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A social semiotic approach to
North African and Saharan toys

Jean-Pierre Rossie

Introduction

This analysis of North African and Saharan toys uses the methodological
approach developed by Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen as
described in their book Reading Images - The Grammar of Visual
Design (1996) and in Theo van Leeuwen’s paper Kinetic Toy Design - A
Semiotic Exploration (1997). Stimulated by these readings, I made an
attempt to look at the toys from these regions, especially the self-made
dolls of the girls, from a social semiotic point of view.

According to these authors, “Social semiotics is an attempt to describe
and understand how people produce and communicate meaning in
specific social settings, be they ‘micro’ settings such as the family or
settings in which sign-making is well institutionalized and hemmed in by
habits, conventions and rules... social semiotics (is) sign-making in
society...” (1996, p. 264).

Reference is constantly made to photographs and designs illustrating
the toys and play activities of North African and Saharan children. As
slides are used during the lecture, the numbers of the figures mentioned
in the text refer to those in Rossie JP, 2003, Toys, Play, Culture and
Society. An Anthropological Approach with Reference to North Africa
and the Sahara. Yet, the reader can see these illustrations on the Internet
by looking for this publication on the WWW-page of Sitrec:
http://www.sitrec.kth.se. More photographs or designs of North African
and Saharan toys and play can be found in my above mentioned book
and in Rossie JP, 2003, Saharan and North African Toy and Play
Cultures. Children’s Dolls and Doll Play (also published in French).






