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The Mimuna and the Minority Status of 

Moroccan Jews' 

Harvey E. Goldberg 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem 

Jewish communities throughout Morocco in the recent past marked the end of 
Passover with the celebration of the mimuna. This springtime festival, which 
has no clear basis in classic Jewish sources, took on an importance rivaling that 
of the canonized holidays. The mimuna is clearly a celebration of vernal 
renewal and blessing, but its origin is vague and its meaning in relation to social 
context obscure. The present paper is an attempt to interpret the mimuna by 
utilizing two complementary anthropological perspectives. One of these is a set 
of ideas discussed by Turner (1969) concerning the "power of the weak," and 
the second is the application of structuralist methodology. Together they shed 
light on the mimuna celebration in the setting of Jewish existence in North 
African communities. 

These Jewish communities, and particularly the communities outside the 
main urban areas, suffer from double scholarly neglect. Jewish historians often 
see them as peripheral to their concern because they did not produce written 
works of wide influence inJudaism (Zafrani I973: 545). Classical anthropology 
largely overlooked them because, being attached to a historic civilization, they 
were not readily described as primitive. In this paper I attempt to bring the data 
on the mimuna within the purview of anthropological concerns on the one hand, 
and as a way of viewing these North African Jewish communities in a broader 
cultural context on the other. In addition, I show how structuralist methodol- 
ogy, which pays attention to relations of contrast, opposition, and inversion in 
addition to those of similarity and contiguity, aids in bringing about this 
integration. 

Structuralism may also be viewed as a bridge between two disparate concep- 
tions of "exotic" Jewish communities, each of which is partially relevant, but 
misleading when taken alone.3 One approach is to view these communities in 
terms of well-established Jewish traditions. With respect to the mimuna, this 
means trying to find its origin and justification in a Talmudic passage, or in a 
custom enshrined in a legal code. This approach has much to recommend it, for 
often the degree of remoteness of these communities from Jewish centers has 
been exaggerated (Goldberg I974), but it ignores the compelling dialectic 
linking Jewish communities to the wider, non-Jewish, setting. 

A second approach, by contrast, pays full attention to the wider setting but 
oversimplifies, and by doing so perhaps overestimates, the nature of its influ- 
ence. This point of view sees Jewish culture as a sponge, which in almost 
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76 ETHNOLOGY 

mechanical fashion absorbs many of the traits of the surrounding culture. We 
see this perspective in the following quote concerning North African Jewry 
(Patai I971: 206-207): 

Their roots were sunk deeply into the soil of the Maghrib. Their language was the local Arabic 
vernacular (with certain idiomatic differences); their ethos and values were those of the Maghribi 
Muslims; their personality traits and other characteristics were largely similar to those of their 
Muslim neighbors; even the Jewish and Muslim attitudes to the supernatural-with the all- 
pervading belief in magic, the evil eye, saints, amulets, apotropaic utterances and gestures-were 
practically identical, as was the personality of the God whom the Muslims called Allah and the 
Jews by one of his several Hebrew names.4 

What I shall argue is that, pervasive as the outside influence was, its nature was 
far more complex than suggested in the quoted statement, and should always be 
viewed in terms of internal Jewish content. More basically, I find it useful to set 
aside an a priori judgment as to what is internal (Jewish) and what is external 
(Moslem) and to follow Sperber's (I975: 79) suggestion that the same mecha- 
nisms are involved in both the internal development (transformation) and in the 

borrowing of symbolic forms. 
The argument is presented in the following manner. First, there is a dis- 

cussion of some explanations of the mimuna from an internal Jewish point of 
view. These are criticized, not necessarily because they seem wrong, but because 
they often appear to be part of the phenomenon that requires elucidation. I then 

suggest an interpretation of the mimuna which utilizes some of the insights of 
internal exegesis, but which also draws on anthropological concepts for the 

analysis of ritual. This interpretation stresses the understanding of Jewish life in 
the wider context of the Moslem majority. I attempt to demonstrate cultural 
connections between the Jewish celebrations and some Moslem ritual forms; 
these connections, which are not immediately apparent, appear plausible when 
seen through the lens of structuralism, and yield a broadened view of Jewish- 
Moslem cultural interchange. Before proceeding with this discussion, I present a 
brief account of the mimuna as described for Fez in Brunot and Malka (I939):5 

On the last day of the holiday, in the afternoon, we go to purchase stalks of green barley from the 
Moslems, which we wrap around the lamps, mirrors and clocks in the room. We also buy roses 
and orange blossoms to adorn the table. That night is the night of the mimuna. The little girls and 
lasses dress in an 'ajama [a feminine garb resembling the Moslem caftan (B. and M.'s note)], and 
go about promenading in the mellah (Jewish quarter). The young men wear Moslem clothing and 
tour about the streets with mandolins. The main street is completely filled with people-"cast a 
needle and it will fall on a human head!" 

We visit our close relatives and, upon entering, greet them with "May you profit and be 
happy". We kiss their hands and they give us some milk, either sweet or soured, and say "Take 
it-and begin with this (the year-with fortune), you will profit and be happy." Upon greeting a 
bachelor one says-"May you visit us next year accompanied by a wife, God willing." We visit 
the Rabbis and bend over them kissing the head. They bless us, passing a green bean soaked in 
milk over our forheads. Upon leaving, the Rabbis give us some dates, and we kiss their hands. 

Everywhere, on that night, one can hear religious songs and people singing in Hebrew-And 
peace, may it increase for you. A long life and many years for you. This is then translated into 
Arabic. 

Whoever has a fiancee goes to eat paste puffs with fresh butter, milk and honey at her house 
that evening. There, he presents her with a gold object. 

On the next day we get up tired, and when it gets cool in the evening, go our separate ways. 
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THE MIMUNA 77 

While not explicitly mentioned here, the day of the mimuna is usually spent 
outside the city picnicking in a wood or garden, or near a source of water. 

EXPLANATIONS OF THE MIMUNA FROM A JEWISH POINT OF VIEW 

Explanations of the mimuna, which view it mainly as a Jewish celebration, 
may be provisionally divided into those suggested by historical researchers and 
those suggested by learned participants in the celebration. An example of the 
former is the article by Einhorn (I972), who marshalls evidence claiming that 
the mimuna is the feast of Maimun, a figure appearing in Jewish demonology as 
the king of the shedim (demons). Einhorn suggests the feast is an attempt to 
appease Maimun, at the beginning of the new year (springtime), in order to 
prevent him from harming the crops and from troubling the people. While 
Einhorn brings to light certain historical facts which had previously been 
ignored in discussions of the mimuna, and which may be relevant to an 
unravelling of the ethnological history of the festival, they hardly do justice to 
an understanding of the holiday as it was celebrated in the recent past by Jews 
living in Morocco. Most importantly, Einhorn's interpretation is in direct 
variance with the gaiety, spontaneity, and sense of well-being which character- 
ize the mimuna, and which do not suggest the fear of some lurking and 
unmentioned demon. It is therefore unlikely that Einhorn's hypothesis contrib- 
utes to a sociological or synchronic understanding of the festival.6 

The term mimuna itself is often the starting point for folk etymologies and 
explanations of the holiday. One such explanation associates the term with the 
proper name of Maimon, the father of Maimonides and claims that the holiday 
commemorates the day on which news of his death reached Morocco.7 As this 
explanation is found at both ends of North Africa (Hirschberg I972), and it is 
unlikely that the news reached both Tripolitania and Morocco on the same day, 
the folk nature of this interpretation is apparent. 

Another explanation, whose etymology I reject but whose intent I find 
relevant, links the term with the Hebrew word emunah, belief. It claims that 
the mimuna signifies the belief in the ultimate redemption, and refers to the 
talmudic passage stating that just as the Children of Israel were redeemed from 
Egypt in the Hebrew month of Nisan, so the future redemption will take place 
in Nisan.8 At the time of the mimuna, Nisan is nearing its end, and according 
to this understanding the holiday reasserts the faith in the ultimate redemption. 
As stated, I think that this folk explanation comes closer to representing what 
the holiday is about, although not based on the cited motivations (mim- 
una= emunah, or the Talmudic passage). Rather I discuss the content of the 
festival in anthropological terms and thereby reach a parallel conclusion. 

AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL VIEW OF THE MIMUNA 

The most detailed descriptions of the mimuna come from Morocco, although 
similar celebrations took place in Algerian communities as well. The term is not 
prevalent in Tunisia but some of the customs practiced as part of the mimuna 
are present there too. Tripolitanian Jews applied the term to a custom whereby 
each member of the family was given a roll with an egg on it on the day after 
Passover. Hirschberg (1972), after reviewing written descriptions of the festival, 
comes to the conclusion that it was once widespread throughout North Africa, 
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78 ETHNOLOGY 

and under a different name in other areas of the Middle East as well. I tend to 
accept his conclusion that the celebration was once more widely diffused, but 
after giving some general characterization of the festivities, I confine my 
discussion mainly to Morocco. 

In the various descriptions of the festival, or of other customs characterizing 
the end of Passover, three sets of elements stand out. 

I. The dominant theme is that of good fortune, associated with the New 
Year. Expressions of fertility and renewal are made evident in the greetings, the 
greenery, the fish, and the general display of wealth and well-being. The Jews 
exhibit a closeness to the soil. 

2. A second element concerns the relations of Jews and Moslems, with 
Moslems sometimes appearing as partial partners in the celebration. Moslems 
provide the bread and greenery for the mimuna celebration, either as a gift or as 
a purchase, and in Palestine it once was the custom for the Jews to give a piece 
of matzah (unleavened bread eaten on the Passover) in return for the bread 
brought by the Moslems. 

3. A third theme is status reversal. This is in evidence in the costumes worn 
by youths during the mimuna, a common costume being Moslem garb. In one 
village in southern Tunisia a man would dress as a woman on the last day of 
Passover and go from house to house asking for sweets. The practice whereby 
members of a family strike one another with greenery, including children 
striking their parents, may also be seen as a token of status reversal. 

Some of the ethnographic details and sources illustrating various aspects of 
the mimuna and the end of Passover in North Africa are listed below: 

Morocco 

(a) Renewal and 
closeness to land. 
Fertility 

(b) Relations 
with Moslems 

(c) Reversal 

Decorating house with greens, serving fish, milk, 
etc., picnicking (Brunot and Malka I939; 
Benech n.d.; Hirschberg I972). 

Moslems bring or sell greens and wheat to 
Jews. Jews dress as Moslems (ibid). 

Jews dress as Moslems, men dress as women 
(Ben Ami I973a). 

Algeria 

(a) Renewal, etc. Hang green corn in the house (Slouschz I927: 331- 
332). 
Pour milk about the room (Hirschberg I972: 217). 

(b) Moslems 

Tunisia 

(a) Renewal, etc. 

Purchase green corn from Moslems (ibid). 

Decorating furniture with greens (D. Cohen I964: 
87) 
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THE MIMUNA 79 

(b) Moslems Moslems bringing greens toJews (ibid). 
(c) Reversal Men dressing as women (Goldberg, field notes). 

Children striking parents with green stalks 
(Goldberg, field notes). 

Tripolitania 

(a) Renewal Bringing greens from the field (Zuaretz i960). 
(b) Moslems Jews dressing as Moslems (Goldberg, field notes). 
(c) Reversal Children beg from parents, including children of 

community leaders (Hakohen n.d.). 

The three themes of well-being, Moslem-Jewish relations, and status reversal 
may be related to Turner's (I969) disutssion of the ritual process with special 
reference to his concept of the power of the weak. Turner notes that groups who 
are politically weak are often viewed as representatives of general human 
morality and/or have a special closeness to the earth and the forces of fertility 
which affect all mankind. For example, conquered autochthonic groups some- 
times are assigned a role when a secular ruler is ritually invested with his powers 
of office. 

The concept of Jewish rituals affecting the forces of fertility is easily docu- 
mented. In various places in North Africa there was a custom on the festival of 
Shavuot (Pentecost) that Jews would go into the street and pour buckets of 
water on one another. In the Nefusa mountains of Tripolitania it is explicitly 
described that the local Moslems (Berbers) would stand and observe these 
ongoings believing that they helped ensure a year of rain (Hakohen n.d.). Ben 
Ami (1972: 37) explicitly states that Moslems welcomed Jews going into their 
gardens or onto their lands on the day of the mimuna. This was seen as a sign of 
a year of rain. 

At the same time there appears to have been ambivalence in the Moslems' 
attitude toward Jewish closeness to the soil. According to Talmudic tradition it 
is appropriate, during the month of Nisan, to go into the fields and recite a prayer 
stating God's beneficence of the gift of trees.9 In Tripolitania this practice often 
took the form of a picnic in which young Jewish males would celebrate together, 
usually on land owned by Moslems. Hakohen (Moreno n.d.) mentions that this 
was normally encouraged by the Moslems, who saw in it an omen of blessing. 
The same author, however, describes two instances in which the practice led to a 
severe confrontation between Jews and non-Jews (Hakohen n.d.), suggesting 
that the welcome of the Jews was not free of tension. It is therefore imperative 
to view these rituals in the context of the prevailing understandings and relations 
linking Jews and Moslems in North Africa. 

The very fact that the Jews celebrate a holiday associated with agricultural 
fertility is worthy of note, because the Jews for the most part were merchants 
and artisans, and did not work the land. On the other hand, their ultimate 
dependence on the agricultural produce of the Moslem peasants was clear to all. 
It should be remembered that Jewish festivals, based on the intercalation of the 
lunar and solar years, all have seasonal agricultural referents in contrast to the 
standard Moslem festivals, which rotate around the solar year. This calendrical 
fact might indicate a closeness to the forces of reproduction and fertility and 
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would also accord with the widespread historical belief, not without foundation, 
that the Jews preceded the Moslems in settling the area. This notion is 
enshrined in the writings of Ibn Khaldun (1925, II: 208) and appears in local 
legends throughout North Africa (Hakohen n.d.; Marcais and Guiga 1925, i, 
xi; Slouschz I927: 340). That some Moroccan Moslems combat it by claiming 
that Mohammed visited Fez on his way to Jerusalem only serves to indicate the 
importance of the Jewish claim in local consciousness. 

Economically, as indicated, Jews and Moslems were very much intertwined, 
with Jewish merchants and craftsmen servicing the primarily agricultural popu- 
lation. This demographic distribution of Jews throughout the countryside was 
probably more prominent in the last century before the large scale immigration 
to the cities. The return of the peddlers to their home communities and the strict 
laws regarding the abstention from leavened food during the eight days of 
Passover thus represent a withdrawal of the Jews from their daily intercourse 
with their neighbors and a suspension of normal interaction. The mimuna, 
therefore, eases the transition back to the accepted relations between the groups 
and individuals (cf. Rosen I972) which were held in abeyance during the week- 
long festival. I refer not only to the cessation of daily contact on Passover, but to 
the traditional meaning of the holiday, which I suggest symbolically implies a 
heightening of intercommunal tension. 

The meaning of Passover is, in the first instance, a celebration of the 
historical exodus from Egypt, the redemption of the Children of Israel, and the 
punishment visited upon the Egyptians, who refused to acknowledge God's 
existence made manifest through his special relation to Israel. Beyond that, as 
emphasized by the mimuna/emunah explanation, Passover also celebrates the 
future redemptions, the end of the exile, and the messianic return of the Jewish 
people to their land. This theme is made clear in the ritual of the last days in 
which the Biblical portion read on the seventh day is Moses' song of exultation 
after having crossed the Red Sea (Exodus XV), and the portion of the Prophets 
read on the eighth day is one of Isaiah's messianic visions (Isaiah X: 32-XII: 6). 

The contrast between these messianic hopes, and the realization of being a 
weak and tolerated minority, highlighted by the conclusion of the Passover 
celebration, provide the background for the mimuna celebration which reinte- 
grates the Jews, as it were, into the local social, cultural, and even ecological 
milieu. It is interesting to note that one of the practices during the mimuna is 
that the young dress up and go about the streets in costume, and one of the more 
common costumes involves dressing like a Moslem. Noting that at times the 
clothing is made available to theJews by Moslem neighbors, we witness both a 
gesture of status reversal, a hope for the eventual redemption from the exile, and 
an indication of commonality with the wider population. I recall a well known 
Talmudic legend relating to Moses' song of redemption, which (as stated) is read 
on the day preceding the mimuna: "When the Egyptians were drowning in the 
sea, the ministering angels sought to sing Moses' song of exultation before the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, but He said to them-'The work of My hands are 
drowning in the sea-and you are singing the song of exultation?'." Without 
claiming that all Moroccan Jews were conscious of this legend,10 it seems to 
encapsulate the ambivalence of the end of the Passover season-a deep attach- 
ment to the historically based aspirations for the salvation of Israel, with a 
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THE MIMUNA 8i 

recognition of the humanity of Israel's oppressors. The mimuna overcomes this 
ambivalence combining the leave-taking of Passover with the recognition of 
mutuality between Jews and non-Jews. 

This interpretation receives support from a verse collected by Ben-Ami (I973: 
37) which was sung in the synagogue in the Tafilalet region on the night of the 
mimuna. Based on an acrostic, the song is recited in a festive atmosphere, while 
the men drink mahia (raisin brandy). The first three lines presented here clearly 
convey the spirit of the verse, extended over the 22 letters of the Hebrew 
alphabet: 

May light come to Israel, May a curse come to Ishmael 
May a blessing come to Israel, May confusion come to Ishmael 
May redemption come to Israel, May exile come to Ishmael ... 

Each of these lines is followed by the refrain: "O day of joy, O day of joy, May 
the day of joy come, May it come, may it come, may it come." 

Ben-Ami notes that this kind of direct expression was unusual, and should 
not be seen as contradictory to the friendly relations that obtained betweenJews 
and Moslems. I am less concerned with the typicality of the case than with the 
expression of ideas and sentiments that are involved in the mimuna wherever it 
is celebrated, though usually in a less conscious and more sublimated manner. I 
now move from internal exegesis and attempt to find further support that the 
status of the Jews is one of the central subjects of concern in the mimuna 
festivities, by viewing data through structuralist eyes in a comparative per- 
spective. 

STRUCTURAL ASPECTS OF THE MIMUNA IN RELATION TO THE WIDER SOCIETY 

In the interpretation of the mimuna offered above, I have drawn on some of 
the ideas suggested by Turner, but have not viewed the Jews in Morocco simply 
as a minority population politically subordinate to a dominant majority. Rather 
my interpretation assumed the existence of conventional cultural understandings 
within the Jewish population (the meanings associated with Passover), and 
implied that these meanings were, in some degree, understood though not 
necessarily accepted by the Moslem majority. In other words, I assume that 
there is transcultural communication of intricate symbolic forms in the practice 
of these rites, veiled and subtle though this communication may be. The purpose 
of this section is to seek clues to that process of communication, utilizing 
structuralist-like comparisons, and to claim that the application of this method- 
ology gives further support to the line of interpretation developed above. 

I return to the question of the term mimuna. The term has a straightforward 
meaning in North African Arabic, namely, blessing or good fortune. This view 
was asserted by Rabbi Y. Meshash in his interview with Einhorn (I972), despite 
the fact that sixteen years earlier he had given an exegetic interpretation of the 
term to Hirschberg (1972: 211). It would seem prima facie that there is little 

puzzle about the term, as its everyday sense corresponds to the general theme of 
the Jewish festival as described. Perhaps the plethora of alternate etymologies 
can be explained, however, by remembering that "native models" may some- 
times have the function of disguising underlying meanings rather than revealing 

This content downloaded by the authorized user from 192.168.72.226 on Tue, 20 Nov 2012 01:59:20 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


82 ETHNOLOGY 

them. I suggest in a provisionary manner that the various explanations perhaps 
served to camouflage the obvious link between the Jewish celebration and the 
Moslem cultural environment-i.e., to judaize the holiday. Following this line 
of reasoning, I believe it is worth searching for any contexts in which mimuna 
appears in Moslem festivities and for possible resemblances between these and 
the Jewish celebration. 

Thus far, I have been able to find the term mimuna in two relevant 
ethnographic contexts among Moroccan Moslems. One of them concerns the 
Great Festival, or 'id 1-kbir, which may be viewed as the closest Moslem 
counterpart to the Jewish Passover. The festival's central feature, as celebrated 
by those who are not on the Haj to Mecca, is the slaughter of an animal, 
acquired and eaten by an (extended) family or other kinship based group (cf. 
Coon I931: I52). According to Westermarck's (I9II; I926, II: 133-158) descrip- 
tion, children go from house to house on the day preceding the slaughter, 
inducing the inhabitants to give them food or money. Among one group (the 
Ulad Bu 'Aziz in Dukkala), they sing a ditty which translates as follows: 

'Arfa, 'Arfa lalla mimuna (propitious lady) 
O mistress of the tent, give me an egg 
An egg that I may paint my writing tablet 
My writing tablet is with the taleb (scribe) 
The taleb and his companions will find each other in Paradise 
O Aisha and Hlima, who take away the guilt sent to the scribes 

Here we find lalla mimuna mentioned in the context of scriptural study. 
Lalla mimuna also has a second ethnographic referent.' There are many 

local saints' tombs in Morocco bearing this name and at least one is described in 
the literature (Dermenghem 1954: 69). Lalla mimuna is understood to be a 
Negro woman who, being both female and black, represents the piety of the 
simple and lowly as opposed to the learned and prestigious. In Fez, when a 
Moslem child does not know how to recite his prayers well it is customary to 
say, "Let him be-God knows Lalla mimuna, and Lalla mimuna knows God." 

It is possible to view these various contexts, both Jewish and Moslem, in 
which mimuna appears as a series of parallel items showing both contrast and 
inversion. The great feast is parallel to the Jewish Passover; both feature the 
sacrifice of an animal, which is eaten in the context of family communion. At 
the same time they come from rival traditions, Judaism and Islam. One of the 
features of Moroccan Islam, since the breakup of the Wattasid dynasty (Julien 
I970: 208 ff.), has been the importance, particularly in the countryside, of 
saintly lineages both as political figures and as symbolic links to Islamic 
civilization (e.g., Geertz 1968; Gellner 1969; 1970; Burke 1972). The Islam of 
these leaders was not closely tied to sacred texts and the representatives of 
scriptures; the scribes (taleb, fqih) have been of minor importance as compared 
to the Islam of saint worship or maraboutism. Here theJew takes an interesting 
position, a nonbeliever who is viewed as more familiar with scriptural matters 
than most Moslems. The Jew may be seen as an inversion of lalla mimuna. She 
is an illiterate but pious believer, and he is a schooled infidel or nonbeliever. 
This contrast forms the basis of a story concerning one of the remote tribes 
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THE MIMUNA 83 

known for their religious ignorance and backwardness. In this story aJew comes 
to the tribe and succeeds in selling himself as a Koranic teacher (scribe), but in 
fact teaches only nonsense (Gellner I972: 319). We are not given the end of the 
story, but the premise of Jewish "knowledge" juxtaposed to the ignorance of 
some Moslems is worth noting. 

The contrast of the literate Jew with the ignorant Moslem may be viewed in 
another fashion-as an anomaly. The Jews share many characteristics with the 
Moslems, including a scriptural religion, but are outside the community of 
believers-in Turner's terms a liminal category. Like other liminal categories, 
and subjugated autochthones, they are both defiling12 and have special powers.13 
This, however, is not simply a case of physical auchthony, that Jews lived in 
North Africa before Moslems did. Rather theJews are spiritual autochthones- 
having been monotheists before the Moslems-who have been politically but 
not spiritually subdued. Their relevance to Islam is both recognized and denied. 

More generally, it behooves us to see the status of the Jews in light of the 
range of social categories which were important in Moroccan society, in terms of 
both similarities and contrasts. This suggestion is not new but it is implied by 
several of Gellner's comparisons (I969: 31, 236, 298), suggested by Goldberg 
(I972: 42n), and made explicit by Maher (I974: 14). In the village Maher 
studied the mythical founding ancestor married four women-a sherifa (from a 
saintly lineage), a Berber, a Negro, and a Jew. The structuralist method thus 
impels us to see the widest relevant context for interpreting Jewish life. 

THE MIMUNA AND THE FESTIVAL OF SULTAN ET TOLBA 

There is yet another Moslem ritual which is frequently mentioned in dis- 
cussion of the mimuna, and like the shrines and legends of lalla mimuna, is 
often denied any relevance to understanding theJewish celebration (Alon I973; 
Ofaz 1969). This is the sultan et tolba celebrated by the students at the 
university in Fez. The university students represent two different social back- 
grounds, the city of Fez itself and the surrounding countryside. Some students 
from the latter return to rural areas to work as Koranic teachers and fulfill other 
scribal duties (Le Tourneau I949: 403). These students (not the Fasis) select a 
mock king (sultan), who is provided with a court and other paraphernalia of 
royalty, and who, for more than a week, ceremoniously imitates the Sultan of 
Morocco. This takes place outside the city walls where the students camp out, 
and are visited by many of the city's inhabitants who enjoy the music, eating, 
drinking, and general relaxation. Groups within the urban populace send gifts 
of food and money to the pretending sultan. This includes the Jews who send a 
mock gift. Toward the end of the festivities the students are visited by the real 
sultan and the sultan et tolba is allowed to make a request on behalf of a 
prisoner. At the end of his reign, he attempts to sneak back to his dormitory 
room before his fellow students seize him and throw him in the water or play 
some other prank. I cannot give details of the celebration (see Cenival I925), nor 
attempt interpretations, but it is sufficient to say that the goings-on easily fit into 
anthropological notions such as the dying king, spring renewal, rituals of 
rebellion, and communitas. 

The standard explanation given for this celebration refers to the ruler al- 
Rachid of the seventeenth century, founder of the Alawite dynasty. The story 
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goes that in his campaign to establish rule in the area, al-Rachid overcame a 
despotic Jew, Ibn-Mech'al, who had terrorized the Moslems in the region, and 
that this was done with the aid of the students (tolba). Cenival's article discusses 
the festival and its development in great detail, attempting to separate the 
legendary from the plausible, and both of these from the historical. He reviews 
the history of al-Rachid and tries to show the factors shaping the improbable 
story of a Jew who ruled in the area, subjugating the Moslem population. He is 
thus able to suggest a reasonable picture of al-Rachid's career, and how this led 
to the establishment of the celebration, and also is able to give a plausible 
interpretation of the exaggerated legend of the ruling Jew. What Cenival (I925: 
215) admittedly fails to do is to show why these two different themes of (a) al- 
Rachid's victory with the aid of the tolba and (b) the imagined power of the 
Jewish ibn Mech'al become intimately intertwined in the explanation of the 
Moslem festival. If our previous line of analysis is correct, however, this 
association in the Moslem celebration which takes place at the same time of the 
year as the mimuna is not fortuitous, but has an inner logic of its own. 

The celebration of the mimuna and the celebration of sultan et tolba may be 
seen standing in inverted and hence complementary relation to one another. In 
one, the "people of the book" (theJews) are implicitly acknowledged as having 
a special link to the land and its powers. In the other, the wielders of power (the 
Moslems) celebrate their conquest of these spiritual and temporal autochthones, 
with the aid of the tolba-of those who seek book learning. Quite predictably 
these meanings, if present, are not immediately obvious to the participants, as 
they are fraught with implications of rivalry and strife. I nevertheless claim that 
at some unconscious level they are present and involve both the mimuna and the 
celebration of sultan et tolba in a wider cultural context, embracing both 
segments of the population. 

I conclude the discussion of the mimuna and the sultan et tolba by adding 
some historical speculations. Cenival claims that the sultan et tolba, despite its 
similarity to ancient Mediterranean springtime celebrations, must be viewed in 
its specific form as a relatively recent development. The telling argument is the 
absence of a mention of the holiday in the writings of Leo Africanus (sixteenth 
century) who was a student at Fez and gave intimate descriptions of the life of 
the students there. Cenival claims that the festival did indeed develop as a result 
of innovations instituted by al-Rachid in the latter part of the seventeenth 
century. While giving this historical explanation for the holiday, he offers no 
sociological interpretation as to the reason for its maintenance. Here we may 
note that this period very roughly corresponds with incipient Moroccan concern 
with formal Islam represented by "petty scholastics" (tolba) (Geertz I968: 7I, 
73), who spread knowledge of the Koran, gained at the university in Fez, 
throughout the Moroccan countryside. 

It is worth mentioning that this is more or less the time after which the 
mimuna becomes known, as there is no record of the Jewish celebration before 
the eighteenth century (Ben Ami I972). I tentatively suggest, therefore, that the 
development of the mimuna may indeed parallel the development of the 
Moslem fete, and that reciprocal influences are not to be discounted. Whether 
or not this was the case, or whether it is even possible to find data relevant to the 
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question, I do not know. The parallels, however, should heighten our sensitivity 
to cultural interchanges between different categories of the Moroccan popu- 
lation. 

CONCLUSION 

Two perspectives have been utilized in discussing the mimuna festival of 
Moroccan Jews. The first is based on the notion of the power of the weak taken 
from Turner's analysis of the ritual process, and the second compares Jewish and 
non-Jewish cultural forms in a structuralist fashion. In the former approach I 
have paid attention to interpretations given by informants steeped in their own 
tradition and, in some instances, have found these interpretations congruent 
with understanding yielded by the application of anthropological concepts. 
Recently, Sperber (1975) has emphasized the difference between Turner's 
semiotic theory of symbolism and Levi-Strauss' structuralism. Here we have 
found the two approaches to be complementary. Native exegetes have elabo- 
rated the internal view of the meaning of the holiday, while structural analysis 
reveals nonobvious links between the Jewish celebration and Moslem cultural 
practices. 

In both instances Jewish life must be understood in a wider context. Socially, 
we must take into account both the widespread economic involvement of Jews in 
Moroccan society and their basic position as a religious and political minority. 
In the Moslem customs I have discussed, the Jews take their place in a range of 
problematic cultural categories, sharing characteristics (sometimes via opposi- 
tion and contrast) with low status Blacks and high status students (tolba). The 
mimuna festival links the minority Jews with the Moslem majority, while 
anchoring Jewish existence in the established religious vision of redemption 
from exile. 

NOTES 

I. This is a revised version of a paper read at the Third Annual Meeting of the Israel Anthropologi- 
cal Association, Jerusalem, 1976. I am indebted to Michel Abutbul and Judith Goldstein for 
criticisms of the original draft. Allen Meyers provided stimulation, criticism, and ethnographic 
detail which are reflected in this presentation. A final version was prepared while resident at the 
Center for Middle Eastern Studies, The University of Texas at Austin. 
2. Recent work in Israel has stressed changing cultural forms in the Israeli setting (e.g., Deshen 
and Shokeid I974). Studies carried out in Morocco since the I95os (e.g., Rosen I972) relate to 
North African Jewry at a time of continued emigration. 
3. See Weinreich's (i962) discussion of these opposing views of cultural influence. 
4. Jews also used Arabic names of the Deity in everyday speech. 
5. Other accounts of the mimuna are found in Hirschberg (1972)-partially translated in 
Goldberg (1977) and in Ben-Ami (1972, I973a). 
6. Other critiques of Einhorn's paper are found in Hirschberg (1973) and Ben-Ami (I973b). 
7. The mimuna would thus be seen as a kind of hillula, or festive day commemorating the 
anniversary of the death of a sainted rabbi (cf. Deshen and Shokeid I974: 74-75). 
8. See the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Rosh Hashanah, page Ilb. 
9. Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Berakhot, page 43b. 
xo. This legend was mentioned to Hirschberg (972: 211) by one of his informants, and is found 
in the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin, page 39b. 
ii. The title lalla is given to women of the saintly lineages (shurfa) (Maher 1974: I4). 
12. See Laoust (192I: 294, n.i) and Coon (193I: I5I, n. 8) for examples of Moslems who have had 
contact with "judaism" and are seen as polluted for forty days. 
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I3. A proverb cited by Legey (1926: 125) compares the Jew to both a lower status woman and 
higher status taleb with regard to supernatural powers-"Le sort que jette une femme est plus fort 
que celui jete par le taleb et le Jui ." 
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