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The Intergenerational Bond through Olive Harvesting: 
A Collective Act of Resistance and Memory

The olive harvest in Palestine is an integral cultural practice that spans
generations, fostering an intergenerational bond through shared labor and
tradition. As Nazzal (2020) notes, the harvest is not merely a seasonal task
but a significant communal event that connects families to their cultural roots.
Children, parents, and grandparents come together in the groves, learning
not only the practical skills of olive picking but also the deeper cultural
meanings behind the harvest. This collective participation helps preserve
Palestinian heritage in the face of the occupation’s efforts to disrupt familial
and cultural structures.

During the harvest, the olive trees become living repositories of memory.
Elders share stories of resistance, struggle, and survival with younger
generations, providing a rich narrative that connects them to their collective
history. Tamari (1999) argues that these oral histories are crucial for
preserving Palestinian identity and cultural practices, as they ensure the
transmission of shared experiences and values. By participating in the olive
harvest, young Palestinians come to understand their place within a broader
historical and cultural context, fostering a sense of pride and responsibility.

The olive tree itself plays a central role in the transmission of culture. As the
harvest unfolds, the trees serve as symbols of the continuity of Palestinian
life and the endurance of traditions despite external efforts to disrupt them.
By nurturing and harvesting these trees, Palestinians reaffirm their
connection to the land and assert their cultural identity. The olive tree, in this
sense, becomes more than a source of sustenance; it is a tangible link to the
past, present, and future, ensuring that Palestinian identity remains intact
despite the challenges faced.

The olive harvest is also an expression of collective memory. The shared
labor of picking olives transforms the groves into spaces of solidarity and
connection. In these moments, the hardships imposed by the occupation are
momentarily set aside in favor of a communal act that reinforces the
Palestinian bond to their land. As Palestinians work together to harvest
olives, they affirm their collective resilience and the unbreakable connection
to their heritage, which is perpetuated through each generation.

Furthermore, the olive harvest is vital for sustaining Palestinian cultural
continuity. Beyond its economic significance, the harvest represents a
collective effort to preserve history and identity. Each olive harvested
becomes a symbol of resistance, carrying with it the stories and struggles of
the Palestinian people. This act of collective memory ensures that Palestinian
history and identity are passed down through generations, helping to
maintain cultural ties and affirm Palestinian existence in the face of
occupation.
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The olive tree holds a central place in Palestinian culture, symbolizing
resilience, identity, and historical continuity. More than an agricultural
resource, the olive tree connects Palestinians to their land and heritage,
serving as a living testament to survival and endurance. As Nassar (2007)
explains, olive trees are not only sources of sustenance but also symbols of
resistance to colonization and occupation. The destruction of these trees
represents an effort to sever the Palestinian bond with the land and erase
their cultural identity. In this context, the olive tree becomes a symbol of
resistance against forces attempting to erase the Palestinian presence.

Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish often invokes the olive tree as a symbol
of endurance amidst displacement. In his writings, the tree’s perseverance
in harsh conditions reflects the unyielding spirit of the Palestinian people.
Similarly, the Palestinian Agricultural Relief Committee (PARC, 2020)
highlights the ongoing efforts to replant nearly a million olive trees
uprooted since 1967, underscoring the significance of the olive tree not only
as a vital resource but as a form of resistance against external forces. The
replanting of olive trees in the face of destruction symbolizes the Palestinian
commitment to preserving their identity and cultural roots.

The resilience of the olive tree mirrors the broader Palestinian struggle for
sovereignty and self-determination. The tree's deep roots, which allow it to
survive even in difficult conditions, serve as a metaphor for the Palestinian
people's determination to maintain their connection to their land. Olive
groves, some centuries old, stand as silent witnesses to the turbulent history
of Palestine and the steadfastness of its people. Thus, each tree planted,
nurtured, and harvested is an act of reaffirmation—reasserting Palestinian
identity and heritage in the face of adversity.

The olive tree is not just an agricultural product but a central figure in the
Palestinian struggle for cultural survival. Its cultivation and care are acts of
resistance against displacement, colonialism, and erasure. The olive tree, in
this sense, becomes a symbol of Palestinian persistence and belonging—an
unbroken connection to the land that continues through generations. As
Palestinians tend to their olive groves, they assert their presence on the land
and their right to exist and thrive in the face of occupation.

In Palestinian society, the olive tree transcends its role as a source of
livelihood and becomes an enduring symbol of cultural resilience. Whether
in rural or urban areas, the olive tree represents a vital link between
Palestinians and their ancestral land, reinforcing their sense of identity. As
such, the olive tree is much more than a commodity; it is a powerful emblem
of the Palestinian people's enduring connection to their homeland and their
unwavering commitment to preserving their heritage.
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The ol ive tree holds a prominent place in Palest inian art  and
l i terature,  where i t  serves as a powerful  symbol of  survival ,
resis tance, and connect ion to the land. Palest inian poet
Mahmoud Darwish frequent ly employs the ol ive tree as a
metaphor for endurance amidst  displacement and struggle.  In
Journal of  an Ordinary Grief  (2009),  Darwish explores the ol ive
tree as a symbol of  cont inui ty,  drawing on i ts  enduring roots to
represent the Palest inian people's deep at tachment to their
homeland. The ol ive tree in Darwish’s work ref lects  both
personal and col lect ive memory, serving as a vehic le for
expressing the resi l ience and determinat ion of the Palest inian
spir i t .

The ol ive tree's symbol ic  importance extends to Palest inian
visual  art  as wel l .  Art is ts  such as Sl iman Mansour incorporate
the ol ive tree into their  works as a recurr ing moti f ,  us ing i t  to
evoke themes of resis tance, rootedness,  and cul tural  survival .
Mansour’s paint ings of ten depict  ol ive trees as both l i teral  and
metaphorical  symbols of  Palest inian ident i ty and def iance. By
incorporat ing the ol ive tree into his art ,  Mansour underscores
the int imate connect ion between Palest inians and their  land,
whi le also highl ight ing the tree’s pol i t ical  s ignif icance as a
symbol of  resis tance to occupat ion (Naj jar,  2016).

For Palest inian art is ts ,  the ol ive tree is  more than an
agricul tural  or aesthet ic  symbol;  i t  is  an expression of cul tural
ident i ty and a means of assert ing presence in a world that
seeks to erase Palest inian his tory.  The ol ive tree's roots,  deeply
embedded in the land, serve as a constant reminder of the
Palest inian people's unbreakable bond to their  homeland.
Through their  art ,  Palest inian art is ts  use the ol ive tree to assert
their  exis tence and resis tance, counter ing at tempts to s i lence
their  voices and erase their  his tory.

The ol ive tree also funct ions as a tool  for memory preservat ion
and storytel l ing in Palest inian art  and l i terature.  Through these
mediums, the tree becomes a symbol of  belonging, endurance,
and resis tance against  ef forts  to erase Palest inian cul ture.  The
ol ive tree stands as a l iv ing testament to the strength and
resi l ience of the Palest inian people,  providing both a source of
inspirat ion and a means of preserving their  cul tural  heri tage for
future generat ions.

Ul t imately,  the ol ive tree in Palest inian art  and l i terature serves
as a symbol of  just ice,  belonging, and the struggle for the
return to a homeland where ident i ty is  def ined by presence
rather than exi le.  Through the ol ive tree,  Palest inian art is ts
assert  their  cul tural  heri tage and his tor ical  narrat ive,
reaff irming their  commitment to resis tance and survival .  In this
sense, the ol ive tree stands at  the forefront of  a broader
cul tural  renaissance, reinforcing the resi l ience and pride of the
Palest inian people in the face of adversi ty.
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Olives play an essent ial  role in Palest inian cuis ine,
symbol iz ing both sustenance and cul tural  heri tage. As a key
agricul tural  product  in the region, ol ive trees are deeply
intertwined with Palest inian ident i ty,  extending their
s ignif icance from the groves to the dining table.  Ol ive oi l ,  in
part icular,  is  a s taple in Palest inian cooking, present in a wide
range of dishes such as musakhan (roasted chicken with
onions and sumac),  fat toush (a tradi t ional salad),  and in the
preparat ion of various forms of bread, where i t  is  generously
drizzled on top. In Palest inian homes, ol ive oi l  is  not just  a
cooking ingredient,  but a symbol of  the family’s connect ion to
the land, of ten passed down from one generat ion to the next.

The process of harvest ing ol ives and producing ol ive oi l  is  a
t ime-honored tradi t ion that draws famil ies together in the fal l .
The labor- intensive nature of ol ive harvest ing requires
col lect ive effort ,  and this communal work strengthens social
bonds among Palest inians.  Whether i t  is  family members
gathering in the groves to pick ol ives or neighbors coming
together to assis t  in the oi l -making process,  the act iv i ty
reinforces sol idari ty.  This col laborat ion, of ten spanning
mult iple generat ions,  ensures that Palest inian cul inary
pract ices remain deeply connected to their  agricul tural  roots
and cul tural  heri tage.

Ol ive oi l  product ion i tse l f  is  a ski l led tradi t ion, whether done
using tradi t ional s tone presses or more modern methods. Each
step of the process—from the hand-picking of ol ives to their
careful  pressing—ref lects a deep respect  for the land and i ts
offer ings.  For Palest inians,  the oi l  extracted from these ol ives
is  more than just  a commodity;  i t  is  a tangible representat ion
of their  connect ion to the land, of  the labor that has sustained
their  communit ies for centur ies.  This connect ion becomes
especial ly s ignif icant as the occupat ion cont inues to threaten
Palest inian agricul ture,  making ol ive oi l  product ion a symbol
of both resi l ience and resis tance.

Beyond i ts  pract ical  uses,  ol ive oi l  carr ies s ignif icant cul tural
weight in Palest inian society.  I t  is  present in social  and
rel igious r i tuals,  such as weddings,  hol idays,  and communal
gatherings,  symbol iz ing abundance, prosperi ty,  and blessing.
On special  occasions l ike the feast  of  E id al-F i tr ,  o l ive oi l  is
used to prepare fest ive meals shared among family and
fr iends.  I t  is  also of ten used in home remedies,  as in the
popular Palest inian saying: “just  put some ol ive oi l  on i t ,”
referr ing to i ts  medic inal  qual i t ies,  which inc lude treat ing
everything from headaches to skin ai lments.

The Olive Tree in Palestinian Art and
Literature: A Symbol of Resistance and
Belonging
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The ol ive tree and i ts  oi l  are inextr icably l inked to
Palest inian resi l ience and survival .  As Tamari  (1999)
notes,  ol ive oi l  is  not s imply a cooking ingredient;  i t  is  a
symbol of  Palest inian endurance and their  cont inued
attachment to their  land. The s ignif icance of ol ive oi l  is
also ref lected in the broader context of  Palest inian food
cul ture,  where s imple,  f lavorful  ingredients are used to
create dishes that nourish not only the body but also the
cul tural  spir i t .  The ol ive,  in i ts  various forms, sustains the
Palest inian community in both physical  and metaphorical
ways, reinforcing their  connect ion to the land and their
cul tural  heri tage. 

Moreover,  Said (1993) and Nassar (2007) argue, the ol ive
tree has become a potent symbol of  the broader
Palest inian struggle for just ice and l iberat ion. The ol ive
tree’s frui t ,  used as a source of sustenance and oi l ,
represents not only the fert i l i ty of  the land but also the
strength of Palest inian cul tural  survival  in the face of
pol i t ical  and social  upheaval.

Ol ive-based dishes in Palest inian cuis ine serve as a
ref lect ion of the cont inui ty of  tradi t ion and ident i ty.  From
the preparat ion of ol ive oi l  to i ts  use in dai ly meals,  the
presence of ol ives in Palest inian food represents a s trong
l ink between past ,  present,  and future generat ions.  In a
context where land is  constant ly under threat,  food
becomes a means of assert ing Palest inian presence and
cul tural  survival .  Through their  cul inary pract ices,
Palest inians celebrate their  heri tage and maintain their
ident i ty,  ensuring that their  cul ture is  preserved and
passed on to future generat ions.  In this  way, the ol ive tree
and i ts  products are not merely a source of nourishment—
they are a means of resis tance, rooted in tradi t ion, and a
celebrat ion of cul tural  pr ide.

Badran, M. (2003).  Palest inian Women and the Ol ive
Harvest :  A Story of Strength and Resis tance. Ramal lah:
Al-Qattan Foundation.

Farsoun, S.  K.,  & Zacharia,  A. (1997).  Palest ine and
the Palest inians.  Boulder,  CO: Westview Press.

Khal idi ,  R.  (2006).  The Iron Cage: The Story of the
Palest inian Struggle for Statehood. Boston: Beacon
Press.

Mansour,  S.  (2016).  The Ol ive Tree and Other Works:
Palest inian Art  and Ident i ty.  Ramal lah: Al-Qattan
Foundation.

Nassar,  J .  (2007).  The Ol ive Tree as a Symbol of
Palest inian Resis tance. Palest inian Studies Review,
14(2),  56-78.

Nazzal,  M. (2020).  Ol ives and Memory: The Ol ive
Harvest  and Palest inian Ident i ty.  Journal of  Palest inian
Studies,  49(3),  22-40.

Said, E.  (1993).  Cul ture and Imperial ism. New York:
Vintage Books.

Tamari ,  S.  (1999).  The Palest inian Ident i ty and the
Olive Tree. In S.  Tamari  & P.  Shihadeh (Eds. ) ,
Palest inian Heri tage: A Cul ture of Resis tance (pp. 134-
150).  Jerusalem: Inst i tute for Palest inian Studies.

Tamari ,  S.  (2009).  The Palest inian Nakba and the Ol ive
Tree. The Internat ional Journal of  Middle Eastern
Studies,  41(2),  287-301.

The Olive Tree in Palestinian Cuisine: A Culinary
Reflection of Identity and Heritage - Continued

3

Disclaimer here

References

The views and opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the official policy
or position of RO’A Center.

WebsiteEmailLinkedIn

https://roa.ps/
https://roa.ps/
https://roa.ps/
https://roa.ps/
https://roa.ps/
https://roa.ps/
https://roa.ps/
https://roa.ps/
https://roa.ps/

