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CHANGING TOYS AND PLAY IN A CHANGING AFRICAN
CHILDHOOD

JEAN-PIERRE ROSSIE

Abstract

In the preliminary notes a brief overview of my research on Saharan and
North African play, games and toys, and of the used methods and sources is given.
Then follows an attempt to discuss the topic of changing childhood in an African
context, ilfustrated with a microscopic analysis of the changes occurring in several
aspects of children’s lives between the childhood of a grandmother, her daughters
and her grandchildren in a Central Moroccan area between 1940 and 2000.

Examples of toys and play activities, I have found during my fieldwork
among children from Morocco and the Tunisian Sahara, will illustrate several
factors influencing their toys and play activities. These factors of change are
schooling, gender differentiation, adult interference, television, emigration.
tourism, industrialization and consumptive society.

After this analytical approach some general remarks from a socio-cultural.
historical and socio-semiotic perspective are proposed. These remarks came to the
foreground in account of my own research and the research of other scholars
studying childhood and play in a broader African context.

Finally, some problems and limitations of the research will be mentioned
and attention is to be drawn to possibilities for using such research in the field of
intercultural and peace education, and informal and formal education.

1. Inroduction

Already during my studies to become an africanist my major topic of interest
has been childhood and socialization resulting in a doctoral thesis “Child and
Society. A Study of the Process of Socialization in Patrilineal Central Africa”
written in Dutch in 1973. Between 1975 and 1977 I did fieldwork among the
seminomadic Ghrib from the Tunisian Sahara for three periods of three months
with the purpose of studying children’s upbringing and socialization. It is during

253



my first field trip that I experienced the advantage and the usefulness of
participating in children’s playgroups. So [ decided to concentrate on children’s
play activities and toys in the first place, thinking to use the collected data and the
established relationships as an adequate entry into the broader topic of childhood
(1). However, due to changes in my professional life have not been able to
continue this research among the Ghrib.

Having elaborated a quite complete analysis of the Ghrib children’s play
activities and toys, I started to look in my spare time for information on Saharan
and North African play, games and toys in the related literature (2) and in the
Musée de I"’Homme in Paris where found in the reserves an important collection
of toys from these regions. Following another change in my professional life, I
could start in 1992 to conduct yearly research periods of several months in
Morocco, especially in rural arcas and popular quarters of towns, a research that is
still going on. —

The results of these 25 years of play and toy research are published on the
[nternet (http://www.hh.se/dep/ncﬂweb/Publications.html) in the more general
book Toys, Culture and Society. An Anthropological Approach with Reference 10
North Africa and the Sahara (1 999, 107-ill.) and in the descriptive series Saharan
and North African Ludic Heritages with one published volume Children’s Dolls
and Doll Play (1999, 116 ill) and four planned volumes The Animal in Play,
Games and Toys (2001, 103 ill.}, and The Domestic Life in Play, Games and Toys
(2002), The Skills and Technigues in Play, Games and Toys (2003) and Moroccan
Children’s Play, Games and Toys (2005).

The used research methods belong first of all to the ethnographic research
tradition based on a participant approach with participation 1n children’s
playgroups, observation, informal talks, open interviews, use of informants and
interpretors, making slides and doing some ethnographic filming. Additionally a
few human ethological methods were used in the Tunisian Sahara, especially the
minute to minute recording of longer observation periods and indirect filming (3).

. 1t will be clear, I think, that T am using a detailed descriptive approach with a
qualitative perspective when analyzing specific children’s play activities and toys,
and the socio-cultural context in which these take place. Afterwards, the data of my
own research and the information gathered from the relevant bibliography and
from the study of the toy collection in the Musée de "’Homme are used for a
comparative analysis. Finally, [ try to build a comprehensive description of the play
activities and the toys of the Saharan and North African children. Yet, this
description should by no means be seen as a finished study. On the contrary, it is
only when other scholars will verify and supplement my data and the
interpretations 1 have elaborated, that a more objective and representative view of
the play, games and toys of Saharan and North African children can be worked out.
I only hope to have offered a first and valuable contribution to make this happen.

254



Since [ have been introduced to social semiotics by Theo van Leeuwen in 1997, |
have tried to apply this approach in looking for "how meaning is produced and
communicated in specific social settings" (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996, Reading
Images. The Grammar of Visual Design, Routledge, London, New York, p. 264)
when analyzing my data on Saharan and North African children’s play, games and

toys (4).

Calling myself a sociocultural anthropologist means that I predominantly
look for the cultural aspects and the social environments of children's play
activities. This sociocultural viewpoint is also related to a historical perspective
whereby the topics of continuity and change and the study of links and ruptures
between past, present and future become important. This historical perspective
came especially to the foreground when analyzing the distribution in time and
space of a typical type of toy-animal, modeled in clay and having its two front legs
assembled into one trunk (fig.1), as 1 was dble to show that this toy tradition
extends from the Niger bending in Mali to the Mauritanian Sahara and spans a
period of more than two thousand years (5).

As research in non-Western societies mostly stresses the collective, that what
is common to the members of a social entity, so did my own research until the
moment [ needed to reflect on individuality when invited to give a lecture at the *1?
Biennale del Gioco e del Giocattolo. La Creativita’ in Torino, Italy, in November
1988. Since then, 1 am paying more attention to individual differences and
differences between playgroups instead of focussing almost exclusively on
conformity and reproduction (6).

Although I do not want to oppose a local African perspective to an approach
directly linked to Western cultural, psychological and sociological theories on play,
toys, childhood and socialization, I have tried during my fieldwork and in the
analysis and interpretation of the collected data not to rely on presuppositions and
to avoid a Western biased approach. But even if I hope to have succeeded to do so
for the greater part, only other researchers and especially researchers from the
concerned region can verify this.

I want to stress another point of view one should always keep in mind when
studying toys and play, namely that 'there is play without toys but no toy without
play'. Unfortunately, there exists much more information on toys than on play
activities, and I must admit that in my research in Morocco I have not always been
putting the play activity in the first place as it certainly is easier to get information
on a toy than on the play activity for which it is used,

2. Changing African Childhoods

Although it is neither easy nor simple to evoke the evolution of African
childhood from a traditional way of life to the actual way of life, [ shall try to point
out some major factors that influenced and still influence African childhood and at
the same time the play activities and toys of African children. There are at least two

255






