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TOY DESIGN: REFLECTIONS OF AN
ANTHROPOLOGIST

by Jean-Pierre Rossie, Belgium

Researching in a broader perspective on the topic of “Toys, Culture and
Society” I started, in view of the Workshop on Toy Design at NCFL,
Halmstad University, Sweden, 26-28 August 1997, and of the Fifth
Unesco Workshop and Symposium “Toys for Children’s Rehabilitation,
Hipolstein, Germany, 20 September-5 October 1997, to reflect on toy
design in a cross-cultural perspective, especially from my own
background as socio-cultural anthropologist specialized in African
childhood, play activities, games and toys.

In this overview I propose a tentative analysis of some relationships
between toys, toy design and the sociocultural environment. Therefore, I
shall place the Barbie doll and the Brownie or gnome doll in a Saharan
and North African context followed by some reflexions on the aspect of
security in toy design, on sociocultural reproduction and continuity
through toys and on creativity through toys.

For the 32 illustrations, the notes and the bibliographical references
related to this text please look for the extended version of this summary
at the NCFL library or at the library of ‘Fordern durch Spielmittel -
Spielzeug fiir behinderte Kinder e.v.’, Immanuelkirchstrasse 24, 10405
Berlin, Germany.

Who is Barbie ?

In the actual Western context Barbie is an idealized model for young girls
as well as boys of all classes of how a young woman should look like,
what she should strive after and how she should behave.

Except among the upper class, most men and women of the present day
Saharan and North African communities have a totally different
viewpoint on the same Barbie. The ideal female model there is a decently
dressed well fed, even corpulent, young woman as symbolized in the
female dolls made by the girls of these regions. In Morocco, a Barbie-like
woman is seen as ‘une squelette vivante’, a ‘living skeleton’, a woman
whose appearance is to be attributed to one of the following pitiful
conditions : poorness, sickness, having problems. So it is not surprising
that some women take pills to thicken, just as they do it in the West to
grow lean.

Nevertheless, a thin female doll with a locally crocheted Andalusian
flamenco dress is finding its way into the Moroccan houses. But these






