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Abstract    
 

 

This book presents the reader a detailed analysis of the animal world in 

relation to Saharan and North African children's toys and play activities. 

To begin with, the toy dromedaries are described, then the toys referring 

to horses, mules and donkeys, cattle and livestock, other domestic 

animals, and non-domestic animals. Each of the subdivisions starts with a 

summary putting forward the main characteristics of the group of toys 

and games concerned. In 'Conclusion and Perspectives', a synthesis is 

proposed, together with a discussion of some environmental, economic 

and socio-cultural aspects, and a socio-semiotic analysis. Then follows 

the chapter 'Perspectives' in which I have tried to offer some suggestions 

for the practical use of this play and toy culture. In an appendix a detailed 

and systematic description, in French, of the Saharan and North African 

toy animals of the collection of the Musée de l'Homme can be consulted.  

For their play activities referring to the animal world the Saharan and 

North African children use certain animals as living toys as well as 

playing with toy animals. Yet, the child's body can be enough to imitate 

an animal such as a dromedary or a horse. The animals used as living 

toys are little dromedaries, donkeys, mules, sheep, turkeys, cats, 

sandmice, jerboas, fennecs, lizards, salamanders, tortoises, insects and 

even scorpions. However, I have not found any reference to rabbits or 

dogs serving as living toys, except a Ghrib boy playing in 1975 with a 

herddog.  

The described toy animals represent dromedaries, horses, mules, 

donkeys, cows, zebus, sheep, rams, goats, dogs, cats, rabbits, hedgehogs, 

chickens, gazelles, antelopes, ostriches, birds, rats, snakes, monkeys and 

scorpions. The omnipresence of the dromedary is not amazing at all. Just 

as Jan Bujak notices for the horse in Poland where its economic and 

cultural importance is reflected in the little horse and the 'lajkonik', two 

popular Polish toys, the importance of dromedaries in North Africa and 

the Sahara explains its popularity in the play activities of the children 

from these regions.  
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From the gathered information as well as my personal observations in 

Morocco and Tunisia, I think one can conclude that the games and toys 

related to the animal world are more limited in the cities than in the 

countryside. This can be explained by the greater familiarity of rural 

children with animals. The boys are the ones most often playing games 

referring to animals or to the relationship between humans and animals. 

According to all the information at my disposal, these games are less 

current among girls. Although my own observations confirm this remark, 

one should bear in mind that the consulted authors mostly are men, that 

the children's sex is not always specified and that most of my informants 

on these kinds of play activities are boys or men. Among the Tuareg, 

boys and girls play together with their toy dromedaries and they divide 

the tasks when making them.  

Although the data rarely reveal this, the toy animals described here 

only make sense in the context of the children's games which are most of 

the time collective and open-air play activities involving children of the 

same family or neighborhood. For these games the children use a good 

number of toys or other objects. Moreover, the way of communicating 

with domestic animals and the whole language referring to the animal 

world is practiced in these play activities.  

If some games directly refer to the life of the animals and their 

behavior, many other games find inspiration in the way adults use these 

animals. The children play at organizing a nomadic encampment, at 

being a shepherd, a dromedarist, a horseman, a mule driver, a caravaneer, 

a hunter, a cattle-breeder, a farmer, and almost all male occupations.  

Leaving aside the psychological, pedagogical and socialization 

aspects, the least one can stress is that a comprehensive learning of the 

physical, vegetal and animal environment is achieved through these play 

activities.  

Toys representing animals can be very simple, necessitating no work 

at all. A stone becomes a goat, a sheep or a dromedary. A long reed or 

stick is transformed into a horse. The majority of the toys representing 

animals made by Saharan and North African children, from the simplest 

ones to the most elaborated ones, are hand-made. With few exceptions 

these toys remain figurative and realistic representations regarding the 

overall appearance and sometimes also the details.  
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The Saharan and North African children themselves have made 

almost all these animals in miniature. Therefore they use a lot of material 

of mineral, vegetal, animal and waste origin. Only rarely adults make 

such toys, like the servants and artisans of the Moors or the artisans from 

Rabat and Marrakech. With only few exceptions of former as well as 

recent times, the toy animals are made locally. Yet, the importation in 

these regions of European toys exists already for a long time.  

The oldest toy animal described in this book is a ram of painted clay 

made before 1889. The other toy animals of the collection of the Musée 

de l'Homme have been made between the 1930s and the 1960s. The toy 

animals I saw myself were made between 1975 and 1977 for those of the 

Ghrib children or between 1992 and 2002 for those of the Moroccan 

children. 
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The collection:  

Saharan and North African  

Toy and Play Cultures 

 
   

Engaged since 1975 in research on games and toys and later on in 

experiments in the field of intercultural education based on this research, 

the idea slowly matured to create a collection called Saharan and North 

African Toy and Play Cultures. A toy and play culture that rightly should 

be part of the cultural heritage of mankind, just as the masterpieces of art 

and architecture.  

A first attempt to create such a collection for the International Council 

for Children's Play was supported by André Michelet, director of the 

Centre d'Etudes Roland Houdon at Saran, France, with the publication by 

this Centre of my book Jeux et jouets sahariens et nord-africains: 

poupées - jeux de poupées in 1993. As the Centre d'Etudes Roland 

Houdon stopped its publishing activities soon afterwards, this attempt 

was prematurely broken off. 

In 1999 the Nordic Center for Research on Toys and Educational 

Media published on its website the first English and French HTML 

versions of Children's Dolls and Doll Play, and of the Commented 

Bibliography on Play, Games and Toys. A reworked HTML version of 

these books and the first English and French HTML version of The 

Animal World in Play, Games and Toys were published by the Stockholm 

International Toy Research Center on its website in 2003. 

The writing of the fourth volume Domestic Life in Play, Games and 

Toys is nearly finished. Two more volumes on Games of Skill and on 

Traditional and Modern Techniques in Play, Games and Toys are 

planned. 

In order to make the information on Saharan and North African games 

and toys available to people reading English as well as to those reading 

French, to stimulate the exchange of information and the reciprocal 

enrichment of ideas and actions between the French-speaking and the 

English-speaking world, who otherwise remain too often separated by a 



  

14     

linguistic cleavage, the studies are to be published in English and in 

French. 

For financial reasons the available books of the collection: Saharan 

and North African Toy and Play Cultures and the collection: Cultures 

Ludiques Sahariennes et Nord-Africaines have been published on the 

CD included in Rossie, J-P. (2005). Toys, play, culture and society. An 

anthropological approach with reference to North Africa and the 

Sahara. 

 

The volumes of the collection: 

 

Saharan and North African Toy and Play Cultures 

 

¶ Childrenôs dolls and doll play, 2005, 328 p., 163 ill. 

 

¶ The animal world in play, games and toys, 2005, 219 p., 107 ill. 

 

¶ Commented bibliography on play, games and toys, 2005, 61 p. 

 

The volumes of the collection: 

 

Cultures Ludiques Sahariennes et Nord-Africaines 

 

¶ Poup®es dôenfants et jeux de poupées, 2005, 344 p., 163 ill. 

 

¶ Lôanimal dans les jeux et jouets, 2005, 229 p., 107 ill. 

 

¶ Bibliographie commentée des jeux et jouets, 2005, 61 p. 
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Foreword by Theo van Leeuwen 

 
 

I first met Jean-Pierre Rossie in Halmstad, at a conference on the subject 

of toys, where he presented a paper on Saharan and North African dolls, 

and I was immediately impressed by the richness of his collection of 

slides of North African toys and by the scholarly thoroughness with 

which he had documented them.   

Toy research is a relatively new field. Most books are either glossy 

coffee table books for collectors or educationalist pamphlets on choosing 

the best toys for the kindergarten or preschool. The handful of books that 

try to give some theoretical underpinning to toy research, use, perhaps by 

necessity, a rather broad brush, and try to encompass the whole field. In 

Halmstad there were many papers on play (a much more established area 

of research), and some good papers criticising such things as gender 

stereotypes in dolls etc, but, overall, few papers taking a material culture 

approach to toys and playing.    

Jean-Pierre Rossie's work is different in this respect. He entered the 

field as an anthropologist, and, over the years, has photographed 

countless Saharan and North African toys and built up an extensive 

documentation on these toys and the way they are played with, thus 

creating an unusual comprehensive archive of what he calls the Saharan 

and North African toy and play cultures. This is immensely valuable in 

itself, but the value of his work goes further. It can provide new insights 

and unlock doors to new perspectives on toys and playing, not only in 

that particular region, but also more generally. 

In our own culture we have created rigorous demarcations between 

the worlds of childhood and adulthood, and between the material objects 

belonging to each. In the cultures whose toys Rossie has documented, 

such demarcations are much less pronounced. Children play with toys 

just as much, but the toys, and the way they are played with, connect 

them more clearly with the adult world, and, rather than confining them 

to a world of fantasy and make believe, help prepare them for their future 

role as adult camel herds, hunters, brides and bridegrooms, and so on.    
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The toys themselves are rarely ready-made and often produced by the 

children themselves, from an astonishing variety of materials. Even when 

ready-made toys are used, for instance cheap mass-produced dolls, they 

are entirely transformed. This means that, not only playing with toys, but 

also making toys is a learning process. Through making toys, children 

gain experience with a wide variety of materials and construction 

processes. By making animals they gain insight in the anatomy of these 

animals, and by playing with them they learn about looking after animals, 

working with them, hunting them, and so on. Above all, in making toys 

that represent their physical and cultural world, and in playfully enacting 

adult activities, they actively construe the cultural meanings that are 

important in their world, rather than that they passively consume them, as 

is sometimes the case with our all-too sophisticated toys, or, for that 

matter, with television.    

These Saharan and North African children, meanwhile, do not live in 

a static world, and Rossie also documents the history of their toys, in part 

through his intimate familiarity with the collection of the Musée de 

l'Homme, and in part from his own experience, as he has known the 

region for more than 30 years now, and still returns there every year for 

further research trips. 

All in all, this book stands out because of the unique richness of its 

collection of examples, because of its thorough scholarly documentation, 

and because it can be a valuable resource for toy researchers, and, more 

generally, for anyone interested in the role of toys and play in childhood.  

   

Theo van Leeuwen, 

Professor of Language and Communication,  

Centre for Language and Communication Research,  

Cardiff University, Cardiff, Great Britain. 
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This book is the third volume of a series of publications on the toy and 

play culture of Saharan and North African children; a culture that has not 

been systematically analyzed up to now, whereas this was done by 

Charles Béart (1955) concerning West Africa, by Fritz Klepzig (1972) for 

the Bantus in Africa South of the Sahara and by Eliseo Andreu Cabrera 

(2004) for the Mediterranean region. The only attempt for the area 

covered here has been, as far as I know, the one made by Paul Bellin in 

his ñL'enfant saharien ¨ travers ses jeuxò published in 1963.  

Yet, I am convinced that this task is one of the most urgent ones 

because of the spectacular transformations that take place in the societies 

of this region. Following political, economic, social and cultural changes 

this heritage, having participated in full in the shaping of the identity of 

the individuals and communities concerned, are threatened with 

disappearance. This could in the long run become really detrimental to 

the Saharan and North African children and youngsters. Moreover, the 

games and toys form a treasure very profitable for the socialization of 

this youth, as well as for an adapted pedagogy and new didactics which 

are urgently needed according to international organizations such as  

UNESCO (see bibliography: Groupe Consultatif...) or the International 

Federation for Parent Education (see bibliography) as well as some 

national authorities also.  

In an environment in which animals played, and sometimes still play, a 

fundamental role in the survival and the economic system of the Saharan 

and North African populations, it cannot be otherwise than that the 

animal world also plays an important role in the toy and play culture of 

these regions. Thus, the relationship between children and animals and 

the children's interpretation of the relationship between adults and 

animals is directly or indirectly reflected in their play activities, games 

and toys.  

This new study on the play activities, games and toys of the Saharan 

and North African children will, I hope, reveal the diversity of cultures, 

due to the geographical, historical and sociological specificity, as well as 

the universality of human culture, due to fundamental responses to 

comparable existential situations.  

With an exception for the Ghrib population and for Morocco, the 

analysis of the animal world in play, games and toys covers a period 

lasting from the beginning of the 20
th
 century up to the end of the 1960s.  
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More precisely and within the limits of this book, the oldest 

bibliographical reference dates from 1905 but the oldest toy animal, a 

ram of painted clay, from the collection of the Département d'Afrique 

Blanche et du Proche Orient of the Musée de l'Homme in Paris has been 

collected before 1889, making it the oldest toy of the collection. The 

most recent information comes from my own research in 1975 and 1977 

among the Ghrib of the Tunisian Sahara who lived at that time their last 

years of seminomadism, supplemented by some information on the 

evolution of the toy and play culture of this population which has been 

given to me by my friend and colleague Gilbert J.M. Claus. My ongoing 

research since 1992 on children's games and toys in Morocco provides 

new information on the second half of the twentieth century. There also 

exists a book on Sahrawi games and toys published in 1999. Thus, when 

the present tense is used in the text it refers to the period in which the 

data originated and not to the present-day.  

In general, one could say that the described games and toys belonged 

to children living in communities that, although influenced by modernity 

and the European way of life, still honored ancestral tradition, especially 

in the fields of childhood and womanhood and in the spheres of 

socialization and the intergenerational transmission of norms and values. 

When making abstraction of what is said about children from some 

Moroccan cities, the information on children living in urbanized, 

industrialized and/or occidentalized centers is lacking. Taking Algeria as 

an example, the data refer to children, who received no or little schooling 

and were living among nomadic, seminomadic or rural communities, but 

one will search in vain for information on schoolgoing children from 

Algiers or other important Algerian cities.  

With the exception of Moroccan cities, this volume analyses the play 

activities, games and toys related to the animal world of children and 

communities belonging to more or less traditional societies. Societies 

however, who were and still are on their way to modernity and to their 

incorporation in modern states.  

Moreover, the information gathered here speaks of children between 

three and thirteen years, for boys possibly a somewhat older age. So one 

will look in vain for information on infants. The reasons for this are 

multiple: it is difficult for a male researcher to enter the indoor female 

domestic world in which the very young child grows up, outdoor play is 
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an activity of the already somewhat older child, little children in need of 

a toy often transform an object into a representative toy whereas making 

oneself a toy comes later.  

 

Four sources of information lay at the basis of this book: 

  

¶ The collection of Saharan and North African toys of the Département 

d'Afrique Blanche et du Proche Orient of the Musée de l'Homme in 

Paris, supplemented with data from the index cards and through a 

personal analysis of the toys. As this collection will be transferred to a 

new museum that opens in 2006 one should contact the Musée du 

Quai Branly in Paris (http://www.quaibranly.fr).  

¶ The ethnographic, linguistic and other bibliography of the geographic 

area concerned, which I have analyzed in a commented bibliography.  

¶ My research on the games and toys of the Ghrib children, between 

1975 and 1977, that since then and up to now has been followed up by 

dr. Gilbert J.M. Claus.  

¶ My ongoing research in Morocco since 1992, more specifically in 

rural areas and popular quarters of towns, which has yielded 

interesting information.  

 

Although the bibliographical data are not always based on detailed or 

scientific investigations and sometimes are accompanied by ethnocentric 

comments, I think that the care taken in the analysis and the critical 

confrontation of the sources guarantee a high degree of veracity of the 

data.  

Yet, an important remark should be made. Due to the unequal value of 

the data and especially its incomplete and unrepresentative 

characteristics, one should be careful in linking the specific information 

written down here to general deductions or conclusions. For example, the 

fact that a given play activity or toy has been reported in a given 

population or area for boys only, gives no validity to the conclusion that 

only boys engage in such a play activity or use such a toy. The data in 

this book, as well as in the foregoing volume on Saharan and North 

African children's doll play, are not based on a representative sample 

taken from the children of whatever population. They mostly became 

available through fortuitous contacts and momentary interests in the 
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topics of play, games and toys. Only few authors have shown a genuine 

interest in Saharan and North African children's games and toys, and only 

a handful have done a partial or more comprehensive research in this 

field. Referring to the same distinction between boys and girls, I have 

always tried to know if a game or a toy is for girls, for boys or for both. 

Nevertheless, the information I gathered always results from observing 

and talking to particular children and adults. Therefore, also the data I 

gathered personally only offer a partial image of past and actual realities.   

Every population on which I could find information has been 

incorporated in this book. These populations are different Tuareg groups, 

the Ghrib, the Moors, the Sahrawi, the Regeybat, the Chaamba, the Teda, 

the Zaghawa, the Belbala, the Mozabites, the Chaouia, the inhabitants of 

the Saoura Valley as well as some Algerian or Tunisian and several 

Moroccan communities.  

Up to now, I used the term Berber to refer to the culture and language 

of the North African and Saharan populations that lived in these areas 

before the coming of the Arabs, still live there and continue to speak their 

own languages. Due to the pejorative meaning of the term Berber, related 

to the word barbarian, the concerned North African cultural movements 

put forward the local term Amazigh, a term I shall use in my scientific 

publications henceforth. Yet, I continue to use the term Arab-Berber for 

the descendants of these populations who have lost their original 

language and speak Arabic.  

Throughout the text the order of succession of these populations runs 

as follows: first one finds the data on the nomadic or seminomadic 

Saharan populations, followed by the Saharan sedentary populations and 

finally the North African sedentary populations.  

The geographic and ethnic terms given in the text have been indicated 

on two maps, one of North Africa and the Sahara and one of Morocco.  

As the different volumes of the collection: Saharan and North African 

Toy and Play Cultures are separate publications and in order to fit the toy 

and play cultures into their geographic, economic and social context, I 

think it is necessary to include each time a short description of the 

peoples concerned. This description refers to the same period as the one 

to which the data on the games and toys belong. Moreover, from one 

volume to the other there are some changes in the populations whose 

children's games and toys are described. 



  

23     

Description of the populations 
  

  

The Tuareg 
  

Although the Tuareg certainly are not the most numerous population of 

the region covered in this book, they are at least the best documented 

upon in the bibliography and in the analyzed collection.  

The Tuareg live in an immense Saharan and Sahelian territory 

delimited, in the northeast by Ghadames in Libya, in the southeast by 

Agadez in Niger and in the southwest by Mopti in Mali. Their habitat is a 

mountainous region varying in level from 500 to 2000 meters.  

The estimations of the number of Tuareg, of course always 

approximate, vary from 250,000 to 300,000 (Camps, 1984: 8), about 

350,000 (La Vie du Sahara, 1960) and about 700,000 (Komorowski, 

1975: 101), up to less than one million (Bernus, 1983: 7). In the 

exposition on the Tuareg held in 1994 at the Museum of Central Africa in 

Tervuren, Belgium, the number of 1,300,000 Tuareg was mentioned of 

which 750,000 in Niger, 400,000 in Mali and 60,000 in Algeria, Libya 

and Burkina Faso. The Tuareg Kel Ahaggar populations, who will be 

mentioned quite often, consist only of some 20,000 persons living on an 

Algerian territory almost as vast as France (Bernus, 1983: 7). In July 

1999, the population of Mali was estimated at 10,429,124 inhabitants of 

whom 47 % are children younger than fifteen and 10 % belong to the 

Tuareg (E-ConflictÊ World Encyclopedia).  

However, all these sources agree in stating that the Tuareg lived a 

nomadic or seminomadic life, at least up to the first third of the twentieth 

century. In the case of a seminomadic way of life they temporarily 

became sedentarized in an oasis.  

The Tuareg were in the first place dromedary-breeders, living however 

around 1960 essentially from the breeding of sheep and goats and in the 

south also of oxen (La Vie du Sahara, 1960: 7).  

From the 1950s onwards, the traditional way of life of the Tuareg is 

disappearing. First of all because of the influence of the French 

colonization, then through the integration into five different independent 

states and finally following the extreme draught in the Sahel during the 
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1970s that had dramatic consequences for the Sahelian Tuareg (Leupen, 

1983: 58; Claudot-Hawad, 1992: 222). Actually many Tuareg live in 

houses with television and satellite antenna.  

From the ethnic and linguistic point of view, the Tuareg are Amazigh-

speaking people, but they do not form a 'race' or a 'nation'. Their common 

denominator is to be found in a similar culture, language and behavior 

(Bernus, 1983: 6).  

Within the analysis of the play activities, games and toys one has to 

distinguish five groups of Tuareg: 

  

¶ the Tuareg Kel Ahaggar: Ahaggar massif (Algeria); 

¶ the Tuareg Kel Ajjer: Tassili n'Ajjer (Algeria), region of Ghât  

(Libya); 

¶ the Tuareg Kel Aïr: Aïr massif (Niger); 

¶ the Tuareg Kel Iforas: Adrar des Iforas (Algeria/Mali); 

¶ the Tuareg Iullemeden: Sahelian plains of the Niger winding  (Mali).  

 

   

The Ghrib 
  

The territory of the Ghrib extends from the southern limit of the Chot l-

Djerid, the South Tunisian salt lake, onto the Algerian border. The 

surface of this area covers about 6000 km² situated on the northern border 

of the Grand Erg Oriental, an immense sandy desert. The relief is quite 

flat with sand dunes here and there.  

The Ghrib were estimated at about 4,400 persons in 1975. Meanwhile 

this population has grown and numbers actually some 7,000 persons. 

These data and the following ones come from the publications of Gilbert 

J.M. Claus or have been personally handed over to me.  

Among these Arabic-speaking Ghrib, some fractions pretend to 

descend from Amazigh ancestors who migrated out of the south of 

Morocco, but other fractions claim to be the descendants of Arabs who 

lived in the south of Arabia or the north of Yemen.  

Since the 1920s and until recently, the economy was based on 

seminomadism, with on the one hand dromedary-breeding, for which 

they were very famous, and goat-, sheep- and donkey-breeding, and on 

the other hand agriculture in the oases.  
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During the 1970s, the transition from nomadism to sedentariness took 

place in the oases on the border of the Chott l-Djerid. Nowadays, the 

Ghrib have almost completely settled down in the oases of Ghidma, 

Hezwa, Redjem Matoug and especially in the oasis of El Faouar, an oasis 

that has grown to an important urban center, the principal center of a 

Tunisian delegation. This way the Ghrib have lost everything of their 

renown as dromedary-breeders, although the interest in this breeding 

increases slowly because of the promotion of Saharan tourism in the 

region of El Faouar where a transit hotel functions now. 

 

   

The Moors 
  

In the Western Sahara live the Moors on a territory limited by the 

Atlantic in the west, the actual border between Morocco and Mauritania 

in the north and an imaginary border going from the Senegal River over 

Nema to the Niger River winding in the south.  

From the coast the relief rises slowly up to 350 meters in the Dhar 

Plateau where Oualata is located. A large part of Mauritania is occupied 

by enormous sand dunes, lying from the coast in northeastern direction 

and passing just north of Tidjikdja.  

The Moors have been estimated at 600,000 in 1960 with 77 % nomads 

(La Vie du Sahara: XXIV; Belgisch Comité voor UNICEF, 1996: 57). In 

contrast with the Tuareg who live very dispersed over different states, the 

Moors have been able to organize themselves into a state, the Islamic 

Republic of Mauritania. In 1996 there are 2.4 million inhabitants in 

Mauritania of whom 52 % live in towns and only 12 % are still nomads. 

One third of the population lives in the capital Nouakchott and the 

surrounding slums (UNICEF-Information). With 30 % the Moors only 

form part of the total population. 40 % are mixed groups of Moors and 

Black African origin and another 30 % are Black Africans. Of the 

estimated population of 2,581,738 inhabitants in July 1999, 47 % are 

younger than fifteen years (E-ConflictÊ World Encyclopedia).  

Ethnically speaking, the Moors are Arabs mixed with Amazighs, as 

well as strongly Arabicized Amazighs of the southwestern Sahara and the 

formerly Spanish Sahara (Komorowski, 1975: 103). However, they call 
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themselves the 'Beïdane' or 'Whites'. Linguistically, the Moors speak a 

local form of the Arabic spoken in the Maghreb.  

The Moors have been, certainly during the period covered for the 

analysis of the games and toys of the children of this population, nomadic 

dromedary-breeders, caravaneers, merchants and, in the Sahelian zone, 

ox-breeders. Certain Moors were settled in small towns. One of these 

urban centers is Oualata, an agglomeration of some 800 to 1000 

inhabitants in the 1970s. It was a spiritual center and a commercial town 

on the crossroads between Morocco, Mali and Senegal. Its isolation made 

possible the survival of the tradition of spirituality and of the traditional 

schooling, going back to the eighth century, as well as of its social 

organization and family life (Gabus, 1976: 7).  

Just as it is the case with the Tuareg and the Ghrib, the way of life of 

the Moors suffers a growing pressure towards an adaptation to a state and 

an economy integrating in a worldwide context. Nowadays, some 60 % 

of the population lives from agriculture and cattle breeding and some 40 

% find its livelihood in the cities in the modern or informal economic 

sectors (Belgisch Comité voor UNICEF, 1996: 33). 

  

   

The Sahrawi 
  

The Sahrawi wandered all over a vast Saharan space they call 'Trab el 

Bidan', the 'Land of the Whites'. This region stretches from the Senegal 

River to the Oued Drâa running along the southern slopes of the Jbel 

Bani and the Anti Atlas passing near the town of Assa in southern 

Morocco. This area comprises Mauritania, the Western Sahara, part of 

the northwest of Mali and the southwest of Algeria. The language of the 

Sahrawi is a local form of Arabic called 'Hassaniya' (Pinto Cebrián, 1999: 

9). As with the Tuareg, the Ghrib and the Moors, a process of 

sedentarization developed among the Sahrawi, a process of 

sedentarization becoming more important from the 1970s onwards.  

A part of the Trab el Bidan called the Western Sahara has been a 

Spanish colony from 1904 till 1975. Actually and according to the 

terminology used by the United Nations Security Council, the 

government of Morocco is the ñadministrative Power in Western Saharaò 

(Report of the Secretary-General on the situation concerning the Western 
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Sahara, 25.10.2000, S/2000/1029, p. 6, § 30, consulted on 11.01.2001, 

http://www.un.org/Docs/sc/reports/2000/1029e.pdf). The news agency 

Europe Medea mentions as the only useful source on the population of 

the Western Sahara the last Spanish census of 1974. According to this 

population census, there were at that time 73,497 Sahrawi in this territory 

and 21,522 Europeans and citizens of other countries. However, the 

census did not count the entire nomadic population (consulted on 

11.01.2001, http://www.medea.be/fr/index250.htm). Under the control of 

the Polisario, the Frente Popular para la Liberación de la Seguia el Hamra 

y el Rio de Oro, some 200,000 Sahrawi live in the refugee camps of the 

Tindouf region in the southwest of Algeria (consulted on 12.01.2001, 

http://www.sahara.net/people.html).  

The old economic system relying on nomadism and Saharan trade is 

largely replaced by an economy based on the fishing industry and on the 

exploitation of phosphate and iron mines (consulted on 11.01.2001, 

http://www.medea.be/fr/index250.htm). 

  

 

The Regeybat 
  

The Regeybat wander over a vast territory in the Northwestern Sahara 

from the Atlantic to the Erg Iguidi and Assa in the Tiris region, ignoring 

the borders between Morocco, the former Spanish Sahara, Mauritania and 

Algeria.  

The only slightly elevated and quite flat territory is sparsely populated. 

The population of the Western Sahara, a region dominated by the 

Regeybat till the beginning of the twentieth century, numbered some 

60,000 individuals around 1970 (Grand Atlas du Continent Africain, 

1973: 105). In July 1999, the population of the Western Sahara was 

estimated at 239,333 inhabitants (E-ConflictÊ World Encyclopedia).  

The Arabic-speaking Regeybat are Arab-Berbers who, linguistically 

and culturally, are the one most related to the Bedouin Arabs (Camps, 

1984: 9).  

These nomads have been dromedary-breeders and goat-breeders and, 

where this was possible, they also held sheep. Furthermore, and until a 

quite recent period, they played a role in the transsaharan trade, a trade 

that has lost almost all its economic signification.  
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The decolonization of the Spanish Sahara in the beginning of the 

1970s and the claims of the neighbor countries have given rise to a 

movement for independence, the Polisario. It was said that the Regeybat 

had a spearhead function in its military actions. However, little seems to 

be known about the actual situation of the Regeybat. 

 

 

The Chaamba 
  

The Chaamba, nomads at least in their majority, wander through the 

whole northern part of the Algerian Sahara, from El Oued, Ouargla and 

the Grand Erg Oriental, along El Golea and the Grand Erg Occidental, as 

far as the Erg er Raoui and even further on. Arid plains cross this 

immense desert with its enormous sand dunes.  

Just as the Regeybat, the Arabic-speaking Chaamba are Arab-Berbers 

whose origin clearly shows the interpenetrating of the autochthonous 

Amazigh populations and the Arab tribes who came from the Arab 

Peninsula. According to some estimation, the total population was about 

20,000 at the beginning of the 1950s (Cabot Briggs, 1958: 111).  

The Chaamba found their means of subsistence, and up to a certain 

point still find it, in the breeding of dromedaries and, in the north of their 

habitat, also of sheep. They were famous dromedarists who partially 

entered the French colonial army and the Algerian army later on. In the 

oases they also cultivated gardens and palm-trees. Today, they come 

down off their dromedaries and mount on the trucks that cross the Sahara 

(Komorowski, 1975: 107).   
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The Teda 
 

The Teda, named Toubou by the Arabs and the Europeans, live in an area 

as particular as isolated, namely the Tibesti volcanic massif in the 

northwest of Chad. This Tibesti massif, rising up to 3350 meters and with 

an average height between 1000 and 1800 meters, rises like a bastion in 

the middle of a sea of sand (Lopatinsky, Les Teda du Tibesti: 9).  

In contrast with the other populations whose children's games and toys 

are described and who are Amazighs or Arab-Berbers speaking an 

Amazigh or an Arabic language, the Teda belong ethnically and 

linguistically to a distinct group related to the black populations of the 

Sudan.  

The Teda of the Tibesti numbered some 20,000 persons in 1960 (La 

Vie du Sahara: XXIV), and possibly even less as this source incorporates 

in this number also the agriculturists related to the Teda. The population 

of Chad was estimated at 7,557,436 inhabitants in July 1999, of whom 44 

% younger than fifteen years (E-ConflictÊ World Encyclopedia). The 

1993-population census of Chad numbers 28,501 Teda (Ethnologue: 

Languages of the World).  

For a very long time, the Teda remained attached to the ancestral way 

of life and conserved a cultural particularism that reflects the imperatives 

of their living conditions, this still in 1980 (Bradily, 1980: 141). Indeed, 

the influence of the French colonialization, with an effective occupation 

of the area from 1930 only, has been really low until World War II.  

Seminomadism was the socio-economic system making possible the 

survival of the Teda. In this system, part of the family unit remains in the 

oasis, Bardaï for example, and keeps the gardens - a task felt as a 

servantôs job - and cares for the palm-trees. Meanwhile the other part 

goes searching for grassland to feed the goats, sheep, donkeys and 

dromedaries, holding at the same time a small ambulant trade 

(Lopatinsky, Les Teda du Tibesti: 10, 15, 285, 288; Le Cîur, 1950: 198; 

Kronenberg, 1958: 3-5).  

Traditionally the basis of the food consists of dates and cereals, some 

cultivated and some wild (Bradily, 1980: 141). The girls reveal the 

importance of the dates for the Teda in the making of dolls. 
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The Zaghawa 
  

A black population called the Zaghawa by the Arabs and later on also by 

the colonial administration, but calling itself the Beri, lives on the border 

between Chad and Sudan. 

It is a hilly territory with in its center the Ennedi high plateau that 

constitutes part of the southern border of the Sahara. Always situated 

above 600 meters this territory rises to 1450 meters. In this inhospitable 

region of Chad some 30,000 Zaghawa were living about 1975 and Iriba, 

the residence of the sultan of the Zaghawa, was a regional center with 

more or less 3000 inhabitants (Tubiana, 1977: 99, 118). 

The Zaghawa, who since long have been under the influence of Islam 

and Arabic, are first of all seminomadic people moving over a limited 

area and living from cattle-breeding, food gathering, agriculture, hunting 

and also trade. Cattle represents the principal wealth of a Zaghawa. It 

gives him part of his food and his clothes and some of his household 

utensils. By exchanging or selling some animals he obtains the needed 

supplement of millet, but also tea, sugar and textile fabrics. The wealth of 

a man and the influence of a chief are evaluated according to the 

possessed cattle. Cows and bulls are the most important. The Zaghawa 

also raise dromedaries as beasts of burden, sheep and goats. Horses 

belong to chiefs and high-ranking men, whereas the women and the 

smiths use donkeys (Tubiana, 1964: 11-12). 

 

 

The Belbala 
 

Up to now, the populations have, or at least had, a nomadic or 

seminomadic way of life. In contrast, the Belbala form the first settled 

population, living at Belbala in the Northwestern Sahara, but in direct 

contact with the Chaamba.  

Belbala, situated at 500 meters above sea-level, is a very isolated oasis 

at the foot of the Erg er Raoui, in between this zone of sand dunes and a 

little mountainous region of about 700 meters high.  
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According to Dominique Champault, the Belbala were some 1600 

individuals around 1960 and they speak a language of their own, 

completely different from the languages of the surrounding nomadic or 

settled Saharan populations. Their language is of Black African origin 

but influenced by Amazigh and Arabic languages.  

The inhabitants of Tabelbala have survived through an oasis economy 

based on date palms. There were also gardens, goats, donkeys, some 

sheep and a few dromedaries cared for by Chaamba herdsmen. Moreover, 

Tabelbala has been a place of rest and supply for the caravans coming 

from Morocco, all this at least until the beginning of the twentieth 

century.  

But the future of this caravan-trade and the future of the oasis of 

Tabelbala was described by Dominique Champault as follows in 1969: as 

it is probable that Tabelbala developed because of the Saharan trade and 

that it survived for a lot of centuries thanks to this trade, it is also clear 

that it cannot survive this trade for a long time (p. 447). 

 

   

The inhabitants of the Saoura Valley 
 

Another Saharan sedentary population is made up of the inhabitants of 

the Saoura Valley, a population on which I have found very little 

information.  

The Saoura Valley delimits the stone desert extending to the west from 

the sand dunes of the Erg er Raoui extending to the east and the south. 

This Saoura River rises out of the Saharan Atlas, flows in a north-south 

direction and dries up in the desert after some hundreds of kilometers. In 

winter it sometimes carries a large amount of water.  

The Saoura Valley has been since time immemorial a very important 

transsaharan route of communication and trade. In the bed of the Oued 

Saoura lay gardens and palm-groves, some 8000 palms at Beni Abbes in 

1944. At that time nearly 5000 persons lived in this agglomeration (Naval 

Intelligence Division, 1943-1944: I, 66-67, II, 61).  

According to Dominique Champault, the alimentary situation was even 

worse in the small oases of the Saoura Valley than it was in Tabelbala. 

Although there always and quite regularly passed through the Saoura 

Valley small caravans, at least up to the 1950s (1969: 176, 269).  
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The Mozabites  
   

The Mozabites, being Muslims of a puritanical non-orthodox sect, saught 

refuge during the XIth century in the Saharan region of the Oued Mzab. 

There they founded four fortified cities of which Ghardaïa is the most 

important, and in the XVIIth century they founded two more cities. The 

relief resembles the one of a high plateau, generally situated at about 700 

meters and with often large and profound valleys (Naval Intelligence, 

1943-1944: 69). 

The number of these city dwellers was estimated at about 50,000 

persons around 1950. Actually they would be with some 200,000 

(Camps, 1984: 8). Their language belongs to the large family of Amazigh 

languages.   

Zygmunt Komorowski writes about the Mozabite economy that they 

have been able to enrich themselves because of the transsaharan trade and 

this for centuries. Nowadays, they control much of the retail trade in 

Algeria and their diaspora has reached America (1975: 107). 

Although the Mozabites lived quite isolated because of their religious 

particularism, they have nevertheless been able to profit from their 

integration into a modern state and into a colonial and post-colonial 

economy. 

  

  

The Chaouia 
  

The Aurès, the territory of the Chaouia, is a mountainous massif of about 

11,000 km² situated in between the northeastern Algerian plateaus and 

the Sahara. The Chaouia, meaning 'herdsmen' in Arabic, are Amazigh-

speaking people. Ethnologue: Languages of the World mentions 

1,400,000 Chaouia for 1993.  

They still lived largely according to ancestral customs in the 1940s and 

remained mountain-dwellers only slightly influenced by what they 

observed in the cities. They stuck to the social organization of the past 

(Catalogue des Collections de l'Aurès, 1943: 4).  

In 1938 and according to Thérèse Rivière, the Chaouia of the north of 

the Aurès are settled in fertile valleys where an intensive cultivation of 

gardens and palm-groves is possible. The Chaouia of the south are, in 
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contrast, seminomadic goat- and sheep-breeders, also cultivators of wheat 

and barley, who live in an almost closed economy. These semi-nomads 

winter in the Sahara and summer in the Aurès (p. 294).  

In the north of the Aurès the density of population reached from 5 to 

25 inhabitants per km² during this period, five times more than in the 

south of the Aurès. The total Chaouia population must have numbered 

some ten thousands.  

Danielle Jemma-Gouzon has described the recent situation in the 

Aurès: and then comes the time to break the isolation and, 

simultaneously, the temptation of the outside world. In the depth of the 

valleys the men are leaving. In the villages only remain the elders, the 

women and the children. The gestures, just as the earthen houses, loose 

their meaning and symbols. Time has penetrated the Aurès mountains 

and together with it history. The family is opening but becomes 

fragmented thereby, being satisfied with a less precarious but also less 

communitarian economy, new aspirations and new models (1989: 7-8, 

see also Ballais, 1989). 

  

   

The populations of the Moroccan countryside 
 

My since February 1992 ongoing research in Morocco gives me the 

possibility to collect information on the animal world in the play 

activities, games and toys of the children of Arab-Berber and Amazigh 

communities living in the villages or small towns of rural areas of 

Morocco. In the context of this book it concerns the population of the Aït 

Ouirra (Moyen Atlas), of the small towns Imouzzer-Kandar (Moyen 

Atlas), Goulmima, Tinerhir and Zagora (pre-Sahara), and of the villages 

Zhana (Kénitra), Aïn Cheggag (Fès), Ksar Assaka (Midelt), Meski 

(Errachidia), Aït Ighemour (Haut Atlas) and Ignern (Haut Atlas).  

The Aït Ouirra, an Amazigh-speaking population, live in the region of 

El-Ksiba an administrative center situated at an altitude of 1130 m in the 

Moyen Atlas. Their territory measures about 600 km². According to the 

1971 population census there were 24,019 Aït Ouirra. They are semi-

nomads living in the mountains as well as in the plains. The breeding of 

goats and sheep is the most important activity but they also cultivate 

wheat, barley and maize or corn. The data on the Aït Ouirra, their play 
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activities and toys come from the doctoral thesis of Lahcen Oubahammou 

(1987).  

The little town of Imouzzer-Kandar is also situated in the Moyen Atlas 

at an altitude of 1350 m. It lies along the road from Fès to Ifrane. This 

regional center with a population of about 50,000 inhabitants sees its 

population much extended during summer with Moroccan tourists trying 

to escape the great heat. It is an Amazigh-speaking town where nowadays 

more Arabic than Amazigh is spoken especially by the younger 

generations.  

The small town of Goulmima, on the road from Ouarzazate to 

Errachidia, is located on the border of the Moroccan pre-Sahara and the 

eastern side of the Haut Atlas. This Amazigh-speaking urban center with 

its big Ksar, or fortified village, and its important oasis is only slightly 

touched by tourism.  

This cannot be said of Tinerhir, situated at 80 km from Goulmima on 

the road from Ouarzazate to Erfoud, because of the nearby Gorges du 

Todra, hollowed out by the river with the same name, and one of the 

most important tourist places in Morocco. Tinerhir is a regional center 

with an Amazigh-speaking population of about 15,000 people.  

Zagora, the last town before the Moroccan Sahara, lies near the Dra 

River that disappears into the sand at some distance and only very 

occasionally reaches the ocean. Just as Goulmima and Tinerhir, Zagora 

has an important oasis and its inhabitants speak Moroccan Arabic.  

With more than 20,000 inhabitants Aïn Cheggag is a big urbanized 

village at 20 km from Fès. To the contrary, Zhana, at 10 km from 

Kénitra, is only a really small village. The village of Meski, near the very 

touristic Source Bleue de Meski, is located at 20 km from Errachidia on 

the border of the pre-Sahara. It has a big oasis and is a rural center of 

some importance. In Aïn Cheggag as well as in Zhana and Meski 

Moroccan Arabic is spoken.  

On the contrary Amazigh is spoken in Aït Ighemour, a very small and 

traditional village in the Haut Atlas. This village with its more or less 

hundred families lies hidden at an altitude of 2600 meters in the province 

of Ouarzazate . To reach it a track of 38 km starting from the village 

Anezal on the road from Tazenakht to Amerzgane must be followed. Aït 

Ighemour is only 8 km away from the Jbel Siroua Mountain. Agriculture 
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is possible in the gardens next to the brook in which water runs the whole 

year.  

Two other small Amazigh-speaking villages are Ignern and Ksar 

Assaka. Ignern is situated at an altitude of 1600 meters along the road 

from Taroudannt to Tazenakht and near Taliouine. It also lies at the foot 

of the Jbel Siroua Mountain in the Haut Atlas. Although a small village it 

is less isolated than Aït Ighemour. The collecting of natural saffron 

provides some money-generating activity in the region.  

Ksar Assaka is a village with about 50 families only and at a distance 

of 4 km from Midelt, a little town located at an altitude of 1500 meters at 

the foot of the Jbel Ayachi Mountain, on the road from Errachidia to 

Meknès. More and more the influence of the town becomes visible and 

several inhabitants of this village have left their village for Midelt.  

In the villages the population is more homogeneous. Subsistence is 

based on agriculture, often according to age-old methods, on olive, apple 

or other fruit trees and livestock, livestock often being herded by the boys 

or the girls. In the small towns casual labor, craft industry, commerce, 

transport and public service create additional opportunities, this way 

causing a more or less important rural desertion. Where in 1960, the rural 

population still represented 71 % of the total Moroccan population, it 

actually only represents some 50 % of this population.  

By the way modernization does not leave the Moroccan rural towns 

and villages on the left as it certainly also is the case in the whole of 

North Africa and the Sahara. After the craze for the satellite antenna, the 

mobile phone is on its way to conquer the rural world and especially the 

young men and the young women. So, the mobile phone became at the 

end of 1999 the very latest fashion and a prestigious item in the small 

Moroccan town Midelt, and during the year 2000 the mobile phone 

infiltrated already the little village Ksar Assaka near Midelt. In January 

2002 one can use in Moroccan towns, even the really small ones, the 

Internet in some shops much frequented by adolescents and young adults. 

In the little coastal town Sidi Ifni I have even seen six to ten-year-old 

children making their puzzles and designs on the computer.  

Sometimes I have mentioned the 'tribe' or ethnic group to which the 

children belong. However, the importance of the ethnic group has 

strongly diminished in an urban context and even in the larger villages. 
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The town-dwellers of Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia 
 

In the big, middle and even small cities of Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia, 

situated along or nearby the coast, live non-ethnic or multi-ethnic 

communities. Within the limits of this analysis are mentioned a few 

urban settlements lying in the interior of these countries that present an 

analogous demographic situation. These agglomerations are, with very 

few exceptions, located in coastal plains or slightly elevated plains of the 

interior.  

In July 1999, the population in Algeria was estimated at 31,133,486 

inhabitants of whom 37 % are children younger than fifteen years, in 

Morocco at 29,661,636 inhabitants with 36 % of children younger than 

fifteen years, and in Tunisia at 9,513,603 inhabitants with 31 % of 

children younger than fifteen years (E-ConflictÊ World Encyclopedia).  

The urban population lives, for the major part and for the period 

covered by this book, from casual labor, crafts, trade, public service and 

the rendering of other services.  

Fès, Marrakech and Rabat, where I recently could gather information, 

are nowadays cities with more than 500,000 inhabitants. Khouribga is a 

phosphate-mining town. They are cities with multiple appearances, 

showing a very Western behavior, a really traditional behavior as well as 

a strict Islamic behavior. This is most visible among the female 

population as one can see in the streets some women wearing veils and 

others following the mini-length fashion. 

The information on the play activities and toys related to the animal 

world gathered in these cities comes from families belonging to the 

middle and popular classes.  

The language spoken in all these centers is the local form of Arabic 

spoken in the Maghreb. Ethnically, these populations consist largely of 

Amazighs, Arabicized since a longer or shorter period. Gabriel Camps 

writes about this situation: in the Islamic North African and Saharan 

society one finds Arabic-speaking or Arab-Berber people and Berber-

speaking people who conserve the name of Berbers that the Arabs gave 

them. Among the Arab-Berbers, who do not form a sociological entity 

just like the Berbers, one can distinguish an ancient urban group of very 

mixed origin because of the pre-Islamic demographic contributions in the 

cities, the Andalusian Moslem refugees and the newcomers generally 
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grouped under the term of Turks, though they mostly were people from 

the Balkan and the Greek Archipelago (1984: 9).  

The best way to close this overview of the different populations whose 

children's play activities and toys are described further on, is, it seems to 

me, to listen to what Nefissa Zerdoumi tells us on this difference between 

Arabic-speaking and Amazigh-speaking populations of the Maghreb. In 

her interesting book Enfants d'hier. L'éducation de l'enfant en milieu 

traditionnel algérien she writes that for centuries and notwithstanding a 

stirring history, the Islamic Algerian family has remained unchanged, not 

that it was particularly protected by religion or law, but because it had 

adopted a defensive structure keeping it away from the causes that could 

provoke its evolution. The structure of the family possessed in itself those 

static elements enabling it to absorb or to neutralize the successive and 

opposing influences of the politico-social environment. These influences 

have created relatively distinct cultural zones. In the mountainous massifs 

(Kabylie, Aurès), the languages and the customs of the Berbers have 

retained their originality. One finds there a certain independence 

regarding Islam, notably in the juridical system, a strong attachment to 

the land and its fruits, a pronounced desire for lucrative individual work, 

a social structure of democratic tendency. In contrast to all this, the area 

of the Arabs, the one of the vast steppes and plains, has remained faithful, 

in the rural as well as in the urban centers, to the characteristics of a 

pastoral civilization, more open, more classical Islamic, but less attached 

to the land than to tribal and family solidarity. Between these two 

systems, that seem to be distinct outside the towns, there is much 

interpenetrating modeling a society with varying appearances but with a 

common basis founded on resembling family units (1970/1982: 35-36).  

 

In this book the reader will find an analysis of the play activities and toys 

of Saharan and North African children related to the animal world. First 

the play activities and toys related to dromedaries have been discussed, 

then those related to horses, mules and donkeys, to cattle and livestock, 

to other domestic animals and finally to non-domestic animals. Each of 

these subdivisions starts with a summary putting forward the main 

characteristics of the concerned group of play activities and toys.  
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In the section 'Conclusion and Perspectives', a synthesis is proposed, 

together with a discussion of some environmental, economic, socio-

cultural and social semiotic aspects of the described play activities, 

games and toys, followed by some perspectives.  

In an appendix a detailed and systematic description, in French, of the 

Saharan and North African toy animals of the collection of the Musée de 

l'Homme can be consulted.  

The transcription of the vernacular words and the ethnic references is 

based on the sources I believe to be trustworthy or which are commonly 

accepted and were at my disposal. The diversity of languages and 

bibliographical sources made it as good as impossible to reach complete 

standardization. In the transcription of the Arabic letters some 

conventional signs have been used. The list of these conventional signs is 

given in the list of transcriptions. The Arabic words put in italics have 

been transcribed in this way. The Amazigh words I noted in Morocco 

have often been first transcribed in the Arabic alphabet as those speaking 

Amazigh regularly use Arabic letters to write their language. These 

Amazigh words are also written in italics. 

The measures are given in centimeters: BA = base, H = height, L = 

length, B = breadth, T = thickness, D = diameter, + = maximum, - = 

minimum. 

 

Concerning my contacts with children, the ethical rules put forward by 

the European Council for Scientific Research have been followed. Thus, 

the paternal or maternal authorization has been obtained when collecting 

information from children or when photographing them. Certainly, it 

would have been difficult to do it any other way, the research being done 

in families or in public spaces. Still, there is an exception to this rule, 

namely the observations or photographs of children occasionally made in 

streets or public areas in Moroccan urban centers in which case only the 

permission of the children themselves was asked when making 

photographs. On a few occasions the photograph was taken from a 

distance without asking the children involved for their permission. Yet, in 

these cases adults were present in the area and I encountered no negative 

reaction when photographing these children. 
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1  Dromedaries 
   

1.1  Summary 
 

The dromedary, so well adapted to the desert, has naturally brainstormed 

the imagination of the Saharan children. Therefore, it is normal that this 

animal is referred to in quite a number of these children's games as well 

as in their toys.  

Tuareg children play with little animals, especially little dromedaries. 

About this play Edmond and Suzanne Bernus write that the herds join the 

encampment in the evening. The shepherds lead the goats and ewes, 

while the cows and she-dromedaries are attracted by the presence of little 

dromedaries and calves. The young animals should be tied so that they 

will not join their mother before milking time. The young boys enjoy 

their daily corrida of chasing young calves caracoling between the tents. 

Nonetheless, it is the young dromedaries that animate the late afternoons 

of the Tuareg encampments. Owing to their number, the operation has to 

be often repeated. Some of these nimble and cunning young dromedaries 

swerve around in a game in which both the child and the animal compete 

in skillfulness. Hiding behind small shrub and tents the child pretending 

indifference moves forward nonchalantly till the right moment comes to 

jump at the tail of the young dromedary in order to get it to its stake 

(1983: 46).  

 

That it is possible to play a 

game of dromedary without 

toys is shown on the first four 

figures. These photographs 

have been taken among the 

Ghrib children (Tunisian 

Sahara) in 1975 or 1977. It is 

mainly a game for boys but 

girls also play it from time to 

time. Figure 1 shows a 

fourteen-year-old boy on all 

fours walking around his 

1 
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little brother sitting on his back. The second photograph shows some 

other boys in a more complicated situation (fig. 2).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These games are simply called 'ej-jmel', the dromedary, sometimes also 

el-°akkêri, the saddle-cushion, as it happens that a cushion is put on the 

back of the boy serving as dromedary. There is also the dromedary 

guided by his shepherd (fig. 3) and the dromedary with tied legs that is  
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then called gîd ej-jmel, the hobble for the anterior legs of a dromedary 

(fig. 4).  

 

 

                                                                                                                                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This leg-tied child acting as a dromedary is possibly guided by a 

shepherd who feeds and waters him. When there are two dromedaries of 

this kind they sometimes are allowed to fight one another. Their 

shepherds shout arfa arfa arfa or khûdha khûdha, meaning go on, go on. 

They beat their dromedary with a stick and they whistle as real shepherds 

do. Nevertheless, this fight between dromedaries has to be simulated and 

seldom leads to a real scuffle. A race between leg-tied dromedaries can 

be organized. Finally the older boys taking a little child on their 

shoulders can hold a dromedary race.  

Also in southern Tunisia at Gallala on the island of Jerba, young girls 

imitating domestic animals like dromedaries or cows carry out a play 

activity. This game is part of the rituals of the 'bû Harrûs' festivities. 

These festivities are, according to Abderrahman Ayoub, possibly related 

to the Egyptian tradition of Horus and take place during the °ashûra 

period or the beginning of the month of May as this is the case at Nefta 

and Tozeur (1991: 27-28).  

Charles Béart writes that the children of the Moors organize caravans 

without any toys, some of the children playing the role of dromedaries, 

and imitate all the incidents that can happen during a real caravan trip 

(1955: 598).  

  4 
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The collection of the Musée de l'Homme includes a large series of toy 

dromedaries in miniature with or without a harness and possibly ridden 

by a man or even a woman. These toys collected between 1934 and 1974, 

come from the Tuareg (Sahara), the Moors (Sahara), Zagora (Moroccan 

pre-Sahara), the oasis of Tabelbala (Algerian Sahara), the Saoura Valley 

(Algerian Sahara), the Teda (Chadian Sahara) and the Zaghawa (Chadian 

Sahara). Personally, I have seen toy dromedaries among the Ghrib 

(Tunisian Sahara) in 1975 and 1977, and in the Moroccan pre-Sahara in 

1993, 1997 and 1998.  

Outside the Sahara or the pre-Saharan region, samples of toy 

dromedaries are only found among the children of the Chaouia, an 

Amazigh population living in the mountains of the Aurès in northeastern 

Algeria, and at Ignern, an Amazigh village in Morocco.  

The shape of these toy dromedaries varies from a purely schematic to a 

very life-like one, with sometimes much focus on details. The harness 

itself may be symbolized or it may be a detailed reproduction of the real 

model.  

In 1975, a three-year-old boy sitting in the tent only used a log of 

wood to turn himself into a race-dromedary as shown on figure 5.  
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Gilbert J.M. Claus photographed a dromedary made with a piece of a 

skin sack, used for making butter, in 1973. This toy belongs to a boy of 

the Sabria, a 

population living 

next to the Ghrib at 

the oasis of El 

Faouar in the 

Tunisian Sahara. 

This dromedary, in 

the boy's hands, and 

a reptile, at the 

boy's feet, where 

made by an older 

brother (fig. 6).  

The materials used to make toy dromedaries are pieces of stones, 

jawbones of goats or sheep, clay, various objects of vegetal origin 

(mushrooms, palm leaves, little branches, pieces of wood) and plastic 

coated electric wires. A toy dromedary can also be made with dromedary 

or cow dung. Furthermore, a dromedary cut out of an tin foil is 

mentioned. In the bibliographical information but not in the collection of 

the Musée de l'Homme, one finds dromedaries made of leather played 

with by the children of the Moors (Béart, 1955: 597).  

According to Fernando Pinto Cebrián, the Sahrawi children use snail 

shells representing a herd of dromedaries in two games (1999: 116, fig. 

27). One game consists in asking the hand of a girl and discussing the 

number of dromedaries to be given as bride wealth, and the other game 

enacts the buying and selling of dromedaries. This author writes, in 1999, 

that to play these games well the children need dromedaries as each 

dromedary receives a particular name according to its sex, age, color and 

skin. For example the name of 'naga' should be used for the female 

dromedary, 'hegge' for the two to four-year-old female dromedary, 

'seydah' for the riding dromedary, 'iagha' for the female dromedary that 

has given birth recently, 'yemel' for the male dromedary, 'vatri' for the 

male dromedary having all its teeth, 'azouzal' for the castrated dromedary, 

'lekhal' or 'amxawwel' for the male dromedary used for reproduction, 

'markub' for the pack dromedary, 'lahouar' for the little dromedary, 'hegg' 

for the two to four-year-old male dromedary, 'yedaa' for the small 

 6 



  

52     

dromedary, 'edariv' for the uncastrated young dromedary, 'abiad' for the 

white dromedary, 'ajmar' for the red one, 'sgar' for the light red one, 

'ajadar' for the strong red one, 'azaraik' for the one with a red and white 

skin (1999: 115).  

The saddles and dromedary riders have a frame made either of 

vegetable material or of clay. Yet, one can find some saddles made of 

white iron and riders made of plastic coated electric wire. Other pieces of 

harness such as saddlecloths, saddlebags, bridle and so on are made of 

textile fabric, wool or leather. 

 

 

1.2  Dromedaries of carved stone 
 

Henri Lhote, who has brought nearly all the toy dromedaries of carved 

stone to the Département d'Afrique Blanche et du Proche Orient, 

mentions in one of the index cards that these toys are used for a very old 

game played in a geographical area extending from Mauritania to 

Somalia. More precisely, such toy dromedaries have been mentioned for 

the following populations: the nomadic Chaamba, Regeybat, Tuareg and 

Moors, and also for the inhabitants of the oasis of Tabelbala. Yet, the 

collection shows only some specimens made by the children of the 

Tuareg Kel Ahaggar and Kel Ajjer of the Algerian Sahara and the Tuareg 

Kel Aïr of the Sahara of Niger.  

Three authors, Henri Lhote (1952) for the Tuareg, Denis (1952) and 

Dominique Champault (1969) for the Chaamba, give us a description of 

how these toys are made and used. Four photographs of R. Mauny show 

the making of stone dromedaries by young children from the Moors of 

Atar (Adrar, Mauritania) and how they use them (Béart, 1955: 141-142).  

These toy dromedaries are, in general, the work of young boys, 

especially shepherds. However, one of the informants of Denis, a 

Chaamba of El Golea in the Algerian Sahara, told him that girls also 

make toy dromedaries just as boys do, but they add to them pack-saddles 

and a woman of wood (1952: 34).  

Children carve these stones in plates of flint and crystalline, ochreôs or 

slaty schist, in plates of mica-schist and milky quartz, in sandstone of 

different color and shape, in Acheulean bifacials and even in a plate of 

plaster. Additionally, Captain Archier (1953: 38) mentions the use of a 
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piece of pottery. The carving is done on an anvil of stone by means of 

another stone used as a striker. It is precisely the hump but also the neck 

and the hindquarters that are represented, as can be seen on figure 7 (H+ 

= 9 cm, H- = 1.7 cm; catalogue 2.1, 71.39.5.1-40, p. 192). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While cutting out the shape, the Chaamba shepherds and those of the 

oasis of Tabelbala sing a short song. When cutting a male dromedary 

they sing 'strike, strike children, my female dromedary is beautiful, my 

male dromedary is ugly' and when cutting a female dromedary they sing 

'strike, strike children, my male dromedary is beautiful, my female 

dromedary is ugly'. Dominique Champault adds to this that these children 

do not ignore the prophylactic pretence and so declare the opposite of 

their secret whishes hoping that nothing may disturb the realization of 

their dreams (1969: 347; see also Denis, 1952: 31).  

Although one could think at first sight that most of these dromedaries 

are uniform, the nomadic children give a precise signification to these 

toys following their shape. For them they really represent a male 

dromedary, with a deep notch in the middle of the base, a female 

dromedary lying on her gravid belly, with a thick base, or a little 

dromedary, the small stones (for a detailed description of the shapes see 

Denis, 1952).  
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In addition to these very schematic toy dromedaries there also are 

some more elaborated ones as shown on figure 8 (H = 7 cm, L = 9.5 cm) 

and 9 (p. 55, H = 27.2 cm, B = 20 cm; catalogue 2.1, 62.128.3/4, p. 191).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The index card of the dromedary on figure 8 mentions that this 

dromedary was carved by a child from the Tuareg Kel Ajjer, probably a 

boy as in the case of the one on figure 9 (p. 55). This dromedary, 

probably a male because of the notch in its base, carries a leading-string 

but the other specimens of the collection lack all accessories. However, it 

has been noted that Chaamba boys and those of the oasis of Tabelbala put 

a saddle of herbs or iron wire on the back of their dromedary on which 

they place a rider of graminaceous plants dressed with rags and pearls 

that the girls give them (Denis, 1952: 35; Champault, 1969: 347; Rossie, 

2005, Saharan and North African Toy and Play Cultures. Childrenôs 

Dolls and Doll Play, 1.2 Dromedarist dolls, p. 51).  
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Henri Lhote (1975: 410) shows a dromedary painted by a Tuareg child on 

an ovular pebble with a maximum diameter of 7.8 cm. These paintings on 

pebbles made about 1960 have been executed in the manner of the 

European painters copying the cave paintings decorating some under rock 

shelters in the Tassili. 

Lieutenant Denis offers detailed information on how the Chaamba 

shepherds play with dromedaries of stone. They carve a whole herd of 

dromedaries among which are stallion-dromedaries, pregnant and non-

pregnant female dromedaries, and little dromedaries. The best pieces are 

sometimes harnessed. The children bring their toy dromedaries to the 

pasture and watering place, organize a caravan, and mime the gestures 

and the cries of dromedaries and shepherds. A watering place is made in 

the sand, with a quite big hole as water point and a smaller hole, in which 

water from an imaginary well is poured, as water trough where the 

animals drink.  

Denis published in 1955 two interesting photographs showing a 

Chaamba boy cutting a dromedary in a stone and another Chaamba boy 

watering his toy dromedaries. Unfortunately it is not possible to 

reproduce these photographs because of authorôs rights but the revue 
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Bulletin de Liaison Saharienne in which these photographs were 

published can be found at the Bibliothèque Nationale de France (code 

8°03 1743, http://www.bnf.fr). 

The giving birth to a little dromedary is represented in the following 

way. To the side of a pregnant she-dromedary, a stone with a thick and 

flat base, a small stone being the little dromedary is stuck with saliva and 

sand. When this little dromedary is separated from its mother, the she-

dromedary gives birth.  

To recreate an encampment and nomadic life the children sometimes 

add to their dromedaries, palm-trees, men, and tents made with rags and 

small sticks. They also compete for the nicest specimen or the biggest 

herd. Often races are organized with well-elaborated toy dromedaries. 

Each child holds its toy dromedary with two fingers at the place of the 

saddle runs around and simulates the movements of shortening and 

lengthening the neck of his dromedary. At the same time imitating the 

cries of excitement, of command, and of the animals themselves (Denis, 

1952: 35-36; see also Champault, 1969: 346).   

The Tuareg children set up their dromedaries of carved stone in the 

sand and rank them in a line or a circle meanwhile using the everyday 

vocabulary of the real herdsmen (Lhote, 1952: 278; Archier, 1953: 39). 

The Tuareg children abandon most of these toys when they leave for 

another place. Only the best-carved ones are taken with them.  

According to Captain Archier and among the Tuareg Kel Ahaggar in 

the Algerian Sahara the term 'tifersitin (sing. téfersit)' signifies only 

dromedaries of carved stone (1953: 39). Yet, Charles de Foucauld writes 

in his Dictionnaire Touareg-Français that this word signifies an animal 

or a person of carved stone used as a toy: the children of the Ahaggar 

roughly carve in flat stones a dromedary, a horse, a man or a woman, etc. 

(1951-1952: 238).  

It should be noted that these dromedaries of carved stone are mostly 

bidimensional this in contrast to most of the other toys made by Saharan 

and North African children. 
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1.3  Dromedaries of jawbone 
 

Among the Tuareg Kel Ahaggar of the Algerian Sahara and the Tuareg 

Kel Ajjer of the Algerian and Libyan Sahara, the boys and the girls often 

make saddled and mounted dromedaries with the jawbone of a goat or a 

sheep. According to information from the index card of the collection one 

finds the same saddled and mounted dromedaries of jawbone at El Oued 

in the Algerian Sahara near the Tunisian border. I saw these dromedaries 

of jawbone in the hands of the boys of the seminomadic Ghrib (Tunisian 

Sahara) in 1975.  

The collection of the Musée de l'Homme offers some examples 

collected among the Tuareg before 1939. As far as the age of the makers 

is indicated, it varies between ten and twelve years. Some dromedaries 

have been made by boys while others where made by a twelve-year-old 

girl.  

These toy dromedaries called 'aknar' among the Tuareg Kel Ahaggar 

from Idèles in Algeria, have the same name among the Tuareg Kel 

Ahaggar from Ghât in Libya. For the Tuareg Kel Ajjer of Djanet in 

Algeria the word 'amajor' has been mentioned (Duprez, index card 

34.52.42).  

On top of a jawbone of a goat or a sheep a little saddle has been fixed. 

This saddle consists of 

graminaceous twigs 

covered by varicolored 

mercerized cotton. The 

design of figure 10 

shows the different 

frames of the saddles.  

Sometimes a blanket and a saddlecloth, both of textile fabric, form part of 

the miniature harness. Pieces of embroidered skin or some old leather 

strings represent the saddlebags. Often a dromedarist doll sits on the 

saddle as this is the case with the dromedary of figure 11 (p. 58, H = 29 

cm; catalogue 2.2, 41.19.113, p. 193; see also Rossie, 2005, Saharan and 

North African Toy and Play Cultures. Childrenôs Dolls and Doll Play, 

1.2 Dromedarist dolls, p. 53).  

The minimum height of these toy dromedaries is 19.5 cm and the 

maximum height 37 cm.  
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As seen on figure 12 this toy dromedary has a very elaborated shape (p. 

59, H = 34 cm, L = 17 cm; catalogue 2.2, 34.52.42, p. 194). Captain 

Duprez received it from its maker, the son of the sheik of Djanet (Tuareg 

Kel Djanet) in the Algerian Sahara before 1935.  

The jawbone lapped in a khaki rag represents the hindquarters of the 

dromedary. The front legs, the neck and the head are made of interwoven 

palm-stems or palm leaves covered with the same khaki rag. A piece of 
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wood and two little twigs represent the saddle with a cross-shaped 

pommel, the whole being wrapped up in white cotton. The pommel is 

also covered with a piece of aluminum. A red saddlecloth with white 

stripes is placed under the saddle. A big saddlebag of black and white 

cotton strips hangs to the side of the dromedary. Its neck is decorated 

with plaited threads of wool in white, yellow, green, blue and red colors 

and a leading-string of gauze is also attached to it.  

With these toy dromedaries of jawbone the children enjoy playing a 

carrousel of dromedaries and other scenes related to nomadic life.   
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In the 1970s, the young Ghrib boys liked to make toy dromedaries 

with a goat's jawbone. A small saddle-cushion and a saddle cut out of a 

flattened tin can are often fixed on the back of these dromedaries (fig. 13, 

H = 15 cm).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The saddle-pommel is in the form of a cross, indicating that it is a race-

saddle not a packsaddle. A woolen leading-string completes the harness. 

Sometimes, the saddle is only a broken twig (fig. 14, H = 17 cm) and the 

dromedarist a tuft of goat hair (fig. 15, H = 15 cm).  

While playing with these toys the boys initiate themselves to guarding, 

breeding and using dromedaries, the most important animal for the Ghrib 

at least until the beginning of the 1980s. 
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1.4  Dromedaries of dung 
 

As shown on figure 16 (H = 9 cm) it happens that the Ghrib boys cut out 

for their herdsman game the shape of a dromedary in dromedary dung. It 

is also one of the rare bidimensional toys made by North African and 

Saharan children. The long cylindrical stone represents the herdsman and 

the small one his dog.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the Chaamba of the Algerian Sahara, Denis (1952: 34) describes this 

dromedary as follows: I saw the Chaamba dromedarist Djelloul harness a 

figure, which he had cut in the dung of a dromedary. A strip of rags 

represented the 'rzama' (a kind of reins), another one the tail-rope and a 

third one fixed at the rahla or saddle the girth. This saddle was made of 

'sbott'. The two ends of the strand, linked at the front to the top of the 

cross, were spreading downwards to make the underside of the saddle. 

Then the buckle came back up to make the 'guerbous' (the back of the 

saddle). A flint made the seat and a twig finished the cross. The whole 

was covered and strengthened with strips of rags. A rag placed under the 

seat served as the 'iouich' (saddlecloth) and on top another rag 

represented the saddlecloth of this well build and realistic saddle.  
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Quickly sewn rags created the dromedarist's containers of skin or 

textile fabric ('ghrair', 'tassoufra' and 'dabia') and a little twig maintained 

by a rag sling served as the carbine. The game, for which this kind of 

dromedaries is used, has been described with Dromedaries of carved 

stone (see 1.2, p. 52).   

Among the Tuareg Kel Ahaggar of the Algerian Sahara the children 

make toy dromedaries by sticking acacia thorns into a piece of dromedary 

dung, a double thorn for both the head and the neck and a single thorn for 

each leg and for the tail (Bellin, 1963: 99-100).  

Edmond Bernus shows a beautiful photograph of a young Tuareg 

Iullemeden Kel Dinnik child (Malian Sahara) with its dromedary made of 

dromedary dung and thorns of the 'tiboraq' (balanites ægyptiaca) (1975: 

174). 

 

 

1.5  Dromedaries with frames of vegetal material 
 

Other toy dromedaries have a frame of vegetal material: leaves, little 

branches, and mushrooms. Most of these toys are the works of nomadic 

children.  

A child of the Tabelbala oasis in the 

Algerian Sahara made this dromedary with a 

mushroom as trunk. The children of this oasis 

also weave dromedaries of palm leaves 

(Champault, 1969: 346). This type of 

dromedary is also made in the Moroccan pre-

Sahara.  

If the dromedary collected in 1954 with a 

mushroom as trunk and little branches as legs 

(fig. 17, H = 5.5 cm, L = 3 cm) remains 

schematic, then the dromedary of palm leaves 

shows a remarkable esthetic sense. All these 

dromedaries of woven palm leaves have a 

bidimensional shape.   
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A dromedary of palm leaves is found in the collection of the Musée de 

l'Homme. A boy of Zagora in the Moroccan pre-Sahara wove it about 

1970. I came across identical toy dromedaries woven by some young 

boys in the same Moroccan pre-Sahara, near the Gorges du Todra in the 

region of Tinerhir and also at the Source Bleue de Meski near Errachidia, 

between the end of 1993 and the 

beginning of 1997 (fig. 18, H = 

15 cm, L = 13.5 cm, total H = 33 

cm). From the age of five years 

onwards the boys practice this 

skill with four palm-leaf strips 

obtained by splitting two palm 

leaves. These toys are nowadays 

sold to tourists for about 4 

dirhams or 0.4 Euro. During a 

visit to the Source Bleue de 

Meski in 1994 a man born in the 

village of Meski at the beginning 

of the 1920s told me some 

details about how he and the 

other boys of his generation 

played with these toy 

dromedaries and also with 

similar gazelles and mules. Four 

or five boys make a miniature 

oasis garden, they irrigate it and 

play around it with their 

dromedaries or mules of palm 

leaves. They pull them along 

with a long palm-leaf strip fixed 

to the front of the animal. Two long strips of palm-leaf knotted up at their 

ends make it possible to hang the toy dromedary and the other similar toy 

animals around ones neck like it is still done today. According to this 

informant and the boys who sold me the toy animals these games have 

fallen into disuse.  
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Near Tinerhir where the tourists visit the Gorges du Todra I found in 

November 1996 several dromedaries and mules of woven palm leaves on 

the ground. As there were at that moment no boys selling these toys I 

looked for some information in a nearby primary school. There it was 

explained to me that it is only during the holidays and especially in 

summer during the tourist season that the boys weave these toy animals.  

A twelve-year-old Tuareg Kel Ahaggar girl created in 1938 the unique 

dromedary in the collection of the Musée de l'Homme coming from this 

population and made with a frame of little branches covered with rags 

(fig. 19, H = 25 cm, L = 27 cm; catalogue 2.3, 41.19.124, p. 195). 

Moreover, this girl has made the saddle and saddlebags that offer a 

faithful imitation of a woman's harness.  
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An interesting photograph of Henri Lhote, reproduced at figure 20 (p. 

65), shows a Tuareg girl sitting on the sand with this kind of toy 

dromedaries and also some dromedarists and warriors in miniature (1944: 

113, planche VIII).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On their saddled dromedaries the girls possibly place a female doll. 

These harnessed dromedaries would have been very rare (Balout, 1959: 

planche LXXI), a statement that needs to be relativized as one will read 

further on.  

According to the bibliographical information on the Tuareg Kel 

Ahaggar, the creation by the children of dromedaries with a frame of 

little branches is done in the following way. Two fresh little branches, 

one forming the legs - one front and one rear leg - the other representing 

the neck and the head, are tied together to get the desired curvature. 

When the wood is esteemed dry, the frame is unfastened and the little 

branches keep to their forced curvature (Balout, 1959: planche LXVIII; 

Bellin, 1963: 100). Balout, Bovis and Gast specify that with the two 

branches wrapped up in miserable rags the nomadic child recreates with 
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