and primal concern
for us. It is obvious by the fact that around 90% of the population of Edo period had to engage in
farming to feed themselves and the extra 10 % even in Japan where the rice cultivation was higher
productive efficiency than wheat varieties (Sekiyama, 1958, pp. 307-312).

In any region, any times, both for individuals and communities, food supports our life. Due to

climatic limits of food production and innovation to combat those limits, indigenous food cultures

> https://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2017_KeyFindings.pdf (Access at September,
2018)

https://www.jircas.go.jp/ja/program/program_d/blog/20170626 (Access at September, 2018)
® http://www.maff.go.jp/i/zyukyu/jki/j_zyukyu_mitosi/pdf/base_line_bunseki.pdf (Access at September,
2018)
" https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/aug/26/food-shortages-world-vegetarianism
(Access at September, 2018)




have been created in each region in accordance with their existence. In a hunting and gathering
society, most of the effort had been spared to collect unpreservable food in each season. Because
unstable food supply could not support big groups of people, small groups had to move around
mountains, forests, and fields to seek new sources for hunting and available wild plants. For
hunter-gatherers, food is something beyond human’s control. As well as the risk of human origin
such as lack of technics, their lives are easily exposed to the menace of harsh natural conditions that
are unmanageable by humans such as travels of quarries, depletion of edible wild plants. For them,
food is indeed the nature itself that beyond human beings. Thus, hunter-gatherers generally have
beliefs of animal deities, or beliefs of a master (mistress) of animals who controls them to provide
edible food for humans.®

When societies started agricultural life, people could produce their own food for the first time
by selecting the productive plants among wilderness, and cultivating them. However, cultivation
meant a barbarous conduct, for hunter-gatherers, of striking into the sacred earth with a hoe, a deed
they regarded as blasphemous for the earth (Eliade, 1959, pp. 138-139). Due to such reality, the
Hainuwele type of creation myths in which earth mother or earth goddess is murdered and cultivated
plants begin to grow from her body, can be found among old planters (Altpflanzer) based on a basic
plant cultivation (Jensen, 1963/1951, pp. 107ff. ; Eliade, 1959, pp. 138-139). While agriculture
brought humans a new idea of the cycle of death and rebirth, it also enabled them to settle down in
one place and to compose bigger groups. Through technological innovations, such as river
management or use of animals, food productivity has improved. The increase of food reserves that
caused the centralization of population in turn promoted civilization. In this sense, the birth of
agriculture was a definitive moment in the history of humans leading up to present modernity.
Despite this, the mission of food acquisition has been often in danger by climate issues, disaster, or
disease of plants, animals, and farmers. The stable supply of foods is a continuous need for humans,
and many efforts have been put forth for this task, such as innovation of agricultural implements,
breeding improvements, development of chemical fertilizers. On the other hand, the indigenous food
cultures resulted to natural conditions to obtain food, efforts and innovations against the conditions

have promoted, sustained, and transformed peculiar religious meanings.

3. Approach of history of religions

The value of edible plants is based on their nutrition; however, nutritional aspects have not
always expressed the meaning or importance of edible plants or food because they often did not have
such framework of understanding. To understand the meaning and importance for them, the

approach of history of religion is appropriate. This is because human beings had grasped and

® Please refer to the general idea of master (lord) or mistress (lady) of the animals in Zrries “Lord of the
Animals” in Encyclopedia of Religion (edited by Eliade, 1987, NY: McMillan) vol.9, 22-25.



expressed the world in religious sense for a long time before the modern scientific idea permeated
people’s mind. The religious sense of humans which had been developed for thousands years is still
remaining among us.

The fact that the most of population had been engaged in farming in the pre-modern societies,
means most of the people lived with their primal issue to gain food. To eat is almost equivalent with
to live, and the object of our life has been food. Thus, “important things” for humans such as
happiness, completeness, or ideals, have been expressed with food in many instances. For example,
“land flowing with milk and honey” (Exodus 3:7-8), transubstantiation of bread and wine,
Asircepnomi the festival of salmon arrival of Ainu, Bacchanalia of Ancient Rome, or the custom to
eat mochi (rice cake) or sekihan (red beans rice) in ceremonial occasions deeply combined with the
idea of “Hare” (Sacred) in Japan. To understand the meaning of food for human beings requires the
premise that the meaning of food for premodern person contains metaphysical ideas compared to the
meaning of food for contemporary one.

The approach to food by the history of religions can release the meaning of edible plants and
food itself for the human beings from the framework of sociological reductionism, and provide the
hermeneutics based on the human existence. This is possible because the history of religions is “a
total discipline” that should integrate the results of anthropological, historical, political, ethnological,
literary, and scientific approaches to religious phenomena, and that quests for the religious mode of
being in the world and that is the ontological meanings of humans (Eliade, 1984, p. 8).

The subject of the history of religions cannot be limited to doctrines, myths, or religious orders
that are regarded as “religion” in popular understanding. The scope of the history of religions has a
wider range, looking at subjects such as ethics, religious teachings, unio mystica, practices of rituals
or festivals, literature as religious poems, people’s wish for healing, and world peace. The primary
mission of the history of religions is to study the religious phenomena as widely as possible, and to
grasp common traits among all religions. The history of religion was established as one of “empirical
science,” independent from theology in 19th century. The empirical science was from its beginning,
divided into two categories; Geisteswissenschaften (Science of Spirit), which covers spiritual
phenomena of human behaviors such as philosophy, history, linguistics, literary studies; and
Naturwissenschaft (Science of Nature), which covers natural phenomena detached from humans and
artificial things (Tanatsugu, 2015, p. 143). Wilhelm Dilthey, the founder of Geisteswissenschaften
tried to overcome the dichotomous understandings of the world and humans and sought the
foundamental image of humans through hermeneutics. His ideas influenced the development of the
phenomenology of Edmund Husserl and the history of religions. Both phenomenological and
hermeneutical approaches have been combined as methods for the study of the history of religions
and contributed to constructing its disciplinal view.

As mentioned above, the history of religions has a decisive mission to investigate something



unique (sui generis) to religious phenomena. One of the most prominent influential scholars of the
discipline, Rudolf Otto, inspired by Luther’s experience of God, pointed out that the meanings of
“the sacred” entail a distinctive irrational element beyond a rational ethical element. He named it
Numinose, which is explained as "non-rational, non-sensory experience or feeling whose primary
and immediate object is outside the self.” Numinose that is experienced with a terrifying and
fascinating mystery stays in the core of any religion, even of the highly developed and moral-added
Christianity (Otto, 1936). Gerardus van der Leeuw who succeeded Husserl’s phenomenology and the
hermeneutics of Dilthey declared for the quest of meanings of religions the necessity of the
phenomenological approach that sought a third entity between an objective fact and subjective
evaluation, that is, significances and meanings of phenomena. For that, he brought a
phenomenological approach of epoché, suspension of judgment by natural standpoint, into the
history of religions in order to explain phenomena in terms of its own inherent system of meaning
(Leeuw, 1979).

Influenced by Otto’s idea of huminose, Mircea Eliade employed a new category of hierophany
that meant a manifestation of the sacred, to classify religious phenomena from other phenomena.
Analyzing various symbols of sky, water, moon, and time cross-culturally, he aimed to group various
forms of hierophany and to explain the structures underlying them. Eliade discussed that something
sacred manifested itself only through something profane, and called such supplemental relation
between the sacred and the profane the dialectic of the sacred. With such structure, the profane world
becomes the sacred by ritual repetition of cosmogonic paradigm and the world recovers its own
significance by this. He interpreted this model as the “myth of eternal return.” According to Eliade,
every religious phenomenon, searching for archetypes, has a subject of return to the “mythical age”
(the cosmogonic moment in mythology), that is, a subject of return to archaic ontology in its
fundamentals.

In this study I discuss the symbolism of olive as sacred tree, but there are arguments that such
religious phenomena are “animism” or “worship of trees” (Takaki, 2000; Dukinfield Astley, 1910).
When dealing with the sacredness of tree as well as other natural objects, we confront a question
whether it is an abode (or a vehicle) of holy being such as a god, a spirit, mana or anima, or a tree
itself holds the sacredness. There are cases where a divine resides in trees like sakaki in Shintoism,
and sometimes it is sacred itself as Aboriginals have faith in rocks and trees to be reincarnation of
their ancestors (Frese & Gray, 1987). In some cases of the sacred olive trees in Tunisia, it is
explained as a place where a spirit lives, but those spirits have their peculiar names and appear only
in a specific tree respectively that is called in the same name. The other sacred olive trees in the area
are explained as that the tree itself is a particular saint or a particular spirit. In fact, the distinction of
whether it is an abode or a sacred existence itself is very delicate, and it may be explained as an

abode while they treat it as existence, and vice versa.



When discussing kwoth, the concept of god (spirit) of the Nuer tribes, Evans-Pritchard asserted
that natural objects themselves were not considered to be a god. However, in the creation myths of
the Nuer tribe, the people believe the tamarind tree called Lic in the country of Jagei of western Nuer
land is a mother who produced human beings, and it is clear that the tree itself is considered as a
divine existence (Evans-Pritchard, 1956, pp. 2-6). What complicates the problem is the gap between
“the understanding of nature” of the person who interprets religious phenomenon and that of the
actors. It should not be considered that people practicing "natural religion" share the modern view on
nature, the mechanical materialism based on pure physical principles. If the natural things that
Evans-Prichard supposed (“sky, moon, rain, and so forth in themselves”) are independent
autonomous entities separated from any symbolic linkages, of course the Nuer people would not
recognize it as a god.

Under the religious perception, the world consists of a complex of various symbolisms such as
the creation of the universe, the center, the source of life, or the paradise, and any natural objects
present in the world are not considered to be autonomous and separated from them. In other words,
for religious understanding, there is nothing that is simply and completely secular such as "just a
tree™ or "just a rock.” On the other hand, the sacred is not always disclosed, but it presents itself in a
limited place and a limited time. There is a rupture between the sacred and the mundane world we
live. Eliade explained this contradiction with the concept of hierophany. The sacred never appear
directly, but it always appears in the secular objects as stones, trees, scripts, or human beings. As
repeated in festivals and rituals, the homogeneity of the popular time and space is broken by the
manifestation of the sacred, which reveals the existential “fixed point, the central axis” for all
orientation. When the sacred manifests itself, it also brings “revelation of an absolute reality,
opposed to the nonreality of the vast surrounding expanse”. With the new fixed point to see the
world, the world is given the new meaning (sacralized), and re-created ontologically. Recognition
that the world until then is "nonreality" occurs by emerging of stronger "reality” than that. Also, the
fixed point obtained at that time will become old later on, and it will lose "absolute reality”. The
essence in hierophany is breakthrough by "revelation of an absolute reality”, not its content.
Therefore, the world is repeatedly broken through, and a new sense of reality must be obtained
(Eliade, 1957, p. 20-24).

To understand human existence expressed in each religious phenomenon and to investigate the
religious meaning of food, this study tries to interpret the particular religious phenomena related to
olive tree in South Tunisia based on the ideas, definitive goals, and terminologies of history of

religions.

4. Studies on food in the history of religions

It is hard to imagine for the present generation who can get food as his/her will, that a state with



full of food is regarded as a blessing, or a manifestation of supernatural power, as shown in the
episode of feeding five thousand people with five loaves and two fishes in New Testament (Matthew
14:13-21; Mark 6:31-44; Luke 9:12-17; John 6:1-14). Thus, in the premodern world, a state of full of
food, or feast, was considered a special time different from normal time, in which people could
communicate with ancestors, spirits, or deities. Ritual meals of each caste in Hinduism, offering
dumpling to ancestral spirits in East Asia, Ninamesai or harvest ritual by Japanese emperor, sheep of
Eid al-Adha of Islam, bread and wine in the Eucharist are all examples of the fact we still have
customs to eat specific food in specific occasions. In traditional societies where those customs
originated, food in rituals or festivals was regarded as “primordial food” of every daily meal and
eating or offering “primordial food” could be momentum for people to contact deities, gods, spirits,
ancestors saints, or the underworld, that is, the sacred. Also, foods, especially staple foods are related
to deities in many societies. They are expressed as deities representing food e.g. Ogetsu-hime of
cereals, Demeter of wheat, Devi Sri of rice, Salmon boy, Corn maiden, Dionysus of grape, as the
deities of natural elements who bring harvest e.g. Zeus of weather, Hapi of River Nile, Ganga of
River Ganges, Gaia of the Earth, or as the foods that have divine origins e.g. fruits of knowledge in
the Garden of Eden, above mentioned Hainuwele, Cintéotol a corn deity of Aztec mythology, Sedna
a mistress of marine animals of Inuit. These multitudinous cases show the importance of food and
that the sacredness of foods have been expressed in each region by each manner. Food has religious
significance because the most primal way to communicate with the world is eating, and eating is a
direct behavior that represents humans’ mode of being in the world.

Although there are plenty of examples of foods in religious sphere such as divine foods
mentioned in myths, offerings of rituals, social connectedness by communal dining to communicate
deities and ancestors, as well as recent arise of religiously regulated food like Kosher or Halal, the
meaning of food had not been fully studied theoretically within the discipline of history of religions.
It may be because we have too much information and too many variations of religious phenomena
related to food, and the study of the primal meaning of food itself has been considered as a
subordinate subject to studies on classical doctrines or on mythologies (Norman, 2012), since the
status of food in classical societies are subordinated by higher and more abstract principles, such as
justice, righteousness, virtue, and so on.

In contrast, food has been clearly stated in the center of cultures and religious symbols of
indigenous societies. Thus, through the discipline of cultural anthropology, whose main subject is
pre-civilized societies, the importance of food for indigenous spirits has been studied significantly.
Alfred Ernest Crawley pointed out the religious regulation of food was designed for fair distribution
of foods and discussed taboos of food in relation to the sexes (Crawley, 1908-1926; 1911). Claude
Lévi-Strauss clarified the identification of food and life in “primitive societies,” and developed his

methodological dualism inspired by their dichotomous understanding of food as “raw” (nature) and
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“cooked” (culture) (Lévi-Strauss, 1964/1983). Also, William Robertson Smith and Mary Douglas
provided the theory on food in the discipline of history of religions. Smith, who worked on the origin
of ancient Hebrew religions, discussed the importance of feasting for the development of communal
identity with the reference to community’s relationship to its deity. His functionalist interpretation
was succeeded by a school of the sociology of religions such as Emile Durkheim. Douglas discussed
communal identity as maintained by their idea to keep purity by fasting or forbidding specific foods.
Her study was so influential that the main concern of anthropological studies on relation between
food and religion is dominated rather by food restriction as taboo or precepts, than by festive aspects,
such as Smith proposed (Norman, 2012).

Through the analysis of religious conduct described in the medieval writings, Caroline Walker
Bynum found that foods for the medieval Europeans were not simply a source of pleasure that
should be restrained for religious world denial, but “also an occasion for union with one’s fellows
and one’s God.” Any banquet was based on the “prototypical meal” as the Eucharist for their
commensality. The experience of unity with God was not occupied only by limited number of
mystics, but rather any person who was given a meal with its prototypical meal of the Eucharist
could also have such experience according to her understanding (Bynum, 1987, p. 3). From the
viewpoint of gender studies on contemporary Moroccan societies, Marjo Buitelaar mentioned that
the participation of women to official positions through the religious activities of “fasting,”
“cooking,” and “giving food” during the season of Ramadan can give an opportunity for women to
uniquely interpret formal Islam by their own references. Likewise, her work shows the active
participation of women and their central roles in the pilgrimage to saints and olive trees, although
they are normally “invisible” in official Islam. We can further observe the more frequent
contribution of women to the religious structure in seasonal and occasional instances of pilgrimages
in Tunisia, in addition to the instance of Ramadan.

Focusing on the meaning of food in sacrificial rituals, Malamoud indicated that all sacrifices
were conducted in the manner of cooking in ancient Hinduism and that any sacrifice was an
imitation of the archetypical sacrifice of the world creation by Prajapati the Creator (Malamoud,
1996, p. 23-53). Brahmanas as manager of rituals sacrificed the world for human beings and by
sacrifice they “cooked the world.” By the fire that was an action of Agni the fire god, the object of
sacrifice was transformed through the process of sacrifice (cooking), and became something
belonging to deities. They had to perform sacrifice since “that which is cooked, indeed belongs to
the gods” (SBr. 3.8.3.7). In this sense, food that humans consume is sacrificial food that is, “humans
eat only the reminder of the sacrificial meal” (Berger, 2012, p. 3). Also, Philip Arnold argued that the
creation of the tie between divine world and the people, as well as that of the landscape and the
people by an act of eating by decoding the sacrificial rituals for Mexican rain god, Tlaloc. Arnold

described the ritualistic world of Aztec as giving the “fruits of the human body” of child sacrifice to
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Tlaloc, the god reciprocates humans with earth, water, and plant life so that they can “eat the
landscape” symbolically and eat maize (Arnold, 1999, p. 159-161).

The essence of sacrificial action shown in the above studies to eat the sacred and to be eaten by
the sacred, is also observed in the sacrifices and pilgrimage rituals in South Tunisia. This study
inquires as to what the sacrifice or rituals bring to individuals and communities, that is, the meanings

that these actions create for them.

5. Contemporary meaning of food

Generally, we think of our modern society as independent from religious meanings and existing
without mystical realities. This understanding has been formed through the process of
“secularization” that started with the political slogan for the priority of the secular authorities to the
religious authorities in 17th century western Europe. It expanded the secular sphere on literary and
philosophical disciplines, then concluded as the ecclesiastical initiatives in the European societies
decreased (Webber, 1930/2005; Berger, 1967). Since the 1960s when secularization was constructed
as a theory, Luckman and Wilson claimed that modernization did not extinguish the religions
themselves. Religions would survive through modernity only in private spheres although they would
lose their social significance of managing the societies (Luckmann, 1967; Wilson, 1966). However,
several religions started to take public roles in the 1990s, such as revival of Catholic Churches in
South America and Eastern Europe and rise of religious fundamentalism in North America and
Islamic countries. These phenomena were called “deprivatization” by Casanova (Casanova, 1994).
Recently, new spiritualism, such as the mind fullness that originated from Buddhism, has spread to
the public spheres of education and politics and started to form a dominant culture in western Europe
and United States (Ito, 2015).

Social changes effected the evaluation on the theory of secularization, and it finally came to the
thorough negation of the concept of “secular” by Asad as with its own unity (Asad, 2003, p. 16-19).
Needless to say, the criticism on the theory of secularization, religious understandings or concerns
for religious things unconsciously permeate our daily lives. As fortune telling on morning TV
programs or magazines, tours to famous shrines and temples or annual ceremonies, popularity of
“power spots,” symbolical function of national flags or national anthems, Tetraphobia or
Triskaidekaphobia (Avoidance of unlucky numbers), we are surrounded by numerous irrational
orientations and unexplainable rules.

Likewise, food is generally evaluated by the scientific aspects of nutrition or medicine, or the
physical aspects of personal favors. However, the demand for foods that follow religious regulations,
such as Halal or Kosher, seems to be increasing not only in Islamic countries, but also in North
America and Europe. Also, veganism based on “Ahimsa,” the Jain idea and practice for nonviolence,

is expanding in many western countries. The root of this movement is claimed not as dietary
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veganism practiced for health, but ethical veganism based on the morality against the consumption
of animals in the form of products (Stepaniak, 1998). The fact that religious values have certain
influences on the recent trend of food consumption and food supply seems incontrovertible.

Even in a society like Japan where the practice of food regulation based on religions is not
found, people still have religious ideas of “Hare” (Sacred) and “Kegare” (Profane, Polluted)
unconsciously regarding food. According to Gardella, the absolute preference of domestically
produced rice is because most Japanese think of rice produced abroad as polluted or inferior based
on the above ideas (Latham & Gardella, 2005). Under the progress of health-oriented lifestyles,
people focus on fasting that originated in religious practice. Furthermore, phrases such as “Beer
Festival” or “Meat Haven” in secular advertisements gain our attention because we have images of
havens and festivals full of food and drinks. In short, we do not perceive “food” as “secularly” as we
think we do. Consciously, we are concerned with religious spheres, and unconsciously our lives are
subordinated to our religious understandings at certain levels. As I mentioned above, food has been
given metaphysical meanings in pre-modern societies, even in modernized societies people seemed
to have sought religious meanings of food. If people still live on the religious orientations
unconsciously, it may be possible to regain metaphysical meanings of food that had once been lost.
The analysis on the consumer behavior regarding religious cultural values in Chapter Five explores

the possibilities of the recovery of the metaphysical meanings in the modern foodways.

6. Fieldwork

For this study, | have performed fieldwork nine times in total on the following dates: August
20th-30th 2014, December 1st-7th 2014, July 14th-30th 2015, May 14th-25th 2016, July 19th-28th
2016, and December 7th-9th 2016, January 10th-22nd 2017, May 13th-20th 2017, and August
2nd-14th 2017 in Tunisia. The interviews were implemented in English, Arabic, and Amazigh with
the help of translator for Arabic and some Amazigh natives in local areas. The first two fieldwork
were applied to a preliminary survey with the questionnaire sheet about olive-related knowledge on
the six categories of traditional songs, rituals or customs, symbols, myths or legends, taboos, folk
medication in the governorates of Tunis, Sousse, Monastir, Gabes, Medenine, and Tozeur. The
existing traditions and customs related to olives were hard to find and knowledge about the
disappeared customs were collected in the northern cities of Tunis or Sousse. Some of the
interviewees in those places had never heard of such traditions. Although they had lost the specific
images of olives, the discourse still remained among them that olive had a special significance for
them. Even those who did not know any specific information of the traditional imagery of olive,
made an assertion that olive is the life of Tunisians. But it was not easy to find the living traditions
on which those discourses were based. Among the answers of the questionnaires, the information

that was collected in the mountains of the governorate of Gabes indicated that they still practiced
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Interview sheet for the research on
Symbolism of olive in Tunisia and its transformation

Name (Age) : Mr. / Ms. (
Date : 2014/ / Place :

years old)

<Songs>

Do you have a special song for olive?

Do you have a special song when olive is harvested?
Do you have a special song of marriage on olive?

If yes, when and where it can be observed?

<Rituals, customs>

Do you have special ritual with olive, olive oil or branch or twig?

Do you have special occasion to eat olive for specific purposes such as wedding, birth, festival etc.?

If so, are there any differences with daily eating?
Do you have specific custom to eat olive for pregnancy or for happiness or protection?

If so, where it can be observed?

Do you have special usage of olive to prevent evil or asking for good spirit (Mlaika) or purification?

<Symbols>
Do you use olive symbol for a specific purpose such as fish for good luck?

If so, does it have special place, occasion or person to be put?

<Story and sayings, legends>
Do you have a local story related to olive?
Do you have any saying that olive is effective for casting away evil spirit?

Do you have a story about the magical power of olive?
<Taboo>
Do you have any local prohibition related to olive such as for cutting old tree?

In this case, is there any story of punishment because of the conduct?

<Treatment>

Do you have a magical treatment with olive such as to tie a cloth of the sick to the tree...?

Do you have a traditional treatment or usage with olive?

<Saints>
Do you have veneration to a specific saint?

How to visit his sanctuary?

2

Figure 1. Questionnaire sheet

14

“olive culture.” That is the old village where Amazigh language is spoken daily, and the place is
isolated due to the strongly conservative and independent mentality and the infrastructure had
remained under developed for a long time after the independence. | had focused on the village and
the communities around it to conduct my main fieldwork. For the primary fieldwork, open questions
were performed with the villagers based on the above six categories and observation of pilgrimages
and the lives of the village citizens including festivals, ceremonies, and rites of passage. | collected

demographic information including age, sex, occupation, family members, marital state, and tribal




affiliation. Then the target of the study was focused on the veneration of the olive saint complex, and
the annual festival. The total number of interviewees was 244; 7 in Tunis, 16 in Sousse, 23 in
Monastir, 33 in Medenine, 12 in Tozeur, and 153 in Gabes (21 in village B, 42 in village M, 20 in
village Z, 70 in village T). For the open question interviews, the interviewees were selected from
both sexes who had their own life mainly in the community such as housewives or someone with
his/her occupation inside the community. This was because there is a skeptical and negative
tendency among the villagers who work outside the village about their indigenous olive customs
although the gaps of sex or age did not make big difference on their attitudes. For the effective
information, the main interviewees became women accordingly, who are more likely to stay inside
the village than men. This idea fulfilled the theory that women are the main actors of pilgrimage and
saint veneration.

Modernization and urbanization are major factors on traditional customs to be damaged or
transformed at best. Another influential factor that | had to be careful of during my work was
Islamism, or Quranic literalism in a broader sense, since any form of saint veneration is denied by
such a position. Provoked by the Ennahda party, Islamism that had been suppressed under the
secularized policy of Ben Ali, spread over the country. From 3000 to 6000 Tunisian are said to
become Jihadis, Islamist soldiers fighting in Syria and Iraq (Watanabe & Merz, 2017). The terrorist
attacks and clash with the national army happened often inside the country. At that time, the
influence of new religious political ideals of the Salafists, who claim to revert to age of first three
generations (salaf), was expanding from the cities to local societies.

Certain numbers of the middle to young generations who work or study in the cities seemed to
accept the fundamental claims of purity as a leading fashion of thought if it did not involve violence.
Such opinion was not found among those who live permanently in the village during the fieldwork,
but persons who work in the cities and occasionally came back sometimes claimed that there was no
such custom to visit the olive tree, or such custom is a complete deviation. Also, some people did not
like their family to talk about the olive saints. The negative attitude seemed to be not only because of
his religious political position, but maybe because of a shame or an inferiority complex for such
“primitive” traditions, or an anxiety to open their “naivetes” of his family to a foreigner. They
seemed to be anxious about the risk of being attacked by Salafists on their sanctuaries or their
families. The subject of this study, including saint veneration and several elements of pre-Islamic
religion, can be also the target of attack by Islamists. Thus, in this study, all the names of individuals

and communities are kept anonymous.
7. Outline of the chapters

Firstly in Chapter 1, | take an overview of the symbolic manifestations of olive and olive oil in

myths, legends, and customs in the Mediterranean region and biblical traditions. It is possible to
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analyze and classify them into certain types of symbols as grace of god, vitality, power and center, or
more dominantly, fertility. The beliefs of the olive and the olive tree as symbols have existed
widespread of the region under the various religious and cultural influences. Also, I will examine
olive-related customs that are widely common in North Africa based on the comparison between the
early 20th ethnography in Morocco and the results of my fieldwork.

Chapter 2 demonstrates how saint veneration is connected with natural objects and how
saint-associated natural objects obtain their symbolic meanings and functions at certain sanctuaries
along the border between Arab and Amazigh villages in South Tunisia. Do the practices represent the
modification of the pre-Islamic beliefs into saint veneration rituals, enabling them to exist within
monotheism? | will take a consideration both cultural influences on the different level of
involvement of natural objects in saint veneration.

Chapter 3 explores how olives receive veneration with from the actions and relations to olives
in the Amazigh village in South Tunisia. This is examined from their pilgrimage rituals, daily lives,
kinship, and consecutive advent of spiritual beings. | also discuss the peculiar social and religious
function of the belief of olives through different levels of saints from human to semi-human, or more
spiritual being. Is it possible to consider the pilgrimage to olive trees as agricultural ritual? This
chapter reveals the role of old olive trees to enable the people to have total experience of pre-Islamic
and Islamic values through short local pilgrimage.

Chapter 4 focuses on the traditional agriculture, and dietary and medicinal culture of olives in
the villages of South Tunisia and examines how the importance of olive as dietary resource in
various living aspects is expressed in agricultural festivals. Olive cultivation in South Tunisia is very
limited in its quantity and the productivity due to the low rainfall and the difficulty of large-scale
irrigation. Thus traditional olive farming and processing methods are still preserved. In this society
where life and production processes are not separated, table olives and olive oils contain not only
value as a product but also as a culture, so their indigenous food culture has been inherited. While
the traditional dietary usages of olive have been re-recognized with their functional value proved,
some of the dietary culture and folk remedies are used due to their symbolic function of bringing
about fertility and having magical effect. Mahrajan, a new festival emerged as an agricultural festival
whose core was the ritual of donation and communal eating of olive the community parade of an
olive shoot. Several aspects of the life of olive farmers are expressed in a condensed form in this
festival.

Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the possibility of the religious and cultural values of olive oil to be
new added values, which are learned in the above chapters. Ample studies have examined the impact
of religious cultural background of consumers on their preferences. Shavitt & Cho (2015) analyzed
the consumer behavior of each cultural region from the brand strategies of their markets. Moschis

and Ong (2011) examined how the consistency of consumer brand and store preferences is
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influenced by consumers’ religiosity. Also, numerous studies have discussed the religious cultural
aspect of products, mainly on wine (Tempesta et al., 2010; Troiano, Marangon, Tempesta, &
Vecchiato, 2016). However, little has been studied on the impact of religious cultural attributes of
olive oil on consumers’ choice. By presenting the religious and cultural meanings given to olive in
the Mediterranean region, we examine the influence of the information to the people who do not

have a tradition of olive cultivation on the evaluation of olive oil products.
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Chapter 1: Symbolism of Olive in the Mediterranean Region and the Customs in North Africa

1. Introduction

About 6000 years before, the cultivation of the olive has been developed and the olive and its
products have been one of the most important sources of human nutrition in the Mediterranean
regions. It is widely seen in our history and prehistory that an indispensable element of basis of life
of human conducts including habitation, food, sex, and the surrounding nature as the earth, the sky,
water etc. have been bestowed the symbolic meanings. Olive is no exception for this rule. Its harvest
and usage are crucial for the people living in the region and the amount of the olive production has
had a strong effect on their lives and existence due to its nutritional and economic values. It
inevitably has the connotation for them that a plant itself has the crucially important power so olive
becomes to have certain symbolic meanings inseparably connected with their usage. In this chapter, |
take an overview of the symbolic manifestations of olive and olive oil in the Mediterranean and
North African regions through the varieties of myths, fables, sayings and customs which show how
olive relates to the lives of the Mediterranean inhabitants. In spite of the religious, ethnological and
cultural varieties in the history of the area, olive remains the center of the Mediterranean trading, and
for this reason, it keeps its significance even if it has changed its meaning through social changes
and modernization. According to the method of the history of religions, the hermeneutics of religious
phenomena, the symbols related to olive are compared with some general symbolism such as fertility,

sacred tree and cosmic axis, and discuss on its continuity and transformation.

2. Nature and function of symbols

“Symbol” is a meditative object which represents the meaning of things, actions, status, nature,
relations, ideas and so on. It takes form of concrete things such as signs, words and gestures. When |
take it consideration, it is important to focus on the relation between a symbol and what a symbol
indicates. For example, a symbol of arrow mark shows a certain direction. The word “apple”
represents a certain fruit. However, if | would talk about the religious symbols, signs and symbols
must be distinguished. Symbols represent uncertain relatively unknown multiple meanings although
signs, as showed above, represent definite single meanings. For example, the sign of the sun that is
commonly used in weather forecast means the sun or sunny weather, on the other hand, the
symbolism of the sun contains the multiple, ambiguous and pervasive concepts such as the sky,
energy, power or indestructibility.

The function of symbols is to abstract a meaning from a being, and a signifié (signified) that is
signified by symbol as a signifiant (signifier) is thus, a being. Apart from the medical meaning, a
symbol of heart (a heart shape) is a certain meaning abstracted and modified from the nameless

being of “heart” pertaining to matters of a body and spirit. People can use this symbol easily and
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simply than the unexplainable being of a heart itself without any difficult ambiguity.

The religious symbols are classified into 8 types of sounds, myths by oral traditions, beliefs by
oral tradition, gestures (rituals) in addition to the three basic classifications of symbols as natural
materials, artifacts, and abstract symbolic patterns (Comstock, 1972). Among them, the symbolism
of nature is very universal compared with artifacts, abstract symbolic patterns, or gestures, and is
hard to be suffered from cultural regulations. It can be said that it shows the universal existential
condition of human beings, and thus it is directing what is fundamental to human beings. Symbols,
especially religious symbols tend to connect with other symbols and to make certain systems
because symbols, or images never be autonomous but can have meaning only after they are linked
deeply to each other. This tendency is often seen in the natural symbolisms such as symbolism of
tree, water, fire, mountain, sky, and earth. Symbolism of plants is closely associated with many other
natural symbols such as the symbolism of the sun, symbolism of the earth, symbolism of water. Also,
there is no culture that has no symbolism of plants, it means that there are diverse symbols in the
symbolism of plants. Eliade categorized the symbolism of tree into several features such as “cosmic
tree,” “cosmic image,” “vitality,” “fertility,” regeneration of plants, symbol of rebirth of a year, and a
mysterious relationship between man and trees (Eliade, 1949/1996). The symbols of olive are found

to be applied to some concepts among them as follows.

3. Symbolism of olive in the Mediterranean region
3.1 Olive in myths

Olive is one of the oldest cultivated trees in the world (Liphschitz, Gophna, Hartman, & Biger,
1991). Roman Agronomist Columella called olive “the queen of all trees” (Forbes & Foxhall, 1978),
it shows how the cultivation of olive and the extraction of its oil have been the major livelihood in
the Mediterranean basin. The favor and special position of olive was endowed by the Greek and
Roman mythologies that formed the basis of the Mediterranean traditions.

Athena, one of the most famous goddess in the Greek pantheon, was called the goddess of olive
crop, who brought the Athenian the cultivation of olive. It is well known myth of the origin of the
that the competition between Athene and Poseidon for the possession of Attica (Athens). Both of
them insisted the possession of Attica, so they gave a gift to it each. Poseidon created the salt water
spring by striking the hill with his trident. Athene on the other hand, arrived to the city with Cecrops,
the king of Attica as a witness, and created young olive tree just besides the salt spring. By the
arbitration of Zeus, Athene was given the possession of the city and gave her name to it. In this myth,
Poseidon is the sea god who brings on the flood and there | can see the same paradigm of creation

from the water as in the Genesis.
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Figure 2. The contest between Athena and Poseidon, red figure hydria, 350 BC

The myth of origin of olive cultivation by Aristaueus seems more ancient than Athena
(Valavanis, 2006). According to the epics of Pindar and Apollonius, Aristaeus, the son of Apollo and
Cyrene the nymph, was a rural deity who taught people the arts of hunting, herbalism, dairy products,
bee-keeping, brewing, and olive cultivation and pressing. This cultural hero was born in Cyrene
where his mother is the foundress of the city in Libya. Grown up and taught many arts by nymphs,
he learned how to cultivate oleasters (wild olive) to make them to give better fruits. His name is
spread as a guardian deity of the cultivation of olive to many places of Greece and the Mediterranean
islands of Sicily or Sardinia, or Kea, where he traveled to teach his knowledge to the people.

Olive had the attributes of peace and victory as described in the above myth, the victory of
intelligence. Eirene (Irena, Pax in Roman myth) is a goddess of Greece to Rome, who is one of the
three sisters of Hourai. Each of the goddesses represents a natural portion of time and bring and
bestow ripeness, and Eirene represents Spring and its seasonal fruits. She is a goddess of peace and
brings seasonal fruits. She is seen in the pose of holding her arm, cornucopia (a horn with plenty of

fruits) with her left hand and olive branch in her right hand. The branch of olive of Eirene shows

Figure 3. Goddess Pax (Eirene) holding olive branch (Fiske,
1839, p. 439)
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peace and fertility but this symbol also contains the more offensive meaning. Mars, the war-god also
has the olive branch in a coin of the later Roman Empire and it means power to control the enemy in
peace, that is Pax Romana. This quality of olive branch can be seen even in the beginning of Greece
myth.

In the Olympic games of the ancient Greece, the sacred oleaster at Olympia, exactly near to the
temple of Zeus who is patron of the Games, had a great significance to bless winners with its wreath
on their heads. According to the tradition, the son of Zeus, Heracles started to bestow a wreath of
oleaster that is the most honorable prize for athletes. Also, in the games of Panathenaia, the festival
of Athena, olive oil produced from the sacred olive tree of Athena in her Acropolis, said the first
olive tree in the world as the above mentioned origin myth, was given to winners of the games as a
prize. The affinity between athletes and olive can be considered as the symbol of strength. Olive oil
was commonly used by athletes to keep their body clean and strong as well as other people. Also,
olive tree is combined with Apollo the powerful sun god, and with many heroes. Apollo was born
under the sacred olive tree that existed in Delos. When his mother Leto gave birth near to the trunk,
its leaves turned to gold. The sacred olive trees growing near the tombs of heroes such as Erechteus
or Hyperborean Virginsin Delos, together with myth of the sun god, the prize of olive and oleaster
wreath and olive oil to athletes, are the symbol of “endless power of rejuvenation in nature” and
“immortality” (Faklaris & Stamatopoulos, 2006). It is because athletes are the embodiment of
human’s physical power and strength, and the heroes were regarded to have something divine in
his/her existence as well as the sun god. This power of rejuvenation seems to be originated not only
in olive but in tree in general, as a power of rebirth of a life of vegetables. As | see in the later
chapter, numerous traditions contain the custom to put a tree near to a tomb, to lie down a tree to be
healed, or to visit a tree for refreshment. In ancient Greek, olive was the most particular tree to
express such power of tree in general.

Among many deities, Athena, the guardian goddess of ancient Athens where the cultivation and
import of olive oil was notable had strong relation with olive. Addition to the sacred “first” olive tree
in her temple, it is obvious with her portrait with olive leaves inserted in her helmet on the front side,
olive branch with a fruit by side of an owl on the backside of a tetradrachm, Athens silver coin
equivalent to four drachmane. The series of the rituals on the festival of Panathenaia in summer was
considered as following the agricultural year of the cultivation of olive (Haland, 2012). Arrephoria is
the one of those rituals, which was held in the night by virgins of Athena to carry unknown things on
their heads to the underground and bring another unknown thing to the temple. This was the last task
as servers of Athena who are annually replaced, and it worked as their rite of passage. According to
Haland, this ritual is “to secure the dew that was necessary during the months from then until the
time of harvest if the fruit was to grow to an adequate size (Haland, 2012, p. 273).” and the

important relationship between olive and dew is shown as Athena’s sacred olive tree in her Acropolis
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was situated in front of the temple of the dew goddess, Pandros.

Figure 4. Tetradrachm of Athens

In the myths and mythological rituals, olive is depicted as a gifted plant from deities, which
brings about the vitality such as toughness in salt water, fertility to the man, and strength and
rejuvenation to heroes. Additionally, 1 can find the strong connection of olive and power, so it

includes the symbolism of “Center” which comes from the cosmogonic images of olive.

3.2 Olivein Bible

In the biblical tradition which was born in the eastern coast of the Mediterranean basin, olive
holds great significance. In the Old Testament, there are many mentions on olive and olive oil
accounted as property, the promise with God, and purification. Moses’s dream of the Promised land
as “land of olive oil” in Deuteronomy 8.8 is included in the covenant between God and Islaelites,
expressed with the image of heavenly place where no one would be starved. In Levitcus 8.10-12,
Moses was commanded to anoint Aaron and his sons, then “he sprinkled thereof upon the altar seven
times, and anointed the altar and all his vessels, both the laver and his foot, to sanctify them.” As
well, Jacob performed similar ritual following the vision he had. “And Jacob set up a pillar in the
place where he talked with him, even a pillar of stone: and he poured a drink offering thereon, and he
poured oil thereon” (Gen. 35.14). The olive oil was used to sacralize alter or a pillar to be suitable
for God’s presence. The custom of sacralization of the divine places possibly originating in Canaan
(Kambanis, 2006), as well as anointment, shows the symbolic function of olive oil to make
something pure, something unsullied, something very newly born, possibly originating to its
cleansing and shining effects and the symbolism of water. This function led the later usage of olive
oil as Chrism or Myrrh, and as to purify and cast away evil spirits.

The most influential symbolic image of olive in the bible may be the olive branch with which a
dove returned to the arch after the great flood. It symbolizes the youthful vitality, energetic tough
evergreen and the restoration of relations and peace between Man and God which was once broken.
The myth of great flood is seen in several places e.g. Orient, Europe, America, India, China... as a
mythical image that the world has come into existence from the primordial water. So, the flood

means the return of the world into the primordial, the pre-creational state of water. The olive branch
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which springs from the water is the image of the new born world. It involves the images of pillar,
that is the central axis, and the image of “emersion from the water” that means the formal
manifestation from the formless chaos. Because the world which is symbolized by olive branch in

this description, is born very newly, it is totally in peace and harmonized.

Figure 5. Noah and a dove with an olive branch (Kambanis, 2006, p. 126)

As well known, Messiah means the Anointed in Hebrew, with olive oil. The holy oil turned to
be called Chrism, then a person who is anointed by Chrism turned to be called Christ meaning
Messiah. Olive oil was very commonly used to sacralize someone in both Testaments, and in recent
rituals also. It is not only olive oil but oil in general that has a power to sanctify a person. There are
many examples which show the direct relation of anointment and rituals for example in India,
Greece, Ancient Egypt, Central America. Kings of ancient Orient, or shaman in India become
someone special with anointment. It may because of the archaic sensitivity for the effect of oil to
make their skin beautiful and shiny, to make them younger. That is why oil shows the vitality,
godliness, power, and revival and it partly show the reason why olive is a symbol of power and
vitality.

In Zeccharian, two olive trees in Israel is mentioned, that produce oil to light Menorah, the
seven-branched candelabrum, from right side and left side of it. The “two olive branches, which
through two golden pipes empty the golden oil out of themselves” are explained as representing the
two sons of quality as the king and the higher priest in the line. “These are the two anointed ones,
that stand by the Lord of the whole earth.” Here, the Lord of the earth is symbolized by Menorah,
who is to enlighten the people and lead them to the right path of God. Olive trees symbolizes two
roles who guide the people to the being by giving oil on him as well as the two themselves are

anointed.
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3.3 Olive in Quran

There are six parts where olive is described in Quran. Four of them are almost same theme that
God showered benefits upon us, gave the harvests of grains, green plants fruits and olive (6.99,
6.141, 13.11, 80.29).

He it is Who sendeth down water from the sky, and therewith We bring forth buds of every kind,;
We bring forth the green blade from which We bring forth the thick-clustered grain; and from the
date-palm, from the pollen thereof, spring pendant bunches; and (We bring forth) gardens of
grapes, and the olive and the pomegranate, alike and unlike. Look upon the fruit thereof, when
they bear fruit, and upon its ripening. Lo! herein verily are portents for a people who believe
(6.99).

Olive which was given by God’s will is a special baraka as same as the other plants He gave,
and man are supposed to receive such baraka. This kind of expression is Monotheistic
re-interpretation of the significance of olive harvest which was very important and symbolic for
Mediterranean people. With this, people have become possible to express how olive is important for
them even at present. Among these descriptions, Chapter 24, Verse 35 is an exceptional, it is very
visionary, profound, mythical and therefore, many Muslim theologians like Al-Ghazali or Rumi have

interpreted it.

Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The similitude of His light is as a niche wherein is
a lamp. The lamp is in a glass. The glass is as it were a shining star. (This lamp is) kindled from a
blessed tree, an olive neither of the East nor of the West, whose oil would almost glow forth (of
itself) though no fire touched it. Light upon light. Allah guideth unto His light whom He will.
And Allah speaketh to mankind in allegories, for Allah is Knower of all things (24.35).

Here in this sentence, olive is expressed, in the layers of symbols, as a symbol of the light of
God. The lamp keeping the light of God is set on the olive tree like a star in the sky. The light of God
set on the olive tree as cosmos, the light of lamp in the sky becomes to be set on houses and lead the
faithful people. It is significant that the olive tree and its oil are described as cosmic tree and symbol
of ultimate Light.

Both of this unlit light upon the blessed olive “neither of the East nor of the West” and the light
of Menorah sided by two olive trees of Israel indicate what light universally means for us. Light
means what shines, illuminates, or brightens something. Because the above Lights share the quality
of God’s power or knowledge, they mean the witnesses or the illuminator for the people to the

kingdom of God. From a viewpoint apart from the contexts of the teachings, light or fire is a symbol
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of life, and represents a state of living. The well-known folk tale of candles of life edited by Grimm
brothers as “Godfather Death” seems to be originated in the Greek myth that every mortal has an oil
lamp in Hades. If the lamp runs out of oil, then the person in question dies (Kambanis, 2006, p. 142).
The equation of individual lives and fires on lamps can be understood as in the same manner as what
Bachelard mentioned on fire. Citing Novalis’ phrase “a tree is a flowering fire, a man is talking fire,
and an animal is wondering fire,” he determines that fire symbolizes actions of life. In other words,
the meaning of fire for human beings is the existence of living thing (Bachelard, 1988/1961, pp.
43-44). With the reference to the symbolic meaning of fire, the meanings of olive oil as lighting oil
in the holy books, and of folk belief to use olive oil of cressets in churches to cure diseases become
understandable. Olive oil is the ontological fuel to energize our lives, as well as fire of the life of
olive tree. Olive tree produces olive oil that pours to our fires (life), and thus the tree is understood

as the source of the source of our life.

4. Olive symbols in modern North Africa

In Tunisia, olive is the symbolic tree. Olive has been cultivated and been the main item for
Mediterranean trade since before Phoenician period. Even now, the Exportation of olive oil takes
important part among Tunisian economy. The most famous mosque in Tunisia is named Jami'‘a
al-Zaytuna, Mosque of Olive Tree, after an olive tree once it was there in the ancient worshipping
place before the construction of this mosque, or after Christian saint St. Olivia of Palermo who was
martyred and buried in the place. The image of Christian martyred saint who had miraculous powers
to heal is over-raped by the image of an olive tree. Many other things, companies, shops agencies
were named after olive. Another example is olive branch curved on a current Tunisian coin so it can
be said that olive tree or olive oil takes a certain role as a symbol in Tunisian culture. For example,
the miniature of olive tree is easily seen in a house with its metallic stem and branch and fruits of
incent paste. People have a habit to give it for wedding gift or housewarming. This custom is of
course not only for decoration but for the symbolic meaning which olive tree has, such as the symbol
of the center of cosmos. Thus this miniature tree is usually put in their main room of a house that is
the microcosm of the world. It contains the symbol of fertility which derived from the fruitfulness of
olive tree and people give it to bride and groom for wishing they will be blessed with many children.

To know the root of these images of olive shared among contemporary Tunisians, their
traditional customs related to olive are discussed in next section. It is necessary to find their qualities
whether they are originally Tunisian characters or common to other countries in North Africa, by
comparing the recent customs in Tunisia with that of early 20th century in Morocco described in the
ethnographies.
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4.1 Beliefs, customs and symbolic meaning of olive

An indispensable element of basis of life is bestowed the symbolic meaning under their
existential situations, so olive is no exception. It is natural that olive itself is regarded to hold the
crucially important power because the production of olive is crucially important to their lives
according to principe de participation (Lévy-Bruhl, 1910). The core values of olive in this region
have been expressed in customs, beliefs and rituals which can be seen with certain act or symbols.
To grasp the religious meaning of olive, it is required to reconsider man’s religious sensitivity for
trees as the sacred which is beneath the religious and spiritual cultures. Tree is regarded as “the first
temple of the gods” (Dafni, 2006), which symbolizes the cosmos. Sacred tree characterized almost
every culture and religion where trees were capable of growing. The image of tree also “express life,
youth, immortality, wisdom” that is, everything “real and sacred” (Eliade, 1957/1959, p. 149).
Although the religious meanings and customs of olive in North Africa obtain the uniqueness, surely
they are parts of the entire tree veneration which can be observed all over the world.

In this section, | draw the comprehensible image of olive in North Africa which is remaining
through various cultural influences such as Roman or Islam, by comparative analysis with the result
of my field work in Tunisia in 2014, and the early literature of European scholars on North African
customs (Westermarck, 1926a, 1926b, 1933). Here | can find a wide array of relevant customs, so
three categories according to their function are led, Exorcism, Purification, Ritualistic tools, Medium

of powers and Fertility, Blessing.

4.2 Exorcism and purification

In addition to the anointment which is common to Judeo-Christian-Islamic traditions, olive oil
is used for purification by dropped into fire to cast away evil eye and curses in daily life in Tunisia.
There, olive oil takes an exorcistic role as same as bukhor (incense) has. Also the small bottle filled
with oil and water is put in a house for “good luck,” and “protection.” As traditional therapeutic
treatments, disease has often been put on the piece of materials and transfer it to the other things or
places. Olive tree is used for that in North Africa. In Morocco, the practice of tying a string to the
branches in the grave of a saint were popular to transfer an illness to an olive tree because they have
baraka (blessing) (Westermarck, 1926a, p. 556). In village BN, Tunisia, people said they used to put
a wet cloth on a forehead with fever, then tie it to an olive branch to calm down the symptom. It was
also done for headache and rheumatism by older generation. Generally, object of transfer can be both
an olive tree and a saint.

When hunting, olive branch as a whip was used to cast away evil spirits in Morocco
(Westermarck, 1926a, p. 409). Also in Tunisia today, olive is popular as a charm for protection from
evil eye, and for good luck. In village TZ and village BN in the governorate of Monastir, the olive

branch in the shape of Y is put on a gate. They are mentioned it is same as the meaning of hamsa
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(Fatima’s hand) as pointed shape against evil eye. This protection is not effective with fruitless
branch, so it must be fruitful one. It means, the protective power derives from its procreativity and it

can be a kind of sacrifice.

4.3 Ritualistic tools and medium of powers

In rituals of Morocco, olive especially olive branch is used to reinforce the power of spell and
increase the effectiveness. A piece of olive wood on which a chapter of the Quran is written, is used
to cause many deaths to animals (Westermarck, 1926a, p. 121). The love charm is also practiced by
tying it to an olive tree with a hair of a woman to control her mind (Westermarck, 1926a, p. 361-362).
In Tunisia today, people whisper their wishes to any cotton rag with the holy phrase, and tie it to an
olive tree branch. They also explained it is more effective if the cotton rag is fluttered by wind, so
they put it on an outside twig. It can be both sympathetic and contagious magic as well.

As same as certain type of saints, olive sometimes possesses chaotic and dangerous powers.
For example, if baraka is excess, it becomes very dangerous. When pressed olive oil or honey
increases by itself, it is called gazquza, uncontrollable excess of baraka. If it is happen, the animal
sacrifice must be performed (Westermarck, 1926a, p. 220). Also in a local story of village T, Tunisia,
a female jinn (jinniya) of an olive tree threatened the people and asked them for animal sacrifice. So
they offer sheep in Eid al-Adha. Olive can be medium of such ambiguous powers as same as general

function of other ritualistic tools, and it is used for both beneficial and unfavorable purposes.

4.4 Fertility and blessing

Strongly connected with its cultivation, olive is considered as a symbol of fertility and used
for the wish for prosperity of descendants. According to the report of rain ritual in Tunisia, rain and
olive with sexual metaphor can be seen in the sermon and fruitful olive tree is called “that has given
birth” (Abu-Zahra, 1988). In marriage ceremony in Djerba, a groom slaps a small boy with olive
branch, or a bride does a small girl wishing their children will be married soon (Futatsuyama, 2013).
Among villagers in Tunisia, the custom of eating olive oil in order to enhance their procreative
power is quite popular as same as reported in Morocco (Westermarck, 1926a, 1926b). Also, in a
wedding ceremony of village T, a groom carries a stick of olive wood shaped like a male sex organ
even to their bedroom to show his “manliness.” These symbols or symbolic acts are explained to
obtain God’s grace (baraka) or just a lucky thing in this region, but they are also based on the
agricultural sensitivities for the similarities among the birth of plants and human beings, because
there are numerous similar customs containing similar gestures all over the world which enables

people to be given the vitality and fecundity of plants.’

9 In Japan, very similar gesture to slap young wife’s hip is practiced for fertility in the rituals of
sainokami, or saenokami. Also the symbol of male and female genitals are often venerated in shrines and
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As same as ziyara (visit) to a grave of saints, olive farmers in village T and Zarzis enjoy
visiting old olive trees for the harvest festivals and rain rituals and these trees are called in particular
names as same as saints e.g. Camour Brel, or Lella Fatma as | discuss in later chapters. The cult of

saint and agricultural ritual is very close in Tunisia because of the flexibility of saint worship among

customs and sayings sources features
1 Names of God are written on the olive leaves (Pagan 109)*° Islam
2 | Olive tree as a saint's grave (RBM 168) saint
3 | Alarge stone and a wild olive tree, called in the name of saint prayed for the baby (RBM 169) saint
4 | A miracle-working olive tree on the grave of saint; sick people relieve themselves | (RBM I 75-) healing, saint
of their complaints by tying a woollen string to one of its branches.
5 | A-cairn at the root of an olive tree known under the name of saint (RBM | 76) saint
6 | An olive and a fig tree which had grown together so as to make one tree, and its (RBM 177) recovery from
leaf has a power to cure the fever. illness
7 | A large grove of old olive-trees with baraka, fragments of clothing are tied for (Fogg 102) saint, baraka,
certain purposes. magic
8 | Olive oil is drunk by men in order to enhance their procreative power (RBM 1107) fertility
9 Pregnant women eat olives so that the child shall be good-looking (RBM 1107) fertility
10 | An olive stick is sometimes said to keep away evil spirits (RBM 1107) purification
11 | Causing death of animals by writing a surah on a piece of olive wood (RBM 1121) magic
12 | Sprinkle the holy water with olive twig to cure the patient bitten by a mad dog. (RBM 1157) healing
13 | Strange lights seen on an olive tree (RBM 1162) jinn, saint
14 | Olive oil is gifted to saint for the purpose of the good harvest of the next. (RBM 1172) fertility
15 | Animal death by eating olive leaves from the memorial tree of a saint (RBM 1190) saint, baraka,
16 | Writing sticks from wild olive trees of saint in order to remember it (RBM 1 200) baraka,, magic
17 | Increasing the stock of eatables by visiting a saint's olive grove to eat together. (RBM 1202) fertility
18 Sacrifice of animal when the new-pressed olive oil is increasing (RBM 1220-) baraka,
19 Jinn keep away from a person who has in his hand an olive stick. (RBM 1310) purification
20 | Tying charm to an olive tree with a hair of the woman to control her mind. (RBM | 361-) magic
21 | Throwing the sticks of olive with chanting to cast away the devil when hunting is (RBM 1409) purification
in vain.
22 | To prevent the evil eye, reciting "His eye at the wild olive tree, neither money nor (RBM 1 446) evil eye
children" by uplifting the five or two fingers.

Table 1. Olive-related customs in Morocco and that common with Tunisia in gray

temples for agricultural fertility and family prosperity.

10 Pagan: Westermarck (1933) Pagan Survivals in Mohammedan Civilization. London: MacMillan,
RBM: Westermarck (1926) Ritual and Belief in Morocco vol. I and 1. London: Macmillan, Fogg: Fogg
(1940) “A Moroccan tribal shrine and its relation to a nearby market,” Man, 40, 100-104.
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other Islamic practices (Takaki, 2000). Further, it seems the personalization of olive tree because
they symbolize the close relationship between tree and man after many generations.

By comparing the customs of recent Tunisia and of Morocco in one hundred years before, |
discovered the similar customs are practiced in each of three categories. As shown in the figure, the
half of the customs and beliefs that were collected in Morocco are found practiced in Tunisia still
now. Therefore, | could confirm that there is common understanding on the symbols and rituals of
olive in North Africa, at least in the region between Tunisia and Morocco including Algeria. Besides,
it is possible to assume the certain level of the commonality in Libya also since several informants

from Tataouin and Tozeur mentioned the places of olive veneration in that country.

4.5 Transformation of olive custom

Multiple social elements such as increase of a literacy rate, diffusion of Quranic doctrine,
decline of village communities, and the destabilization of the economic and political situations, have
influenced the traditional customs considerably. These customs shown above can be seen still now in
rural areas in Tunisia but these traditional values are inevitably facing the difficulty to survive.
However, some cultures related to olive remain popular e.g. songs. Also, in cities of Sahel which is
famous for olive cultivation, there are many monuments of olive and olive sector. Most of the
informants who live in Tunis and Sousse cities do not have much idea about the traditional olive
customs but they can share the oriented image of olive such as “essence of life” even without direct
contact to the traditional customs, and also can define it as their own cultures.

Generally in Tunisia, the gap between urban and rural area is considerably big and the customs
are kept among villagers. The Government-led international festival of olive, has a role to harmonize
them. In the festival of Kalaa Kebeira, the conservation of traditional values in technical and cultural
senses, and the promotion of modern olive sectors are intended. With these activities, olive is kept as
the symbol of their culture in the sense of harvest and fertility which is suitable both for Islamic
doctrine and modernization. Traditional customs are practiced as long as economic and social
circumstances allow and there are two poles of the motivation for the practice, that is, to follow
“what ancestors did” and to utilize them as cultural resources. Although the traditional customs of
olive in Tunisia has no more influential to prescribe their whole lives, they adopt the customs which

is adequate to the contemporary situation and determine their attitude to that.

5. Conclusion

It is possible to classify them into certain types of symbols e.g. grace of god, peace (purity),
vitality (fire or light), Cosmic Axis (center, domination), or fertility. The belief of olive and olive
tree or branch as a symbol has existed widespread of Mediterranean Region under various religions

and cultures. These symbols have been modified and changed the meaning slightly with the
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adaptation to the new cultural influences. The religious function of symbolism of tree such as sacred
tree or plant rituals is to express the vital cosmos which repeatedly re-birth. There the everlasting life
is shown. For the archaic ontology, it becomes an expression of the Absolute Being. When the light
of God is set on the olive tree, olive becomes the symbol of God. However, it is possible to say that
the symbolization of the thing which is essential for a life of a people, is inevitable even though it is
unified into new system, and this is the way they grasp and express how important it is, and how
does it makes them to live.

The olive related customs the customs possibly categorized into three groups according to
their functions, “Exorcism and Purification,” “Ritual tools and Medium of powers,” and “Fertility
and Blessing,” still exist. Those observed in early 20th century Morocco have largely in common
with those recently practiced in Tunisia. Although it is fragmented in the modernity, there are
structures on symbolical understanding of the world that gives meanings on their lives in traditional
communities (Geertz, 1993/1973; Turner, 1969; Eliade, 1957/1959). But the traditional values are
inevitably facing the difficulty to survive because of the modernization and the population outflow to
cities. Urban dwellers can share the information oriented image of olive without direct exchange

with traditional values, and also can define it as their own cultures.
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Chapter 2: Saint Veneration with Symbolism of Nature in South Tunisia

1. Introduction

The veneration of nature is at the foundation of the history of human beings. In primal forms of
religion, natural objects such as trees, forests, mountains, and oceans have a great significance as the
sacred and often present themselves as deities. From the perspective of the long history of religions,
the sensitivities to nature is much more basic and prevalent among many religious cultures than
monotheistic teachings, which abstract such beliefs. However, even though monotheism restricts
belief in the sacredness of natural objects within its doctrine, the symbolism of natural objects and
beliefs in their power have persisted, concealed through various modifications, and have supported
the development of monotheistic religions. Even within Islam, which has recently been characterized
by a heated rise of fundamentalism, people have continued to practice religious activities in which
nature is venerated and to regard these as Islamic religious practices. These have been modified into
practices of saint veneration to reconcile them with monotheism, and have retained their own unique
characteristics through their fusion with Amazigh culture, which has existed since long before the
invasion of the Arabs into North Africa (Doutte, 1984/1909; Gellner, 1969; Crapanzano, 1973; Bel,
1938). Saint veneration at many sanctuaries in North Africa emphasizes the connection with nature.
This chapter aims to demonstrate how saint veneration is connected with natural objects and how
saint-associated natural objects obtain their symbolic function at certain sanctuaries along the border

between Arab and Amazigh villages in South Tunisia.

2. Categories of saints

Sainthood in Islam is not endowed by any religious authority, unlike canonization in
Catholicism; instead it is determined by unspecified people who commit to the saint’s veneration.
The qualities that make a person a saint are not only faithfulness but also unusual power to heal
disease, to bring about a good marriage, or to grant a petition; above all else, a saint should have
some quality of a sacred reality whether they are dead or alive. It is obvious that as well as to saints,
people feel the closeness to the nature surrounding their lives and feel the reality beyond a human
scale of the natural objects which exist far longer than a person’s lifetime. This could be expressed
as veneration of sacred mountains, sacred trees, or sacred land in a polytheistic culture. In Tunisia,
however, religious sensitivity toward natural objects has been altered into a form that can suit Islam
in various degrees.

There are several main frameworks for discussing saint veneration, which is widely observed in
North Africa. Otsuka has critically expanded Waardenburg’s idea of “official Islam” and “popular
Islam” into “Islam of the intellectuals” and “Islam of the people,” with the latter said to include saint
veneration (Otsuka, 1989; Waardenburg, 1979). Akahori (1995) construed the two poles of social
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classes in the religious practice of Islam as wide sociality and sophisticated intelligence respectively.
He claimed that this bipolarity is theoretically contained within the beliefs and practices of all
Muslims. In general, saint veneration is categorized within one end of the continuum; the “small
tradition,” “popular Islam” or “wide sociality”. Even Sufism, the most sophisticated form of saint
veneration, is regarded as an uncontrollable element that works under a different system from
“authentic” or ‘“authorized” Islamic doctrine. For this reason, saint veneration has kept its
characteristic tolerance, which permits it to include pre-Islamic or “pagan” elements.

The presence of “pagan” elements within Islamic culture such as the veneration of nature has
already been mentioned and discussed by several European scholars (Smith, 1889; Canaan, 1927; De
Bunsen, 1910; Doughty, 1921). On the relations between saint veneration and nature veneration,
Takaki has pointed out a certain influence of animism on saint veneration in south Tunisia (2000, p.
pp. 183-184, ), and Dermenghem has claimed that the personality or action of a saint can effect or
initiate the veneration of natural objects (1954, p.137), whereas Westermarck has argued that nature
worship often disguises the form of saint veneration, thus nature worship generally precedes saint
veneration (1926a, pp. 74-75). The poor organization of the scholarly discussion the veneration of
natural objects and saints seems to have developed because of the broadness of the terms and the
many varieties of forms of saint veneration. As Gellner has pointed out, the concept of “saint”
includes “a few fully personalized saints, more semi-personal ones, and still more wholly impersonal
ones” (1969, p. 285). Any discussion of sainthood in Islam must consider the diversity and
ambiguity of the concept of sainthood, as shown by the range of Islamic saints from known
descendants of the Prophet and noble missionaries whose lives are recorded in hagiographies to
impersonal saints such as natural objects or spiritual beings.

Kerrou has categorized the characteristics of the people from local Tunisian history who are
regarded as saints as (a) ascetic scholars (alim-zahid) in the early times, (b) monk-warriors (murabit),
(c) master saint (cheikh-wali), (d) saints of Sufi sect (wali-tariga), and (e) mystic madman (majdhib)
(1998b, p. 224). The saints whose veneration | noted in my survey of the villages of South Tunisia
do not fit into categories (a), (b), (d), or (e)"* because they are found in the limited villages between
Arab and Amazigh cultures, so it is difficult to find historical heroes of martyrs, early ascetics, or
Sufi of tariga (sect). Based on this previously accepted categories, but customized them to fit the
local legends and practices of veneration, | propose the four new categories of “Missionary saint,”
“Local saint,” “Ancestral saint,” and “Spiritual saint” to more accurately classify the saints venerated
in my study area. “Missionary saint” is a person originally from abroad or other region who visits the

place for religious study and fulfilling the mission of Islam, and this saint can serve to convey the

' Only Sidi Thamal in village B fits the category of (c) master saint (cheikh-walf) among my survey.
Because the evidence on the master saint is not enough, this category is included in “Local saint” for
efficient analysis.
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proper idea of Islam to the local community. On the other hand, “Local saint” is someone who lives
in his/her original community and is not well-known to other areas but is venerated among local
people in the indigenous manners. Some of these local figures are an “Ancestral saint,” regarded as
the legendary ancestor of each community, and the veneration function to unite the tribal community
(Takaki, 2000). The above three types are human saints while the “Spiritual saint” is an impersonal
or semi-personal character, who is fused or identified with a spirit.

This study refers to these categories with regard to the custom of visit (ziyara) to the sanctuaries
in South Tunisia which is a common form of pilgrimage. It is aimed to discuss them in terms of
integration with natural objects, such as trees or mountains. It is far removed from hagiographical
approaches to saint veneration that regards the saint as a historical figure and is instead on the level
of “Islam of the people.”

This study is based on fieldwork and interviews conducted from 2014 to 2017 in South Tunisia,
especially in villages B, M, Z, and T in the governorate of Gabes located at the north end of Jebel
Demmer (Demmer mountain chains). B and M are Arabic-speaking villages and Z and T are
Amazigh-speaking. The Arabic-speaking village B is located in the end of the flatland between the
Demmer mountain chains, and the Amazigh-speaking village T is located in the depth of the
mountains and village Z is located on the edge of the mountains. Except the village T, the three
villages that originally locate in the top of each mountains, have new settlements in the foots for
better infrastructure and educations. New villages of Z and B contain almost of the villagers and
have left old ones vacant. They just return there for the annual festivals or ziyara. The old village of
M keeps people to stay due to its locational importance of the crossroads, military, and tourism even
though it has new one with well occupied with local mountainous immigrants. Village T remains as
it was without new settlement, but it suffers also the big population outflow. Although it is an
Arabic-speaking, village M has been strongly affected by the Amazigh culture due to its location in
the mountains of the Amazigh territory. All four villages are located in a hot semi-arid climate
surrounded by rocky desert among the mountains, with an annual average temperature around 20 °C
and about 200 mm of annual rainfall. The people support themselves through the cultivation of
olives and some wheat and the pasturage of goats or sheep in the desert area. This survey concerns
the oral and written information collected through basic interviews with pilgrims and inhabitants as
well as participant observations on the pilgrimages and rituals of families in the four villages of the

governorate of Gabes.

3. Saint veneration related to natural objects

3.1 Sidi Gnaoua in village Z
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The zawiya™ called Sidi Gnaoua is found 2 km west in the new village of Z; the people of Z
and other neighboring areas like to visit it. Most of them do not know the origin of the saint, but
according to several informants, Sidi Gnaoua was a servant who came to this place accompanying
his master, Sidi Ali Mganni. The saintly master became ill and, knowing that his time of death was
approaching, he ordered his slave to bury him “where the mule will stop;”** before dying, the
master promised the servant that, as a reward for his fidelity and obedience, “the name of the servant
will be more venerated than that of the master” (Libaud, 1986, p. 142). Both of them are buried in
the burial chamber of the zawiya.

Gnaoua means either a slave or a member of an ethnic group originally from the south of the
Sahara; it also refers to the form of the music and rituals associated with this ethnic group. It is worth
noting that a group of three or four Gnaoua musicians is also called Sidi Gnaoua (Hunwick, 2003;
Takaki, 1992). This makes it seem likely that the servant was of a sub-Saharan ethnic origin. Sidi
Gnaoua is a big zawiya with more than 10 cells for pilgrims. It was constructed by the Bey of Tunis
in the early 20th century and renovated by a Frenchman who had a dream of Sidi Gnaoua. The
capacity and the fame of the zawiya permit pilgrims to develop brotherhood with many other visitors
from different villages.

In front of the zawiya, there is an olive grove belonging to Sidi Gnaoua. According to a pilgrim
A (in his 70s, male) from village M, when he was young, boys and girls got together there and
enjoyed music. This reminds us of the reports of orgies combined with agricultural rituals referred to
as the “Night of Error” or “Night of Happiness” in several places in North Africa (Basset, 1920;
Provotelle, 1911; Takaki, 2000; Laoust, 1920). It seems to be based on a symbolic relation between
sexual practice and agricultural fertility, frequently seen in archaic religions (Eliade, 1949/1996).
East of the grove, at the top of a hill, is the mausoleum of a saint called Sidi Louijen, who is said to

have been a relative of Sidi Ali Mganni. Visitors often proceed from (1) the zawiya of Sidi Gnaoua,

|

Figure 6. Zawiya of Sidi Gnaoua Figure 7. Olive grove of Sidi Gnaoua and
Sidi Louijen

12 7awiya generally means a religious institution related to a saint, e.g., mausoleum, school, or lodge for
pilgrims. In the narrow sense, it refers to a religious center of sufi tariga for collective practices.

% This is the common feature of the burial process of saints; many saints in south Tunisia such as
Shikhadra'a or Sidi Bouhlel are said to have been buried in this style.
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to (2) his olive grove, then to (3) Sidi Louijen, and finally return to Sidi Gnaoua to stay the night.
Some of them additionally go to another kobba (a shrine with a dome or conical roof) of a saint
named Onm Hadifa, on a hilltop to the southeast, after visiting Sidi Louijen. In summer, many
people gather in this sanctuary and hold hadra (collective ritualistic performances). These are
normally led by Sufi tariga such as Aissaoua or Qadiriyya along with professional musicians, but
sometimes pilgrims initiate them spontaneously.

On the day before the night of henna, part of the succession of wedding ceremonies™ in the
local tradition, the families of the bride or groom each visit their venerated saints. The sites visited at
this time should be the same sites where the bride or groom asked for their marriage before. The
purpose of these visits is to perform the promised offering (wa ‘ada) in return for the completion of
their request. The family of B (30s male) is from village M, where his parents still live, working in
pasturage, and olive farming. B and his brothers are now working outside the village, though his
married sisters live in the new village M and the center of village M. During the study period, B was
married to his paternal cousin who had been living in the new village M. A ziyara to Sidi Gnaoua
was performed by the family members of the groom, while the bride’s side of the family visited
another saint called Sidi Ahbed in village M who is related to their ancestor.

Twenty members of the family, including children, arrived at the sanctuary in the morning,
whereupon the male members performed the ritual of sacrificing (dhubihah) goats at the sacrificial
place on the south side of the zawiya. They recited the name of God as is done when animals are
slaughtered outside the context of the pilgrimage. The female members visited the burial chamber
and offered bukhor (incense) and bsisa (a sweetened paste of gram flour and olive oil) to the saint
and ate the bsisa. They then prepared food using the sacrificed meat while the groom and the rest of
the family danced and made music, sometimes with other pilgrims. After eating the meat, they
started the dancing and music again in front of the saint’s coffin while smoking bukhor. They put a
bowl of henna on the coffin during this party. Any visitors were welcome to join this celebration. At
the climax, the aunt of B put henna on his right little finger as a sign of blessing from the saint. At
the end of the ziyara, the bride and his brothers visited the olive tree in the grove in front of zawiya.
It was important that this tree should be the same tree where he asked for marriage before. B walked
around the olive tree counterclockwise as he offered his thanksgiving.

Sidi Gnaoua is a complex sanctuary of several saints whose origins are unclear. Because it is a
big zawiya thanks to donations from the government and its followers, it enables people to come
together not only from neighboring villages but also from Gabes or El Hamma. Because of its
location, which is not inside any of the local villages, it is easier for the site to attract the loyalty of

pilgrims beyond the villages. This function of enabling brotherhood is characteristic of the

¥ Traditionally they perform a series of ceremonies for wedding (Louis & Sironval, 1972). Recently,
those are reduced except some ceremonies such as goffa (trousseau), ziyara, henna, jahfa (parade).
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mainstream type of Missionary saints. There are many examples of personalized saints who traveled
across borders to teach the Quran to local people. Sidi Gnaoua does not seem to have been a
missionary but nevertheless has a similar function as missionary saints, creating unity that can
overcome local boundaries (Venema, 1990). There is no precise information about the olive grove
and Sidi Louijen on the hilltop, but the fact that they are the location for meetings of unmarried girls
and boys in the field shows the possibility of a ritualistic function of the olive trees or the grove with
the symbolism of terrestrial and human fertility. At the sanctuary of Sidi Gnaoua, the sacredness of
the place and saints are expressed through the symbolic action of climbing the hill as an experience
of ascending to the sky, while the marital ritual of visiting the olive trees represents an experience of
the earth or trees. These are frequently seen in many sanctuaries of religions all over the world
(Eliade, 1957/1959).

3.2 Sidi Yakhref in village Z

Sidi Yakhref is a sanctuary inside a mountain near village Z and its neighboring Amazigh village
J, and the most of its pilgrims are from these villages. The name of the saint is Sidi Yakhref Sherif el
Mediouni, died 1306 A.D., of unknown origin. From his name, it seems that he was not a local
person but rather may have been from Mediouna in Morocco. Based on the inscription on the

tombplate, this saint was from a family of sharif (descendant of the Prophet), and was the father of

Figure 9. Olive tree called Ghdir Insaid

another saint named Sidi Mahres Mediouni, who is buried in Tunis. He had companionship with the
local people through a local secretary named Ali Ben Mohammed Al Mahroze Azrawi. The saint’s
descendant tribe is called Wlad Bel Elghit, and they maintain his zawiya in the mountain where they
used to live. They have excavated a deep cave and built troglodytic houses which are connected by

tunnels inside the mountain spreading to its ridges.™® Only the family could climb to the top without

1> Cave dwelling is quite popular in this area because of the climate condition and the possibility of
enemy attacks, according to the history of the area (Bruun, 1898).
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taking the longer outside route.

The villagers visit this place to ask for help with communal and personal issues. It is especially
important for the community that newly married girls make the ziyara to report their recent marriage.
In summer, a few months before her marriage, a bride should go to visit Sidi Yakhref for
thanksgiving and to request the next marriage for accompanying only unmarried girls from among
her family and friends, sometimes with married women to help the preparation for cooking. During
the ziyara of L (20s, female), who was planning to get married two months later, she was
accompanied by eight other unmarried girls. They climbed the mountain carrying cooking utensils
and materials from its foot through a saint’s olive tree called Ghdir Insaid. On the way during this
pilgrimage, the girls had to separate into pairs and talk about the boy in whom each girl was
interested, uttering his name and his mother’s name. When they arrived, they offered a candle, bsisa
and bukhor to the saint’s coffin, and started cooking. There is a cabin near the small zawiya, but no
other buildings for cooking. The simple foods such as soup and vegetables were prepared in the open
air by the girls who accompanied the bride. The others waited for the lunch while singing and
playing music.

After eating, all of the girls except for L looked for a grass called gddim. They bundled five
leaves of it and made a knot while chanting “Ya rabbr thébet” (Please God make me good marriage),
a phrase from the Quran and their desired partner’s name. Each knot should be tied firmly so that it
will not loosen, which would indicate the incompleteness of the wish. Whenever a girl’s request is
accomplished, she must be the organizer of the next ziyara and bring other girls to Sidi Yakhref to
give them the opportunity to wish for marriage, and she must visit the saint with her close family
three days prior to her marriage to offer animal sacrifice. Seven days after the marriage, the bride
should visit the site again, this time alone with her new husband, and put their names on the stone.

There are two olive trees affiliated with this sanctuary on the south and north sides of the
mountain. The south one is where the saint preferred to stay for khalwa (silent meditation), and the
north has an individual legend. It tells that, long ago, when there had been a drought for several
years, an old man from Wlad Bel Elghit found the tree almost dried up, so he prayed to God for rain.
Shortly after, dark clouds covered the sky and rain started to fall. The rain never stopped until the
water came halfway up the mountain of Sidi Yakhref. The people of village Z, hearing of the
abundance of water in this place, came to carry it away for their own use. When the level of water
had decreased by half due to their heavy use, the remaining water turned red. Knowing this warning
sign, the old man who had prayed for rain then declared that the rest of the water was for this tree,
and stopped the people from taking any more. Thus this olive tree is called Ghdir Insaid (reservoir of
Insaid). Insaid is a local male name but it is unknown whether this name refers to the tree or the man.
People regard this legend as a sign of the supernatural power of the tree. For this reason, older

villagers prefer to visit this tree rather than the mausoleum of Sidi Yakhref.
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Girls climb the mountain speaking the names of boys and their mothers, clarifying the boys’
maternal origins for the saint, in order to get an oracle regarding whether these boys would be good
matches for the girls. The practice of asking oracles to tell the future (especially regarding the
harvest) by visiting or sometimes sleeping at a tomb is found distinctively in the saint veneration of
North Africa and is considered to have derived from the practices among the Amazigh tribes in the
Roman era (Brett & Fentress, 1996/2007). Sidi Yakhref is said to appear in dreams to the pilgrims
and devotees to give oracles. A late female descendant of Sidi Yakhref whose name was Dadaouish
was said to be able to speak to the saint in dreams when she stayed in the cave of the mountain. He
offered to g