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Reconsideration on Faith Concerning of Trees in the Islamic World:
In the Case of Olive in Tunisia

FUTATSUYAMA Tatsuro

The aim of this paper is to reconsider faith concerning trees in the Islamic world through the
case of the olive tree in Tunisia.

There are “sacred trees” almost all over the Middle East and North Africa and they have
been mentioned mainly by anthropologists. The previous studies explained that such a belief
comes from the veneration out of fear of genies (jinn) and saint’s power and that these trees are
venerated because they are the abodes of these supernatural beings. Thus, in the Middle East
and North Africa, only individual trees which are related with a supernatural being like a genie
or a saint have been focused on. On the other hand trees in general have not been focused on
as a way to understand popular Islam. However, some of the theological studies have already
pointed out that trees in general or some species in particular have important Islamic meanings.
This case study focuses on the latter trees which are related to Muslim’s faith from an
anthropological viewpoint, based on four months of field research (interview to 47 informants
and participant observation). In the case of olive trees in Tunisia, they are regarded as sacred
(muqaddas) and blessed (mubarak) trees and they are related to people’s faith without relation
to genies and saint’s spirits. The informants explained that olive is mentioned in Qur’an, olive
oil is a medicine for all diseases, the olive brings a lot of merit, and only the olive can exist in
almost dry climatic conditions. Thus, some reasons make the inhabitants regard them as sacred
or blessed trees.

The previous studies explained that saints are “mediators” who “channel” Allah’s baraka
(blessing) to the people. However, this case shows that olive trees manifest Allah’s baraka
through curing their disease or giving valuable things to them. So it can be said that the olive
itself can be a mediator between Allah and Muslims.

The Previous studies focused on saints to understand popular Islam and they tend to disregard
the materials in their ordinary life. However, as this case clearly shows, material can also
manifest some of Allah’s baraka.
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