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OUTLINE

Dynamics of land ownership and management
Transformation and circulation of agricultural practices and their
representations
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Forward

In this second issue of Muta tions en Méditerranée, we turn our atten‐ 
tion to land, and more specific ally to agri cul tural areas and their
products. Observing the land and its products means analysing the
different prac tices of rural soci eties insofar as they bear witness to
the trans form a tions of a time and a place. In the Medi ter ranean, the
iconic wheat, vines and olives crops have histor ic ally shaped our
repres ent a tions of the region. These products, which together make
up the Medi ter ranean triad, are not only agri cul tural products, but
serve also cultural and iden tity markers. In a retro spective move ment
of the inven tion of tradi tion (Hobs bawm 1983), the Medi ter ranean
was imagined as a “civil isa tion of wheat” (Braudel 1979), “of the olive
tree” (Verdié  1990) or “of the olive tree and cereals” (Chazan- 
Gillig  1993), as evid enced by the many alleg or ical repres ent a tions
drawing on the symbols of a nour ishing and fertile land.

1

For this new issue, we have chosen to examine the Medi ter ranean
rural space through the lens of this triad and its trans form a tions, to
chal lenge a single, unchan ging repres ent a tion of Medi ter ranean
space. Despite sharing ‘the same granaries, the same wine cellars, the
same oil mills’ (Braudel  1966, p.  229), this region of the world has
always been a cross roads for global agri cul tural trade and circu la tion.
Wheat, vines and olives, the emblem atic foods of a Medi ter ranean
diet that has recently been given heritage status (UNESCO 2013), have
all been shaped by the global and local dynamics that run through the
region. As Reguant- Aleix (2012) points out, this diet is “[...] in
perpetual motion, presenting a large number of possible reading

2



Forward

scales and which, for millennia and from the land scape to the table,
has been shaping and evolving” (p.  40). The dialect ical rela tion ship
between the prac tices and repres ent a tions of this triad has evolved
as a result of the climatic, demo graphic, polit ical and tech nical
upheavals that continue to trans form this space. As cultural and land‐ 
scape markers imbued with signi ficant symbolic value (Fumey 2007),
the products of this triad are also used, for example, by public and
private tourism oper ators (Angles 2023; Souissi 2023).

This issue explores repres ent a tions and shared collective imagin aries
to under stand the shifting and hetero gen eous bonds between territ‐ 
ories and soci eties. The five articles in this issue address these issues
at different spatial and temporal levels. They reveal the changes
taking place in Medi ter ranean soci eties, to which wheat, vines and
olives bear witness, and invite us to look beyond their nutri tional
value. From the diversity of their cultiv a tion, which reveals land
manage ment and appro pri ation issues, to the circu la tion and
economic and social useful ness of the products, not to mention the
symbolic dimen sions they reflect, wheat, vines and olive trees are
relevant entry points to examine the muta tions of the Mediterranean.

3

Dynamics of land owner ship
and management
The authors ques tion the issues of land owner ship and admin is tra‐ 
tion (Le Roy 2011; Gueringuer et al. 2017). Whether they are recent or
long- standing, these issues influ ence and reshape the uses and
conflicts in agri cul tural areas, revealing rela tions of produc tion and
social mobility.

4

The Medi ter ranean triad is used in agri cul ture for its economic,
productive and nutri tional value. In an article focusing on the de
Foresta family at the turn of the eight eenth and nine teenth centuries,
Camille  Caparos exam ines the roots of prosperity in the farming of
estates in Marseilles, which provided cereals, olive branches and wine
for sale in the city. A few centuries earlier, Derek Benson shows how
the abbey of Font froide in the south of France enjoyed an economic
boom thanks to rents on oil, wine and cereals produced by farmers in
Narbonne. In addi tion to the import ance of having bread and wine on
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tables and altars, aris to crats were also inter ested in growing olives
and cereals. The products of vine yards and olive groves were
primarily intended for sale, and were rarely consumed by the peas‐ 
ants them selves. In towns, the ques tion of feed was all the more
crucial as poor supplies led to major polit ical tensions, as was the
case in medi eval Tuscany studied by Felipe Mendes Erra: wheat
produc tion and distri bu tion networks, which were at the heart of the
frumentary revolts, became subjects of polit ical admin is tra tion and
fuelled the analyt ical categories of their contem porary comment‐ 
ators. Wheat, vines and olive trees, far from being mere agri cul tural
products, carried signi ficant polit ical and social values in the studied
Medi ter ranean areas.

The appro pri ation and manage ment of agri cul tural land is illus trated
in each article as a means of social ascent and consol id ating polit ical
power. Derek  Benson looks at the land in Narbonne in the twelfth
century, where wine- growing existed along side the cultiv a tion of
olives and grain, and describes the seigneurial methods used by the
monks of Font froide Abbey to consol idate their polit ical and temporal
power. In addi tion to acquiring income by collecting rents and annu‐ 
ities, the appro pri ation and exten sion of these farm lands enabled
them to legit imise their polit ical authority over peas ants and certain
lords. The economic flour ishing of Font froide enabled them to assert
them selves against the neigh bouring priory, aligned with the
Viscounts of Narbonne. In the medi eval Tuscany studied by Felipe
Mendes Erra, wheat supply itself was the keystone of social and polit‐ 
ical order, fueling ethical disputes and inter pret a tions of collective
action in the public sphere. A few centuries later, the interest of the
French nobles of the Ancien Régime in farm land was as tena cious as
ever. Camille Caparos' study of the archives of the noble de Foresta
family shows how the manage ment of agri cul tural estates by the de
Foresta wife enabled a woman to assert her exist ence within her
family and social group. Her involve ment in the manage ment of her
estates test i fies to their import ance in gaining social legit imacy in an
envir on ment domin ated by men.

6

Studying agri cul tural produc tion also means observing power rela‐ 
tion ships, both between social groups and in the differ en ti ated uses
of land: thus, the appro pri ation of land or of its manage ment implies
the dispos ses sion of someone else. Derek Benson analyses the
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seigniorial coer cion exerted by the Abbey of Font froide on the peas‐ 
ants ploughing its land, based on a complex system of rent collec tion.
The monas tery main tained itself thanks to its network of barns,
whether acquired or inher ited, contrary to the Cister cian ideal of
self- sufficiency. However, Derek Benson points out that these peas‐ 
ants were not deprived of any agency in the shadow of the abbey, as
in the case of Pons Baron le Vieux, who refused to sell part of his land
to the abbey in 1187. When her husband died at the height of the
revolu tion, Claire Julie de Foresta, studied by Camille Caparos, took
full charge of the admin is tra tion of the land: her appro pri ation of the
estate was achieved in partic ular by taking charge of the written
word, which made her the true admin is trator. As Felipe Mendes Erra
shows, appro pri ating produc tion or the fruits of agri cul ture also
involved discourse. In Florence, for example, a chan cellor and a wheat
merchant did not convey the same images of the beha viour and
emotions of the Florentines during epis odes of famine: the polit ical
respons ib ility for the revolts would there fore change according to
the chronicler.

Thus it is not only rela tion ships and uses that are studied in this
issue, but also social prac tices that take on an economic and polit ical
dimen sion and contribute to changes in representations.

8

Trans form a tion and circu la tion
of agri cul tural prac tices and
their representations
The cultural signi fic ance of the Medi ter ranean triad is both enduring
and deeply rooted in reli gious tradi tions. In the ancient Medi ter‐ 
ranean, the olive tree was a myth ical land mark (Amour etti
and Comet 1992), while cereals, wine and oil were essen tial supports
for Medi ter ranean poly the isms and then mono the isms (Brun  2003),
as can be seen from the Attic ‘red figure’ cups that place the vine at
the centre of the repres ent a tion of the Dionysian cult (Colonna 2011),
or the cults dedic ated to Ceres, goddess of agri cul ture, harvests
and fertility.
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While this triad remains emblem atic of our contem porary soci eties,
the place of agri cul tural crops and their role in the organ isa tion of
Medi ter ranean territ ories is under going a meta morph osis in the face
of modern dynamics. These trans form a tions are analysed in depth in
this issue. The authors use wine as an object of study to under stand
the contem porary changes in Medi ter ranean wine- growing areas,
both mater i ally - through tech nical innov a tions and labelling
schemes - and symbol ic ally - in terms of the repres ent a tions of a
specific wine- growing iden tity. Throughout history, wine has always
been more than a mere commodity; it embodies a rich cultural
heritage deeply rooted in Medi ter ranean agri cul tural tradi tions
(Casanova 2003). As the contri bu tions by Lilian Estradé and Caroline
Laurent- Varin Emin show, agri cul tural prac tices and repres ent a tions
of these wine- growing areas were marked by economic, social and
cultural trans form a tions over the course of the twen tieth century.

10

The shifts in wine produc tion prac tices, as studied in the vine yards of
the Midi by these two authors, bear witness to the way in which the
construc tion of a regional winegrowing iden tity has been shaped by
the inter ven tions of public insti tu tions. These regu la tions, ranging
from clonal selec tion to the labelling of terroirs, play a crucial role in
defining and typi fying regional wines. Using a histor ical approach,
Lilian Estradé explores the evol u tion of wine- growing prac tices in the
Languedoc, focusing on the scientific and tech nical innov a tions
linked to the selec tion and multi plic a tion of vine plants from the
1960s onwards. The author high lights how shifts in know ledge
transfer between research and the industry, espe cially via nurs eries,
contrib uted to the ‘restruc turing of vine yards’ in the Midi. This
‘public authority- orchestrated model’ allowed for the “indi vidu al iz a‐ 
tion of wines from the South [...] within an increas ingly liberal and
compet itive market” (Estradé, p. 12).

11

By analysing a series of insti tu tional maps, promo tional maps and
advert ising visuals, Caroline Laurent- Varin Emin gives an account of
the consti tu tion and devel op ment of the Côtes du Rhônes geograph‐ 
ical wine region during the 20th century. From a geohis tor ical
perspective, she traces the devel op ment of winegrowing carto graphy,
in partic ular the processes of labelling by  the Institut National de
l'Origine et de la  Qualité (INAO), and the way in which maps have
shaped territ orial and economic repres ent a tions of the Côtes- du-
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Rhône. These maps consti tute ‘ideal and material repres ent a tions’
that have contrib uted to the ‘construc tion of a winegrowing territ ori‐ 
ality’ around the ‘Côtes- du-Rhône iden tity’ (Laurent- Vermin, p. 1-3).
Both contri bu tions show the predom inant role played by public insti‐ 
tu tions in the construc tion of a ‘regional typi city’, a process which, as
the authors show, is not without consequence, as it can give rise to
tensions between the forces of modern isa tion imposed by insti tu‐ 
tional regu la tions and the values of tradi tion rooted locally.

Both contri bu tions demon strate the complex inter play between
tradi tion and innov a tion. The trans form a tions observed in these
wine- growing areas are not just a reflec tion of tech nical choices but
are also part of a quest for ‘southern typi city’ (Estradé, p.  8) and
recog ni tion that oper ates on both local and inter na tional levels. In his
article, Lilian Estradé shows how the tech nical innov a tions of massal
selec tion (selec tion of the highest quality vines for repro duc tion) and
clonal selec tion (repro duc tion by cloning of vines with specific char‐ 
ac ter istics) intro duced in the Languedoc vine yards in the 1960s and
1970s, with the aim of improving the health quality of the vines, gave
rise to resist ance among winegrowers attached to their tradi tional
prac tices. They had to adapt their prac tices in a context of tech nical
innov a tion that seemed to ‘limit [their] agency’ in favour of public and
inter me diary players such as vine nurs eries (Estradé, p. 10). Caroline
Laurent- Varin Emin shows how the construc tion of a viti cul tural
territ ori ality for the vine yards of the Côtes- du-Rhône appel la tion was
polar ised around the southern vine yards of this region, thus contrib‐ 
uting to a poten tial ‘invis ib il isa tion of the other Medi ter ranean vine‐ 
yards’ in favour of those of the southern Rhône (Laurent- Varin, p. 14).
The chal lenges of modern isa tion, labelling and the search for a
common iden tity for winegrowing terroirs high light the tension
between preserving tradi tions and adapting to market changes. This
duality provides fertile ground to explore how winegrowing prac tices
evolve, influ ence and are influ enced by cultural and
economic perceptions.

13

These two case studies are evid ence that the collective imagin a tion
asso ci ated with French wines from the south of France tends to
under es timate their histor ical and technical- scientific real ities, and
to essen tialise a terroir that is nonethe less char ac ter ised by its territ‐ 
orial diversity. The study of these vine yards illus trates how the

14



Forward

BIBLIOGRAPHY

AMOURETTI Marie-Claire et Comet
Georges, 1992, Le livre de l’olivier,
Edisud.

ANGLES Stéphane, 2023, « Les routes
culturelles de l’olivier et de l’huile
d’olive : les voies de la
“méditerranéité” », Pour, 1 N° 245, p. 81-
93.

BRAUDEL Fernand, 2017 [1966], La
Méditerranée et le monde méditerranéen
à l’époque de Philippe II, Armand Colin.

BRAUDEL Fernand, 1979, Civilisation
matérielle, économie et capitalisme  :XV -
XVIII  siècle (I‐III), Librairie générale
française.

BRUN Jean-Pierre, 2003, Le vin et l’huile
dans la Méditerranée antique :

Viticulture, oléiculture et procédés de
transformation, Éditions Errance.

CASANOVA Antoine, 2008, La vigne en
Méditerranée occidentale. Actes du
128e Congrès national des sociétés
historiques et scientifiques, « Relations,
échanges et coopération en
Méditerranée », Bastia, 2003. Paris :
Éditions du CTHS, 0 p. (Actes des
congrès nationaux des sociétés
historiques et scientifiques, p. 128-16)

CHAZAN-GILLIG Suzanne, 1993,
« Civilisation de l’olivier et des
céréales », Peuples Méditerranéens
n° 62-63, p. 97-113.

COLONNA Cécile, 2011, « Boire avec les
dieux : Trois coupes attiques à figures
rouges », Revue de la BNF, n° 38, p. 64-
73.

circum scrip tion of a terroir results from a mutual engen dering
between anthrop isa tion and human isa tion, in other words from an
objective trans form a tion of things through tech nique to their
subjective trans form a tion through symbol  (Leroi- Gourhan, Le Geste
et la Parole). Para dox ic ally, the stand ard ised vision of the vine yards of
the South of France freezes the reality of an area that is nonethe less
continu ally shifting as a result of ecolo gical, tech nical and social
changes. These contri bu tions help to shed light on this contra dic tion,
showing the limits of thinking of Medi ter ranean culture as essen tial‐ 
ized through the sole symbolic repres ent a tion of its vineyards.

Wheat, vines and olives are thus seen as entry points for the study of
trans form a tions in social prac tices and repres ent a tions in the Medi‐ 
ter ranean, at different spatial and temporal levels of analysis. The
articles in this issue make a valu able contri bu tion to the wider
analysis of Medi ter ranean soci eties, seen both in their unity and in
their fragmentation.

15

e

e



Forward

AUTHORS

Andrea Gallinal Arias
Doctorante en science politique, Aix-Marseille Université, CNRS, MESOPOLHIS,
ED 67, France

Léna Haziza
Doctorante en sociologie, Aix-Marseille Université, CNRS, MESOPOLHIS,
ED 355, France

Marcos Marinho Fernandes
Doctorant en histoire, Aix-Marseille Université, CNRS, TELEMMe, ED 355,
France

Mélissa Mathieu
Doctorante en musicologie, Aix-Marseille Université, CNRS, PRISM, ED 354,
France

Luca Nelson-Gabin
Doctorant en histoire, Aix-Marseille Université, CNRS, IREMAM, ED 355, France

Julien Panaget
Doctorant en géographie, Aix-Marseille Université, CNRS, TELEMMe, ED 355,
France

FUMEY Gilles, 2007, « Penser la
géographie de l’alimentation (Thinking
food geography) », Bulletin de
l’Association de Géographes Français,
n° 84, p. 35‐44.

GUERINGER Alain, Perrin Coline et Barthes
Carole, 2017, « Tensions sur l’espace
agricole : Quand les enjeux fonciers
réinterrogent le rapport entre propriété
et usage », VertigO - la revue
électronique en sciences de
l’environnement, n° 17.

HOBSBAWM Eric, 2014 [1983], The
Invention of Tradition, Cambridge
University Press.

LEROI-GOURHAN, André, 1965, Le geste et
la parole. Sciences d’aujourd’hui. Paris :
Éditions Albin Michel.

LE ROY Étienne, 2011, La terre de l’autre :
Une anthropologie des régimes
d’appropriation foncière, LGDJ-
Lextenso éd.

REGUANT-ALEIX Joan, 2012, Chapitre 1. La
diète méditerranéenne : donner un
nom au futur. MediTERRA, La diète
méditerranéenne pour un
développement régional durable.
Presses de Sciences Po, p. 27-51.

SOUISSI Mohamed, 2023, « Les routes
œnotouristiques : une nouvelle forme
de tourisme alternatif dans les
vignobles du Cap Bon (Tunisie) », Pour, 1
N° 245, 2023. p. 261-276.

VERDIÉ Minelle, 1990, La civilisation de
l’olivier, Albin Michel.

https://www.revue-mem.com/423
https://www.revue-mem.com/424
https://www.revue-mem.com/425
https://www.revue-mem.com/426
https://www.revue-mem.com/427
https://www.revue-mem.com/428


Forward

In collaboration with

https://www.univ-amu.fr/
https://mesopolhis.fr/
https://www.mmsh.fr/
https://ecole-doctorale-354.univ-amu.fr/fr
https://ecole-doctorale-355.univ-amu.fr/
https://ecole-doctorale-67.univ-amu.fr/

