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SYMBOLS AND COMMUNICATION THROUGH
CHILDREN’S DOLLS
EXAMPLES FROM NORTH AFRICA AND THE SAHARA

Jean-Pierre Rossie
Laboratory for Applied Epistemology,
State University of Ghent, Belgium

Abstract

In this article, I shall try to highlight some symbolic and communicative
aspects of Saharan and North African dolls. First an analysis is given of the
relative rarity of male and child dolls compared with the profusion of female dolls,
followed by a presentation of the symbolic and realistic images of masculinity and
femininity in dolls. Thirdly, the symbolic and realistic images of the dolls’ faces
are discussed. Finally, in the conclusion, some general statements on the semiotic
and communicative aspects of North African and Saharan children’s dolls and
doll-play are proposed.

1. Introduction

In the first place, this article refers to my fieldwork among the Ghrib (1975-
1977) (1), then sedentarizing nomads living in the North-western Tunisian Sahara,
and in Morocco (1992-). Secondly, it results from research on the collection of
North African and Saharan toys of the Musée de I'Homme in Paris, and, thirdly,
from the analysis of the bibliography on these regions (2).

Only children’s dolls and doll-play are discussed upon (3). Ritual dolls, with
curative or prophylactic functions, to threaten or to throw a spell, for getting rain
or promoting fertility are left aside. Moreover, I do not discuss souvenir dolls and
dolls in national dress.

In general, one could say that the dolls and the doll-play presented here, do
belong to children living in communities that, although influenced by modernity






