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Chapter 5

Children’s Play and Toys in Changing
Moroccan Communities

Jean-Pierre Rossie

INTRODUCTION

First, [ want to stress that it is impossible to claim any representativeness and
completeness of the gathered information on Moroccan children's play and toys.
The information describes existing play activities and toys but cannot be used
to prove the non-existence of other games and toys. The research fields and the
involved families have mostly been found through the chance of fortunate
contacts and { here want to express my sincere thanks for the hospitality and
collaboration received from many families and individuals, especially primary
and secondary school teachers.

Before analyzing Moroccan children's play activities and toys, the rcader
may find some uscfulness in the following notes on my scientific work, sources
of information and research methods. During my earlier studies my major topic
of interest has been childhood and socialization. Between 1975 and 1977, 1 did
fieldwork among the semi nomadic Ghrib from the Tunisian Sahara. It is during
my first field trip that [ expetienced the advantage and usefulness of participat-
ing in children’s playgroups. So | decided to concentrate on children’s play
activities and toys in the first place (Rossie, 1993), Having elaborated a quite
complete analysis of the Ghrib children’s play activities and toys, 1 looked for
information on Saharan and North African play, games and toys in the related
literature and in the Musée de {'Homme in Paris where 1 found an important
collection of toys from these regions. Since 1992 | have been conducting vearly
research periods tn Morocco, especially in rural areas and popuiar quarters of
towns.'

Tramned first as a social worker and then as an Africanist, my research
methods belong first of all to the ethnographic research tradition based on
participant observation, informal observation, informal talks, open interviews,
use of informants and interpreters, making slides and doing some ethnographic
filming. Moreover, | am using a detailed descriptive approach with a qualitative
perspective when analyzing specific children’s play activities and toys, and the
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sociocultural context in which these take place. Afterwards, the data of my own
research, the information gathered from the relevant bibliography, and analysis
of the toy collection in the Musée de I’Homme are used for a comparative
analysis. Finally, 1T try to build a comprehensive description of the play
activities and toys of the Saharan and North African children. Yet, this descrip-
tion should by no means be seen as a finished study. On the contrary, it 1s only
when other scholars will verify and supplement my data and the interpretations I
have elaborated, that a more objective and representative view can be worked
out. Since Theo van Leeuwen introduced me to social semiotics in 1997, 1 try
to apply this approach to my data.”

My play and toy research is available on the website of the Stockholm In-
ternational Toy Research Centre (http://www.sitrec.kth.se - see Publications:
Boaoks/Articles), in the more general book, Toys, Culture and Society: An
Anthropological Approach with Reference to North Africa and the Sahara
(1999), and in the descriptive series, Saharan and North African Ludic
Heritages along with Children’s Dolls and Doll Play {1999). Also available at
the website are Commented Bibliography on Play, Games and Toys (2003a),
The Animal in Play, Games and Toys {2003b), The Domestic Life in Play,
Games and Toys (2004, 130), and to be available with projected publication
dates are The Games of Skill (2005) and Traditional and Modern Techniques in
Play, Games and Toys (2006).°

MAJOR TOPICS OF CROSS-CULTURAL ANALYSIS

[n addition to the descriptive approach, { am using my data to work out a
cross-cultural analysis of the relationship between toys and play, on the one
hand, and, on the other, child-child or adult-child relations, gender, rituals,
festivities, creativity, change, and signs and meanings. Due to editorial limita-
tions it is impossible to offer a detailed description and analysis of the afore-
mentioned- play activities and toys or to include photographs. 1 therefore refer
the reader to my recent publications available on the Internet and showing many
photographs and designs.

[n Morocco my research has since 1992 and up to now been limited to cen-
tral and southern regions. This vast area is composed of some northwestern
plains, the mountain chains of the Moyen Atlas, Haut Atlas and Anti-Atlas, and
the Pre-Sahara. All the children whose play activities and toys 1 have studied
belong to sedentary communities and more or less popular families. With the
exception of the two larger cities of Marrakech and Kenitra, these children live
in villages and rural centers. Most of the information, especially that which
comes from rural areas, refers to Berber-speaking children. But in other places
and especially in towns, with the exception of Goulmima and Midelt, it
concerns Arabic-speaking children.

Child-child and adult-child relations in play and toys

A few times [ have seen Moroccan children playing alone, so it probably is
not that exceptional. Yet, I have only observed such solitary play among small
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children as in the case of a three-year-old boy from the Moyen Atlas village
Amellago playing in a small irrigation channel, making the little walls of his
garage with mud bricks and using an old sandal as truck, or a five-vear old girl
from Midelt playing before her house door with wet sand and a plastic kitchen
utensil. Still, children's play activities in these regions are mostly collective and
outdoor activities. Playgroups are hereby the basic social organizations. After
the age of seven years they consist of only girls or only boys, seldom of boys
and girls together. When girls and boys form a playgroup together they are
toddlers or somewhat older children, possibly under the direction of an older
girl, eventually also an older boy. The factors for choosing playmates are
primarily based on ties of kinship and neighborhood and this certainly strength-
ens the cohesion of the playgroup and the bonds between the children. Among
older children schoolmates or other unrelated children can be part of the
playgroup.

As far as 1 could observe this, the playgroups are organized by the children
themselves and on their own initiative, but this does not mean that there are no
leaders, no girls or boys who take more initiatives than others when play
activities are concerned. When an older child plays with younger ones leadership
comes naturally to the foreground, but when peers play together decisions on
what to play and how to play are prevalent. Much information on how to play
and make Loys, but also on the environment, on cultural topics and on social
relations, is observed or learned through playgroup interactions. 1t should also
be stressed that these children create most play situations and toys to communi-
cate with other children, whereas most toys and many games in Western
communitics are cultural messages created by adults for children.

In general, children's playgroups enjoy a lot of autonomy and freedom as in
most cases adults do not take part in children's play, except when playing
occasionally with a tot or a toddler. Intervention of adults in children's play
seems rare and is mostly limited to insisting on taking care of hitle children, to
intervene when play situations runs out of hand seriously, to ask for help from a
child, especially a girl, or to react when the children's play disturbs an activity
or a possession of an adult. So, most play and toy making activities 1 have
found until now do not involve adults. Yet, I have seen or heard of Moroccan
womet and men playing with or making toys not only for a little child but also
older ones. Some examples show a mother or a father making a toy-musical
instrument or a toy-windmill especially for feasts. Artisans also make a small
number of different toys that children receive at the same occasions. It also
happens that a parent or adult sibling brings back from a trip to the weekly
- market a little present for a small child, often some cheap plastic toy imported
from China. Nevertheless, the gift of toys so important in societies more
oriented towards consumer goods remains exceptional. If it is not the child
himself or herself who makes the toy, it can be his or her brother, sister or
cousin. And even when adults make toys, these toys do not seem to fit info a
system of rewards and tokens of affection.

The available information suggests that Moroccan children's pretend play,
as exemplified in doll play, household play and play connected to the relation-
ship between humans and animals, only shows locally valued situations and
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positive adult models the child identifies with. However, to see these children
rigidly set to passive atfitudes regarding the models of adult life would be
erroneous. On the contrary, they appropriate, adapt and change these models
according to their own needs.

Gender in play and toys

Moroccan toddlers are seen playing in heterogeneous as well as homogene-
ous groups. Yet, lacking any statistical data [ would not dare to guess what is
most common. A lot probably depends on the availability of playmates of the
opposite sex. I also observed now and then young boys and girls of seven or
eight years playing together. In three examples from 1999 the children use a
small house. In Midelt two boys and a girl use a demolished van as small
house and in a Moyen Atlas village near Amellago three girls and two boys
between six and eight years play together in an elaborated small house delimited
by stones and containing a large series of sun dried clay utensils. In a nearby
village four girls and one boy of about seven years play at wedding in their
doll's house. '

In Moroccan children's playgroups and from the age of about six years on-
wards, gender differentiation becomes stronger. At that age, boys and girls
create their own playgroups from which the other sex normally is excluded.
Boys enjoy more freedom in their playgroups than giris in theirs, at least as
long as norms are not too overtly transgressed. They also have the opportunity
to go further away from their homes, the distance broadening as the boys
become older as in the case of a Moroccan group of boys playing in the sea at
two hours walking distance from their village. This way the boys can escape the
direct control exerted by their parents or other adults. The girls on the contrary
are not allowed to go far away alone. They must also stay near their mothers to
help them in the household or because they have to look after some small
children. When looking after these small children girls certainly do find
occasions to play. Yet, the boundary between the task of anmusing and occupy-
ing the little ones and the possibility to amuse oneself is difficult to draw.

Another clear difference between boys and girls is the time they bave to
play and this because of the girls’ greater integration into household activities
especially from the age of about eight years onwards. A striking example of this
more limited time to play and more important integration of girls in household
tasks is exemplified by an observation session of one and a half hour which I
carried out in a small valley, serving among others as play area and situated
between two popular quarters of Midelt. One summer morning in 1999 and
during the time of the observation, I noted three playgroups made up by some
boys and lasting between fifteen and thirty minutes. During the same observa-
tion time [ found no girls playing, neither alone nor in groups. Instead, [ saw
one six-year-old girl cleaning the space before her house, another somewhat
older girl passing by with a plate of biscuits on her head taking them to the
oven and two girls doing errands. A fifth girl of about ten years was taking care
of a group of little girls and boys.






