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Abstract 
 

 

This book describes play activities of make-believe as did the books on 

dolls and on the animal world in play, games and toys of the Saharan and 

North African children. Under the title Domestic life in play, games and 

toys I have compiled a whole series of play activities that reflect many 

different aspects of domestic and family life. 

The first chapter analyses the theme of dwellings in the playful 

representation of the tent and the house. The second chapter describes 

dinner play and the toy utensils used for these games that often take place 

in a pretend house. The play activities linked to household tasks, which 

like dinner play belong for the larger part to the play world of girls, are 

proposed in the third chapter. These household tasks belonging to the 

female sphere are collecting firewood, fetching water, grinding corn, 

making bread, preparing oil, washing the linen, spinning, weaving and 

dressing up. The following chapter speaks of play in which children 

interpret subsistence activities. This often belongs to the play world of 

boys. The subsistence activities take place outside the domestic circle and 

they very often belong to the male sphere. They are hunting and fishing, 

breeding, gardening, working in the fields and trading. The two final 

chapters discuss play activities and toys inspired by music and dance or by 

rites and festivities.  

The conclusions are more developed than before as I have included in 

the French version some themes discussed in my book Toys, Play, Culture 

and Society. An anthropological approach with reference to North Africa 

and the Sahara (2005). For the first time a chapter on childrenôs creativity 

has been integrated in a volume of the collection Saharan and North 

African Toy and Play Cultures. Then follows the catalogue of the Saharan 

and North African toys of the Mus®e de lôHomme which now belong to the 

Musée du Quai Branly, a catalogue that only is available in French. 
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The Saharan populations whose childrenôs play activities and toys are 

described in this book are the Tuareg, the Ghrib, the Moors, the Sahrawi, 

the Chaamba, the Teda, the Zaghawa, the Belbala, the inhabitants of the 

Saoura Valley and the Mozabites. Except the Belbala, the inhabitants of 

the Saoura Valley and the Mozabites, these populations lived a nomadic or 

seminomadic existence but since a longer or shorter time they became 

partially or totally sedentarized. The sedentarized populations this book is 

speaking about are the Kabyles and the Chaouïa from Algeria, several 

communities living in the Moroccan countryside and inhabitants of some 

Algerian, Moroccan and Tunisian towns. 

Through all these play activities and toys related to domestic life the 

children appropriate the adult world in an active way. At the same time 

they progressively integrate in their family and community. Sometimes 

their games put on stage locally inexistent situations or dreams of the 

future. A few examples described in this book show that Moroccan 

children mock adult practices but one must underline that on this topic 

information is almost totally lacking. 

Once more the play world of the girls is clearly distinct from the play 

world of the boys but it happens that this distinction fades away and that 

some girls or boys find interest or participate in play activities of the other 

sex.  

I hope it is clear that I am not interested in what is usually called 

traditional games and toys only but that I also have a special interest in the 

evolution of these play and toy traditions. A remarkable example of the 

infiltration of the very new in an ancestral play activity is offered by the 

construction and doll game of a girl and her brother in the Sidi Ifni region. 

Although the pretend houses with clay walls and the dolls consisting of 

snail shells belong to old times, the introduction into their game of a self-

made mobile telephone that is related to the high technology of today 

demonstrates the interpenetration of both worlds something these children 

certainly did not see as a contradiction. Furthermore, I have the impression 

that the past, the present and sometimes the future are easily combined in 

play activities.  

../../../Jean%20Pierre/Application%20Data/Application%20Data/Microsoft/Desktop/l'animal6.htm#zaghawa
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The creativity of Saharan and North African children is to be found 

among others in the making of toys who most of the time copy real objects. 

To create their toys the children use a large variety of natural and 

recyclable materials found on the spot. The toys described in this book can 

be extremely simple as the flower a girl picks to change it into a whistle or 

very elaborate as the violin build by some boys. 

Since long but more and more toys made by children and possibly by an 

adult are replaced with imported toys made by the toy industry.  Especially 

in towns but also in rural areas one finds today in shops and markets many 

toys made in China. 

A small painted earthenware jug collected in North Africa before 1889 

is the oldest toys mentioned in this book. In March 2007 Khalija Jariaa 

photographed the most recent toys being miniaturized tents. Talking of 

Khalija Jariaa, I would like to draw the readerôs attention to the fact that 

she became since 2006 the major source of the information and 

photographs on Anti-Atlas children and on children from the Tan-Tan area. 

Her family and friendship relations, her knowledge of local culture and 

languages and her interest in childrenôs culture that progressively 

developed makes possible among others a better knowledge of the 

dialogues the players are exchanging. 
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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 Center 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 final version of these books and of The animal 

world in play, games and toys were published by the Stockholm 

International Toy Research Center in 2005. These volumes are available on 

the CD included in Toys, Play, Culture and Society. An anthropological 

approach with reference to North Africa and the Sahara (Rossie, 2005). 

The present publication and fourth volume in the collection Saharan 

and North African Toy and Play Cultures is to be followed by two more 

books on Technical activities in play, games and toys, and on Games of 

skill and chance. 

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

French. 

For financial reasons the volumes of the collection Saharan and North 

African Toy and Play Cultures and of the collection Cultures Ludiques 

Sahariennes et Nord-Africaines are published on CD. 

 

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. 

 

¶ Domestic life in play, games and toys, 2008, 438 p., 410 ill. 

 

¶ Commented bibliography on play, games and toys, 2008, 64 p. 

 

 

The volumes of the collection: 

 

Cultures Ludiques Sahariennes et Nord-Africaines 

 

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

 

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

 

¶ La vie domestique dans les jeux et jouets, 2008, 449 p., 410 ill. 

 

¶ Bibliographie commentée des jeux et jouets, 2008, 64 p. 
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Foreword by Gilles Brougère 

 
 

Asking a specialist of industrial toys, more precisely of contemporary mass 

produced toys, who is better acquainted with Barbie, Pokemon or Power 

Rangers to write the preface of a book essentially devoted to toys made by 

children may seem paradoxical. One might even wonder whether the same 

word really designated the same thing. 

On one side, the toy seems to precede the play activity, structuring it, 

even profoundly modifying it and, according to some critics, destroying it. 

The toy comes from elsewhere and fits in with a double relationship: a 

trade relation between the family and society, and an often ritualized gift 

relation between the child and the adults. It is possible to see this as a 

setting up of the childôs dependence, a child that although covered with 

gifts remains separated from the sphere of production. 

On the other side, the toys are objects created within the play dynamics 

and remain outside trade relations. These toys show childrenôs autonomy 

but within the context of childrenôs proximity to or even their participation 

in the activities of the adult world. 

Of course these differences are not radical. Children in societies full of 

toys continue to recuperate material to nourish their play activities; the 

others find cheap toys imported from China and sold in markets and 

streets. Moreover, the school as an international standardizing factor in 

childrenôs life develops a logic of segregation between children and adults 

all over the world. 

Not only do the modes of production and consumption of these toys 

differ but the represented images also tend to grow more distant from each 

other. In the Sahara and North Africa the toys evoke adults' domestic life 

with a concern for realism but a variable result according to means, 

material and competence. This dimension remains present in the toys of 

our children, sometimes with a concern for detail made possible by using 

plastics, a word underlining the plasticity that facilitates the representation 

of the world and what it contains. However, as Gary Cross has adequately 

said, and as mentioned by Jean-Pierre Rossie, the American toy, but also 

the European and even more the Japanese toy, grows away from a realistic 

representation to embark on a fantasy that is at the center of the 

contemporary children's goods industry. This refers to the relation with the 
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cinema and television and brings the child to play dinner evoking for 

example the universe of Pokemon instead of real life. This also obliges the 

manufacturers to differentiate, to sell what their competitors cannot sell 

and no doubt beyond that to the inclusion of the play in the ófrivolityô of 

the entertainment, of a present pleasure, more than in the relationship with 

a future that became uncertain. 

The result is different play cultures, although certain structural elements 

can be found in both. To propose a caricature: on the one hand the play 

culture remains a collective production among peers profoundly linked to 

the transmission of a heritage, and on the other it would be the result of 

meeting the toy in a highly solitary activity.  

Of course this opposition exists but it cannot account for the way things 

are. When the toys are made by Saharan children, there exist transmitted 

models, toy patterns already made by older children that impose 

themselves onto the children and partially determine the play activity. The 

toy is not always the product of the game, it exists beforehand, its 

existence engages the game and before that its transmission. On the side of 

our children, believing that all comes through the toy and therefore from 

the manufacturers is to forget that these manufacturers are far from 

inventing everything. Toys are above all an objectification of play culture. 

This is true even for the most sophisticated ones as when the creator of the 

Pokemon video attested that he only reproduced his childhoodôs play of 

capturing insects, putting these in boxes and exchanging them. Childrenôs 

play culture does exist and partially determines the toys before these 

modify the play culture, among other ways by making possible a solitary 

activity that is a fundamental characteristic of Western societies as Sutton-

Smith has shown. 

It is not a question of denying differences but of following Jean-Pierre 

Rossieôs reasoning: one cannot understand toys without relating them to 

play culture, something he does in his remarkably illustrated work and so 

doing is linking a toy to a practice. This is true for rich countries whose 

toys are reified play culture, which is to say play culture transformed into 

objects. This is also true in a certain way for the studied North African 

children, although both modalities of reification are very different. A 

culture produces objects and a play culture produces toys here and 

elsewhere. However, the modalities of this production are different, at the 

same time showing convergences (there are common spaces to these 
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different play cultures) and differences. Yet, the fundamental division 

between play cultures is without doubt the one that relates to gender, 

which some people too quickly attribute to the manufacturers' role in our 

rich countries. It is perhaps profoundly linked to the fact that the 

manufacturers follow children's play culture whereas some would like toys 

that are closer to present-day adult preoccupations. In that sense there is 

continuity with the North African observations. What can be questioned in 

our societies, which have changed a lot in some sectors, is why in this area 

there is so much strength of tradition. 

If the toy is a window on the play culture it is also a means to reach, 

through the child, the daily adult culture it stages. The analysis offered by 

Jean-Pierre Rossie indicates the limits of a mimetic vision of this relation 

to the adult world, and this is probably true in a very general way. In the 

production of toys (by children as well as by adults) and in the play 

activity we do not see an imitation of the world but an interpretation of it. I 

view the idea of a playful interpretation of the adult world as really 

adequate and close to the notion of interpretative reproduction which 

Corsaro, an American specialist of childhood sociology, uses to think of 

the socialization of a child, more particularly through playing. 

The question of learning remains. This should be located at the informal 

level as the author rightly says. Children do not play to learn, something 

pedagogues forget too often, but so doing they re-appropriate through their 

play culture whole patches of their societyôs culture. Indeed, for a great 

part the play culture does not have a specific content but brings into play, 

transforms into a toy, the culture of the playerôs society and so doing 

interprets and reflects on it. 

Reading Jean-Pierre Rossie one learns a lot not only about Saharan and 

North African play cultures but by contrast also about our own culture, as 

in order to better understand our society it is important to look elsewhere 

and from elsewhere. 

 

Gilles BROUGERE 

Université Paris-Nord 

Author of Jouets et compagnie (Paris, Stock, 2003) 
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This book is the fourth 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.  

Girls and boys do not observe and undergo the domestic and family life 

in a passive way only, but very soon they become active participants in the 

tasks as well as in the entertainments. This domestic and family life is 

therefore directly reflected in their play activities 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 and the Sahrawi populations and for 

Morocco, the analysis covers a period lasting from the beginning of the 

20
th
 century up to the end of the 1960s. More precisely and within the 

limits of this book, the oldest bibliographical reference dates from 1905 

(Doutté). Yet, the oldest toy related to domestic life from the collection of 

the D®partement dôAfrique Blanche et du Proche Orient of the Musée de 

lôHomme in Paris was given to that museum in 1889. It is a little painted 
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earthenware jug of unknown North African origin. 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 childrenôs games and toys in Morocco provides new information on the 

second half of the 20
th
 century and the very beginning of the 21

st
 century. 

There also exist 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 

refers 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 school-going children from Algiers or other 

Algerian cities. 

The information gathered here speaks of children between three and 

thirteen years; for boys possibly a somewhat older age. So, one will find 

virtually no information on infants under three. The reasons for this are 

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

which the very young child grows up; outdoor play is an activity of the 

already somewhat older child; small children in need of a toy often 

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

starts at the age of about three years. However, Khalija Jariaa, a woman 

who grew up in the village Ikenwèn in the Tiznit region, collected some 

information on babies and tots of the Anti-Atlas in 2006. 

 

Four sources of information lay at the basis of this book: 
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¶ 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 has been transferred to 

the Musée du Quai Branly in Paris, inaugurated in 2006, one should 

contact the Unité Patrimoniale Afrique du Nord et Proche-Orient of this 

museum (http://www.quaibranly.fr, hana.chidiac@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.  

My research moved from a micro level, the analysis of the play activities 

and toys of the Ghrib children living in an oasis in South Tunisia, to the 

macro level of collecting information on childrenôs play and toys in North 

Africa and the Sahara. At the same time, my research direction changed 

from detailed recording within a well defined area to collecting disparate 

information of unequal value over a huge territory and a period of time 

stretching out from the end of the nineteenth century till today. Of course 

Moroccan children gave me detailed information on their play activities 

and toys. Sometimes the information is based on the memories of 

adolescents, adults and older people. All this material enables me to work 

out a comparative and historical approach written down in the collection 

Saharan and North African Toy and Play Cultures. The main purpose of 

this research is fourfold: 

 

¶ To assemble the information found in disparate bibliographical and 

museographical sources and to engage in fieldwork on Saharan and 
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North African childrenôs play activities and toys, several of these quite 

quickly becoming obsolete or forgotten especially in urban areas. 

¶ To make this information on play and toys and the sociocultural context 

in which they occur available to those interested in the field of 

childhood and childrenôs culture from a scientific and/or a pragmatic 

perspective. 

¶ To create a bibliographical, visual and museographical documentation 

on Saharan and North African childrenôs play and toys. 

¶ To promote an interest in childrenôs culture, especially the play and toy 

culture, in Saharan and North African countries. 

 

So that this documentation remains available for scholars and practitioners 

it is donated to the Musée du Jouet of Moirans-en-Montagne in France 

(http://www.musee-du-jouet.fr), along with my collection of 641 Moroccan 

toys (1992-2005) and 29 Ghrib toys (1975). 

The interest in childrenôs play, games and toys seems to be lacking in 

North Africa and the Sahara. At least I have found almost nobody working 

or writing in this field. I should mention three exceptions. First I met 

Mohamed Lihi, a teacher at the training center for teachers of physical 

education in Taza who wrote his dissertation on the use of some traditional 

games of his own town Goulmima in teaching physical education. He 

brought me in contact with the unpublished thesis of Oubahammou 

Lahcen, professor at the national training center for teachers of physical 

education in Casablanca. This study on some traditional games, mostly 

games of skill, of his own population the Aït Ouirra in the Moroccan 

Moyen Atlas was defended at a Canadian University in 1987. Moreover, 

my contacts with students of the Département de Langues et Littératures 

Françaises of the University of Marrakech in 1992-1993 has led some of 

them to write their end of studies dissertation on the subject of games and 

toys. These dissertations are mentioned in my commented bibliography. 

My efforts to stimulate interest in childrenôs games and toys through 

lectures given at suitable departments of the universities of Rabat, Kénitra 

and Casablanca, and at the Institut de Recherche sur le Maghreb 

Contemporain (IRMC) at Rabat between 1993 and 1996 remained without 

tangible results. Thus, I stopped this when living at Midelt, a small Central 

Moroccan town at great distance from these universities. On a more 

structural level I can only refer to the interest shown in Algeria by the 
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authority responsible for youth in the 1980s. This ministry organized a 

questioning of local authorities to prepare the use of local games in 

promoting more positive attitudes among adolescents and older children 

(see Fates Youssef, 1987). In Tunisia my discussions with Abderrahman 

Ayoub during a three weeksô visit to northern Tunisia in 1987 lead him to 

organize a congress in Carthage and publish its results in the collective 

book Jeu et Sports en Méditerranée. As far as I know this promising effort 

has not survived the congress and the book. Yet, I know of a Moroccan 

organization with an interest in childrenôs play within preschool, namely 

the action-research group ATFALE, Alliance de Travail dans la Formation 

et lôAction pour lôEnfance. The Bernard van Leer Foundation in The 

Hague supported this organization for many years. One of its members El 

Andaloussi Brigitte wrote a practice-oriented book to be used in the 

organizationôs training sessions for preschool personnel (see Saharan and 

North African Toy and Play Cultures. Childrenôs dolls and doll play 

(2005: 225-227). 

My research in Morocco between 1992 and 2000 stood in direct relation 

to the macro approach. The change of living places and my many trips 

around the country served to verify and complement the data I already had 

collected. The decision to finally settle down in a particular Moroccan 

region is related to my wish of returning to the micro level. That I chose to 

do this in Sidi Ifni is based on its interesting sociocultural and historical 

situation but also on the collaboration I could establish with Boubaker 

Daoumani and some of his friends and colleagues. Moreover, I should not 

hide that its fine climate the year over played a role. The interested reader 

can find an autobiographical note linking my research to my personal 

situation in an appendix of Toys, Play, Culture and Society. An 

anthropological approach with reference to North Africa and the Sahara 

(2005: 243-247). The same autobiographical note is mentioned in Saharan 

and North African Toy and Play Cultures. Childrenôs dolls and doll play 

(2005: 315-319). 

Influenced by the work of Shlomo Ariel (play theory), Artin Göncü 

(cultural psychology) and Theo van Leeuwen (social semiotics) from 1998 

onwards, I felt more and more the need to leave the macro approach and to 

return to a detailed description and in depth analysis of specific play 

activities. In view of such an analysis and in collaboration with Boubaker 

Daoumani, I was able to make four videos on pretend and/or construction 
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play of some children from Sidi Ifni and the nearby region of Lagzira 

during the first quarter of 2002. I used a tentative analysis of three of these 

videos showing pretend play with dolls when I was invited by Artin Göncü 

to give a lecture at the Symposium ñStudying Childrenôs Play, 

Development and Education in Bicultural Contextsò at the College of 

Education, University of Illinois at Chicago on April 18
th
 2002. Afterwards 

I wrote a more developed version of this lecture (Rossie, 2003) and started 

to write out the video protocols. In these protocols the language used by 

the Amazigh-speaking or Arabic-speaking children was translated in close 

collaboration with Boubaker Daoumani (Rossie and Daoumani, 

2003/2007). No doubt the analysis of videotaped play and toymaking 

activities of children from the Sidi Ifni region offers a new dimension. 

Finally, I think it is useful, on the one hand, to situate microanalyses in a 

broader sociocultural context and, on the other hand, to make a general 

discussion more precise by the analysis of concrete examples. 

Every population on which I found information is incorporated in this 

book. These populations are different Tuareg groups, the Ghrib, the Moors, 

the Sahrawi, the Chaamba, the Teda, the Zaghawa, the Belbala, the 

inhabitants of the Saoura Valley, the Mozabites, the Kabyles and the 

Chaouïa, as well as some Algerian, Tunisian and Moroccan communities. 

Due to the pejorative meaning of Berber, related to the word barbarian, 

the concerned North African cultural movements put forward the local 

term Amazigh 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 and continued to speak their own language. Therefore I use the word 

Amazigh. Yet, I continue to use the term Arab-Berber for the descendants 

of these populations who lost their original language and speak Arabic. 

Throughout the text the order of succession of the 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 have been indicated on two maps, one 

of North Africa and the Sahara (p. 49) and one of Morocco (p. 50). 

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 
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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 and communities whose 

children's games and toys are described. 

 

 

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 toy 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). The Encyclopédie Universelle Larousse 2006 speaks of 

more than two million Tuareg. 

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

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

century. In the case of a semi-nomadic way of life they temporarily became 

sedentarized in an oasis.  
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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 1970s that had dramatic consequences for 

the Sahelian Tuareg (Leupen, 1983: 58; Claudot-Hawad, 1992: 222). 

Actually many Tuareg live in houses and have television with 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 Kel Ullimenden: Sahelian plains of the Niger winding  

(Mali).  

 

 

The Ghrib 
  

The territory of the Ghrib extends from the southern limit of the Chott 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.  
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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 semi-

nomadism, 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.  

Since the 1970s, the transition from nomadism to sedentariness in the 

oases on the border of the Chott l-Djerid has set through. 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 
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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 

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, 1967: 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).  
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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 Sahara, 

25.10.2000, S/2000/1029, p. 6, § 30, http://www.un.org/Docs/sc/reports/ 

2000/1029e.pdf, consulted on 11.1.2001). 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 11.1.2001: 

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

 

 

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.  

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).  
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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).   

 

 

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 (Brandily, 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.  

Semi-nomadism 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 
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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 (Brandily, 1980: 141). The girls reveal the 

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

 

 

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 represent 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). 
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The Belbala 
 

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

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

population, living at Belbala in the North Western 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.  

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.  
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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. 

Even if there always and quite regularly passed through the Saoura Valley 

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

 

 

The Mozabites  
  

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

refuge during the XI
th
 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 XVII
th
 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 and about 1980 they were with some 200,000 persons 

(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. 
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The Kabyles  
   

The Kabyles live in a mountainous region in the North East of Algeria and 

extending from Algiers to Annaba. This area is divided in three zones. The 

óGrande Kabylieô or the Kabylie of Djurdjura culminates at 2308 meters 

height. To the East of the Grande Kabylie there is the óPetite Kabylieô with 

a maximum height of 1008 meters. Further eastwards lays the third region, 

the Kabylie de Collo. In these mountainous regions the Kabyles always 

withdraw because of succeeding invasions. The capital of Kabylie is Tizi-

Ouzou.  

Kabylie has a high population density as there where 2,537,000 people 

living there in 1987. In 1984, more then 530,000 Kabyles lived in France 

(Ethnologue: Languages of the World). According to another source 

published in 1998 the Kabyles are estimated at four million and the 

emigration to France and some other European countries dates back to the 

First World War (Tamisier, 1998: 143). The Kabyle language belongs to 

the large family of Amazigh languages.  

In 1931, the Larousse du 20
e
 siècle writes about some aspects of the 

economy in these regions that cereals are cultivated in the low places and 

on the slopes orchards and vineyards. Beautiful woods of cork oaks, other 

oaks and higher up also cedars cover this excellently watered region. The 

Petite Kabylie and that of Collo have mines of lead, copper and especially 

iron (volume I-M, p. 222). On the sheer coast one still finds some harbors 

like Djidjelli. Ethnologue: Languages of the World mentions in 2001 that 

the Kabyles predominantly are agriculturalists cultivating olives, figs, 

grenades, peaches, apricots, peers, prunes and vegetables.  

The socio-political structure is marked by a strong village organization. 

The evolution since the second half of the last century reveals the 

importance of the traditional political institutions and of the modern 

culture acquired by the Kabyles within syndicalism and political 

movements in which they have been so active, and this as well as 

immigrants in France as in Algeria itself (Mahe, summary of the book).  
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The Chaouïa 
  

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

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

Sahara.  

The Chaouïa, meaning 'herdsmen' in Arabic, are Amazigh-speaking 

people. Ethnologue: Languages of the World mentions 1,400,000 Chaouïa 

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 Chaouïa of the north of 

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

gardens and palm-groves is possible. The Chaouïa of the south are, in 

contrast, semi-nomadic 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 Chaouïa 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). 
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The populations of the Moroccan countryside 
 

My ongoing research in Morocco since February 1992 gives me the 

possibility to collect information on the play activities, games and toys in 

relation to domestic life of the children of Arab-Berber and Amazigh 

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

In the context of this book it concerns the population of the Aït Ouirra 

(Moyen Atlas), of the small towns Goulmima, Imi-n-Tanoute, Imzouren, 

Midelt, Ouarzazate and Taroudannt (Central Morocco), Tiznit and Sidi Ifni 

(Southern Morocco), and of the villages Zhana (Kénitra), Aït Hmed ou 

Yacoub (Khemisset), Aïn Taoujdate (Fès), Arhbalou-n-Serdane, Sidi 

Brahim and Tighboula (Moyen Atlas), Ouirgane (Marrakech), Bertèt, Ksar 

Assaka, She°ba, Taäkit and Zaïda (Midelt), Meski (Errachidia), Aït 

Ighemour, Aït Slimane, Amellago, Ignern and Imîder (Haut Atlas), 

Tiffoultoute (Ouarzazate), Hmar (Taroudannt), Douar Ouaraben and 

Ikenwèn (Tiznit), Idoubahman-Imjâd, Ifrane a/s, Terloulou (Tafraoute), 

Lahfart, Lagzira (Sidi Ifni), Igîsel (Guelmim), Douar (Tan-Tan) and Oulad 

ben Sba (Sidi Mokhtar). 

The Aït Ouirra, an Amazigh-speaking population, lives 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. Breeding 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 activities and toys 

come from the thesis of Lahcen Oubahammou (1987). 

Near the Mediterranean coast and at 17 km from El Hoceima lies the 

small Rif town Imzouren where Amazigh is spoken. 

Midelt is the center of a region where apples grow. It is situated along 

the road going from Meknès to Errachidia at a height of 1500 m and at the 

foot of the Jbel Ayachi Mountain forming the northern part of the Haut 

Atlas. This Amazigh town where more and more youngsters speak Arabic 

has about 25.000 inhabitants. 

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

and near the Oued Gheris, is located at the border of the Moroccan Pre-

Sahara and the eastern side of the Haut Atlas. This Amazigh-speaking 

urban center with its big ighrem or fortified quarter, and its important oasis 
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is only slightly touched by tourism. According to local informants 

Goulmima also has about 25,000 inhabitants. 

The town of Ouarzazate in the Pre-Sahara is a regional center of more or 

less the same size as Goulmima. It became a city for European tourism and 

movie studios. Ouarzazate is an Amazigh-speaking town where nowadays 

much Moroccan Arabic is spoken, especially among the younger 

generations. 

Imi-n-Tanoute is a regional center situated on the Western slope of the 

Haut Atlas, at an altitude of about 900 meters, along the road from 

Marrakech to Agadir. The town of Taroudannt lies in the valley between 

the Haut Atlas and the Anti-Atlas, at an altitude of about 250 meters and 

along the Oued Sous flowing into the Atlantic in Agadir. Both centers have 

a population between 25,000 and 40,000 inhabitants. There Arabic-

speaking and Amazigh-speaking people mix and it sometimes happens that 

even within one family both languages are used at the same time. 

Sidi Ifni is a small coastal town in Southern Morocco and 160 km from 

Agadir. There one hears people speak Amazigh as well as Moroccan 

Arabic. Tourism is of some importance, with tourists coming from Europe 

especially during winter and local tourists or Moroccans living in Europe 

during summer. 

Tiznit is a fast growing town along the road from Agadir to Guelmim 

and Tan-Tan. For some years it has been promoted as an interesting tourist 

place on the adventurous route of Southern Morocco. 

Aïn Taoujdate, between Meknès and Fès, being only a village at the 

beginning of the 1990s is developing fast into a larger urban center. On the 

contrary, Zhana, at 10 km from Kénitra, remains a small village. The 

village of Meski, near the very tourist 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 Zhana and Meski Moroccan 

Arabic is spoken. 

A few kilometers from Khemisset, on the road from Rabat to Meknès, 

lay the small Amazigh-speaking village Aït Hmed ou Yacoub. 
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I received quite some information on the games and toys of children 

living in the Moyen Atlas among others in Arhbalou-n-Serdane near 

Boumia, in Sidi Brahim near Ifrane and in Tighboula near El Ksiba. In all 

these villages Amazigh is spoken. 

This is also the case in the rural center Amellago and two neighboring 

villages, Aït Slimane and Imîder, all situated in the Haut Atlas not that far 

from Goulmima, and in Ouirgane a village situated at 60 km from 

Marrakech along the Tizi n Test road.  

At Aµt Ighemour, a small ótraditionalô Haut Atlas village, Amazigh is 

spoken. This village with its roughly a hundred families lies hidden at an 

altitude of 2600 meters in the province of Ouarzazate. To reach it a track of 

36 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 is possible in the gardens next to the 

brook in which water runs the whole year. 

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

Taroudannt to Tazenakht and 15 km before Taliouine when coming from 

Tazenakht. This Amazigh village lies also 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. 

Taäkit is a little village at 2 km from Midelt in the direction of the Jbel 

Ayachi Mountain and Ksar Assaka with about 50 families lies 2 km 

further. Zaïda is found along the road coming from Meknès and at 30 km 

before Midelt. It lives largely through the road traffic. Bertèt is situated at 

about 40 km from Midelt and near the road running from Midelt to 

Errachidia. The small village Ighrem-n-Cherif is near Goulmima. People in 

all these villages speak Amazigh. The influence from the urban center is 

growing and quite some inhabitants have left their village to live in town. 

She°ba, a village located at 2 km before Midelt when coming from 

Meknès, is an Arabic-speaking community within an Amazigh-speaking 

region. 

Douar Ouaraben just outside Tiznit, Ikenwèn at 29 km from Tiznit along 

the road to Tafraoute, Ifrane a/s (Atlas Saghir or Anti-Atlas) at about 25 

km from Bouizakarne on the road from Tiznit to Guelmim, Idoubahman-

Imjâd at 24 km from Ifrane a/s in the direction of Tafraoute and Terloulou 

at 26 km from Tafraoute in the direction of the high mountains are 
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Amazigh-speaking. The same holds for the population of the coastal 

village Lagzira and the mountain village Lahfart, both located near Sidi 

Ifni, and the village Igîsel near the hot water springs of Abaynou close to 

Guelmim. All these village of the Anti-Atlas are really small except Ifrane 

a/s with about 20,000 inhabitants. Ifrane a/s is an important rural center 

with a secondary school and a quite big grove. 

In the village Hmar, at about 10 km from Taroudannt, and in Oulad ben 

Sbaa, near Sidi Mokhtar on the road from Essaouira to Marrakech, people 

speak Moroccan Arabic. In the small village Douar near Tan-Tan 

Hassaniya Arabic, the language of the Sahrawi, is spoken. 

In the villages subsistence is based on agriculture, often according to 

age-old methods, on olive, apple or other fruit trees and livestock, the 

livestock often being herded by boys or 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 Moroccan rural population still represented 

71 % of the total Moroccan population; it now only represents some 50 % 

of this population. 

By the way, modernization has not left the Moroccan rural towns and 

villages unaffected, as is certainly also the case in the whole of North 

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

phone has conquered the rural world, and especially the young men and 

young women. 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 this town several shops started to offer the 

possibility of using computers and communicating through the Internet in 

2000. This is also the case in Sidi Ifni and other Moroccan rural centers. 

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. In this book are also 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 gathered information, are 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 domestic and 

family life 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 grouped 
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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, seem 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 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 outlooks but with a common basis founded on 

resembling family units (1970/1982: 35-36). 

Already for Saharan and North African Toy and Play Cultures. 

Childrenôs dolls and doll play I had the intention to give in the 

introduction an overview of the family organization and of childrenôs 

socialization among the mentioned populations. However, my efforts 

remained without success. I think that in the actual state of knowledge it is 

impossible to write such an overview, impossible due to the diversity of 

the physical and human environment. There is a big difference between a 

popular quarter of Casablanca and a small Amazigh village hidden in the 

Haut Atlas, or a nomadic Saharan settlement. Secondly, the covered period 

extends through the whole 20
th
 century, a period marked by important 
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technological, economic, social and political changes. Thirdly, the basic 

information is often lacking especially concerning childhood. So if I could 

have written such a synthesis it would have been too generalizing. I 

therefore dropped this idea and refer the reader to some rare books 

describing family and childhood in different areas and periods. Books such 

as Enfants d'hier. L'éducation de l'enfant en milieu traditionnel algérien of 

Néfissa Zerdoumi (1970), Enfants du Maghreb entre hier et aujourd'hui of 

Mohamed Sijelmassi (1984), Enfances Maghrébines of Dernouny et 

Chaouite (1987) and Conception, naissance et petite enfance au Maghreb 

of the IREMAM (1997). A short commentary on these books can be found 

in Saharan and North-African Toy and Play Cultures. Commented 

bibliography on play, games and toys (2005) in which some other recent 

documents on Moroccan childhood and youth are mentioned. 

In this book the reader will find an analysis of the play activities, games 

and toys of Saharan and North African children that are related to domestic 

and family life. First the play activities and toys related to the dwellings 

have been discussed, then those related to dinner and utensils, to 

household tasks, to subsistence activities, to music and dance, and finally 

to ritual life and festivities. Each of these subdivisions starts with a 

summary putting forward the main characteristics of the concerned group 

of play activities and toys. 

In the section Conclusion a synthesis is proposed, together with a 

discussion of some environmental, economic and sociocultural aspects. 

This time the chapter on sociocultural aspects is more detailed. The 

relation between Saharan and North African children's toys and play on the 

one hand and culture and society on the other hand, their role in the 

socialization of children, and in the relationship between children and 

between children and adults is analyzed. There also is a discussion of 

gender differentiation in toys and play followed by the evolution of toys 

and play during the 20
th
 century. A final chapter on childrenôs creativity 

has been included. 

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

Saharan and North African toys related to domestic life of the collection of 

the former Mus®e de lôHomme can be consulted. This collection belongs 

now to the Musée du Quai Branly, Unité Patrimoniale Afrique du Nord et 

Proche-Orient, in Paris. 
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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. The linguistic information is mentioned to keep trace of it 

not as totally correct data. This way scholars well qualified in Amazigh 

and Arabic will be able to verify and correct the local terminology. 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 the 

permission of the children themselves was only asked when making 

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

without asking 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  Dwellings in play, games and toys 
 

1.1  Summary 
 

Toys representing objects related to a nomadic way of life, especially the 

tent, have been mentioned for the children of the Ghrib, the Tuareg, the 

Moors, the Sahrawi and the Chaamba, all populations living in the Sahara. 

Next to the toy tents, I have found miniaturized copies of tent arches, 

pegs for the tentôs mat enclosure, mat doors, sleeping mats, crosspieces for 

a bed, carpets and cushions. 

These toys date from between 1930 and 1975 and the used material 

consist of straw, little branches, strips of a palm branch bearing a date 

cluster, pieces of wood, leather straps, rags and cotton or wool threads. 

The information on the Ghrib and Tuareg children indicates that in the 

Sahara the toy tent is constructed by the girls for their doll play, household 

play and dinner play. However, this does not exclude that the boys also 

make a toy tent and other objects related to the tent, as was noticed for the 

young Chaamba shepherds who use these toys to create a nomadic 

settlement and nomadic way of life. 

All these miniaturized objects are surely used for play activities inspired 

by the nomadôs life, play activities in which toy animals and dolls are used 

as described in my books Saharan and North African Toy and Play 

Cultures. Childrenôs dolls and doll play (2005) and Saharan and North 

African Toy and Play Cultures. The animal world in play, games and toys 

(2005). 

The miniaturized tent is a toy of nomadic or semi-nomadic children. Up 

to now I can only mention two exceptions, namely the toy tent of the 

sedentarized children of the villages Douar Ouaraben and Ikenwèn in the 

Anti-Atlas.  

The dollhouse or pretend house is a toy of children of settled or semi-

sedentarized populations. Pretend houses are constructed by the children of 

the Ghrib, a population on its way to sedentarization in the 1970s, the 

Moors living in the little town Oualata, the oasis Tabelbala, the Mozabites, 

the Chaouïa, the Kabyles, the Djebel Amour and Djebel Ksel regions, the 

town of Mopti and several Moroccan regions. 
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The earliest information on pretend houses and other miniaturized 

constructions dates back to 1917, the most recent information to the end of 

2006. The used material consists of sand, clay, stones, pebbles, sardine tins 

and seldom a cardboard box. 

One will see that most pretend houses evoke the dwellings of the adults 

only in a basic and partial way. Thus, I think it is adequate to use in 

relation to the games with a pretend house described in this book what 

Gilles Brougère writes in La repr®sentation de lôhabitat dans le jouet, 

namely that for a symbolic action it is mostly sufficient to have a partial 

evocation of the house, for example a roof or a frame. The imagination and 

activity of the children completes the representation in a dynamic way 

(1989: 29). 

Although the pretend houses are simplified models in most cases they 

can also be realistic miniaturized copies of existing houses. This is for 

example the case with the dollhouses of the children of the Oualata Moors 

mostly made by female servants. 

Saharan and North African children do not limit themselves to making 

pretend houses for doll play, dinner play and household play. They also 

make other constructions like a fold, a garage, a restaurant, a shop, a 

saintôs tomb and a mosque.  

As for the small tents, the girls mostly create the pretend houses. 

However, recent information from the Anti-Atlas shows that boys make the 

same kind of play houses as girls but use these for playing at male 

occupations such as working in a cake shop, in a restaurant, in a tailor's 

shop and at constructing roads. 

After the chapter on nomadic settlements in play activities, the vast 

information on pretend houses is analyzed in three sections: dollhouses, 

houses for dinner and household play, and other constructions. In the 

chapter on play activities related to trade more pretend houses are 

presented.  
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1.2  Nomadic settlements 
 

In 1975 Ghrib girls of about seven years living in the Tunisian Sahara 

made with a rectangular rag, some little branches and thread a nice tent just 

as their mothers do in reality (fig. 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In front of this small tent they erect an enclosure with wet sand in imitation 

of the enclosure put before the tentôs entrance (fig. 2). Another enclosure 

made in the same way closes the back of the tent. 
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This bît el-°arûs or dollôs tent (fig. 3) serves for doll play as explained in 

my book Saharan and North African Toy and Play Cultures. Childrenôs 

dolls and doll play (2005: 87).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Such a tent is also used for playing dinner or household. Thus one sees in 

the front of figure 2 (p. 55) four little branches stuck into the sand 

indicating that the making of a toy weaving loom is started. Rags and other 

tiny objects represent the few objects found in a nomadôs tent, all kinds of 

bags and different utensils. To cover the floor of their toy tent these girls, 

but sometimes also a boy, weave a sleeping mat in imitation of the 

weaving of a real one. This mat called es-serîr or el-hôa­´r, is made with 

little branches of 30 to 40 cm in length or strips of a palm branch bearing a 

date cluster of the same length. Three branches are stuck into the sand at a 

distance of about 10 cm between them and on one line (fig. 4, p. 57). The 

child starts to weave little branches or strips between the three branches 

fixed in the sand (fig. 5, p. 57). The strips of a palm branch are preferred as 

they will show different colors with yellow and red nuances once dry.  
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When the mat is finished it measures between 25 and 35 cm in length. 

Sometimes it this mat is put on four branches serving as the feet of a bed 

(fig. 6). 
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Occasionally a little carpet, called ez-zarbîya, is part of this tentôs 

furniture (fig. 7). The girls make it by fixing two sticks of 10 cm to 20 cm 

length, in the shape of a cross (fig. 8).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Starting from the crossing each turn of the yarn is placed above the other 

and by turning it each time around each stick a square carpet is made. After 

one or a few turns yarn of another color is used. As seen on the above 

figures, about one centimeter of the top of the sticks is left without yarn.  

The same way of making carpets is found in Morocco. A girl from the 

village Ksar Assaka near Midelt made in 1995 two carpets with red and 

black yarn (fig. 9). 
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The little carpet shown at figure 

10 was made with white, yellow 

and black yarn by a girl from the 

Tazenakht region in 1997. Both   

these places are located in Central 

Morocco. In the village Douar 

Ouaraben, just outside Tiznit, 

Khalija Jariaa received in July 

2006 a set of five carpets used by 

some girls to decorate their 

pretend houses. 

Just as among the Ghrib, the Tuareg children make small tents for their 

game of imitating a nomadôs camp. However, I did not find in the 

consulted bibliography a direct reference to making a small tent except the 

one in the catalogue of the exposition in the Mus®e de lôHomme of March 

1993, Touaregs: 12 photographes témoignent. One of the photographs of 

this catalogue shows a Tuareg girl in front of her small tent. Yet, one finds 

in the collection of the Musée du Quai Branly as well as in the 

bibliography several examples of miniature objects used for the 

construction of a toy tent, such as toys representing the arches, pegs for the 

tent enclosure mat, tent enclosure mats and mat doors. There are also 

copies of tent furniture such as bed crosspieces, sleeping mats and carpets. 

Figure 11 shows these miniature arches. Two of the five arches are 

unpainted. A third one is painted alternatively in red and yellow stripes. 

The fourth arch is decorated by 

alternating an unpainted stripe 

with a red, green and yellow 

stripe. The last arch has a large 

red stripe in its center. The 

segment of the half-circle 

measures between 18 and 24 cm. 

Such arches support the canopy 

of a small or middle-sized tent. Two wooden arches are placed parallel to 

each other with a distance of one and a half meter in between and then they 

are fixed with pegs. These arches replace the central post (Foley, 1930: 12-

13; de Foucauld, 1951-1952: 247, 408). Plate IV of H. Foleyôs book shows 

how the women build a tent using arches. 
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A twelve-year-old Tuareg Kel Ahaggar girl (Algerian Sahara) made in 

1938 a toy representing the enclosure mat of a tent using graminaceous 

stalks and straps of skin or cotton threads. The stalks are fixed together in 

pairs with small straps of skin (71.1941.19.117, H = 23 cm, LO = 75 cm, p. 

catalogue p. 416) or cotton threads (71.1941.19.118-119, H = 13 cm, LO = 

47/33 cm, catalogue p. 416). The same girl also made a small tent carpet 

(71.1941.19.120, catalogue p. 418). These toys belong to a set of toys used 

when playing at imitating a nomadic camp and for which the girl also 

created some dolls (see Saharan and North African Toy and Play Cultures. 

Childrenôs dolls and doll play, 2005: 80, fig. 29). 

From the Tuareg children of Timbuktu in Mali François de Zeltner 

collected in 1930 two little pegs for the tent enclosure mat of 42 and 47 cm 

in height (fig. 12, 71.1930.61.617-618). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1939 among the Tuareg Kel Ullimenden of the Sahara of Mali, Henri 

Lhote received from a girl a toy mat that shows a correct imitation of the 

Tuareg tent enclosure mat. It is made with stalks of straw bound in pairs 

with straps of skin. Somewhat larger straps of skin painted red and black 

create decorative patterns. Little fringes decorate one of the sides. This mat 

measures 17 cm by 32 cm (fig. 13, 71.1941.19.1313). In La Vie du Sahara 

one reads that, from Mauritania till Tibesti and from the south of the Atlas 

till Senegal and Sudan, the same mats are used as carpets or as partition 
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walls. Made with graminaceous stalks and straps of leather or palm-fibers, 

these mats can be decorated with colored geometric designs (1960: 33). 

At the same time and among the same children, Henri Lhote collected 

some sleeping mats in miniature; true copies of those used in Tuareg tents 

(fig. 14). The stalks of straw are bound in pairs with straps of skin. Several 

fringes decorate its sides. The mat on the bottom right of the photograph 

(71.1941.19.1311) and the one of figure 13 have a geometric design. A 

third mat on the top right of figure 14 has its stalks of straw asymmetrically 

assembled with strings of red and black skin and it is embellished with 

blue cotton threads (71.1941.19.1310). The width of these four mats varies 

between 8 and 12 cm and their length between 13 cm and 19 cm. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moreover, the collection of the Musée du Quai Branly contains some beds' 

crosspieces used for childrenôs games and coming from a Tuareg Kel 

Ullimenden girl. These where also collected by the Henri Lhote Mission of 

1939 and made by a woodworker with 'teboraq' wood (fig. 13, p. 60, 

71.1941.19.1306.1-4). The four toy crosspieces have a cylindrical shape 

with a head like a flattened cone. Their diameter measures 1.5 cm and the 

length is 21.5 cm and they imitate the crosspieces of a Tuareg bed. In H. 

Foleyôs book one finds two photographs of the bedôs structure and the bed 

with its mats (1930: planche IX, n° 13-14). The Album du Musée du Bardo 

on the Tuareg Kel Ahaggar shows on plate XXXIII a Tuareg bed. Such a 

bed has four feet with fine pyrography supporting two crosspieces 
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decorated with large wooden disks at both sides. The two crosspieces 

support six others on which one or more special mats, called 'taousit', are 

placed with on top some blankets or a carpet. These beds are very much 

appreciated by the nomads even if they are cumbersome to transport. They 

offer during summer good ventilation underneath the sleeper together with 

a protection against the numerous small insects living on the ground and 

being very aggressive during hot weather (Balout, 1959). 

As for the Ghrib and the Tuareg, accessories for small tents have been 

mentioned for the Moors (Mauritanian Sahara). These toy accessories are 

made up of wooden pegs, rags for making tents, ropes, etc. There are also 

cushions to be used in the small tent (Béart, 1955: 840). 

A carpet and a cushion that served as toys for the children of the Moors 

of Tidjikdja (Mauritanian Sahara) belong to the collection of the Musée du 

Quai Branly. Local female artisans have made these toys. 

The toy carpet of figure 15, reproducing the large 'faro' carpet used all 

over the Mauritanian Sahara, consists of a rectangle of black lambskin 

trimmed with a strap of yellow leather. The wrong side decorated with 

intertwined straps of red leather, sewed up with thin straps of yellow 

leather to create different kinds of stitches, lines and zigzags. The red 

straps that have been sewed on the wrong side imitate those strengthening 

the real faro. The tanning of these skins is done with the acacia bark. This 

toy carpet measures 44 cm by 33.5 cm (71.1938.48.34). 
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The toy cushion in tanned sheepskin is a reduction of the cushion used by 

the Moors (71.1938.48.35). Both sides are fixed together with a 3.4 cm 

large indigo strap of leather. These sides are decorated with black, yellow, 

red and green designs on a natural colored background, designs contained 

within geometric spaces separated by red straps. The stitches are done with 

thin leather straps. The cushion has been filled with raw cotton. This toy 

cushion measures 16.5 cm by 24.5 cm. 

In his book on Sahrawi games and toys Fernando Pinto Cebrián shows a 

nice color photograph and a design of two different types of toy tents 

(1999: 103, 110). The photograph and the design on page 103 also show 

the bed, the mats, the utensils and the doll used by the girls in their doll 

play or household play. This author writes that the girls, as soon as they are 

able to do it and by using a small tent called 'jaima lawzar', play all over 

the year to imitate their mothers in their function of wife and mistress of 

the family tent. The adults see this game as necessary for the girls to learn 

all that relates to the traditional family living in the desert. This miniature 

tent is made and decorated just as the real tents (1999: 105). Sometimes 

when there are several girls with a toy tent in the family camp, they may 

build a 'frig sahir', a small camp in imitation of the real one. In this 

miniature camp these girls will establish some traits of social relationships 

similar to those of their elders. When there is more than one toy tent and a 

camp is created, the girls make nearby a pantry with leaves and seeds, and 

a cattle enclosure with stones and shells. In the vicinity they create a 'suk' 

or marketplace where they go to buy things and with branches an oasis 

with palm trees as the one where they live. This way, the girls organize 

feasts and meetings like those they watch in reality (1999: 108-109). 

The boys, except when they are small and used as 'children' by the girls, 

do not participate in these games afraid as they are to be stigmatized as 

girls or women. However, occasionally and as a mischievous action, the 

boys demolish the tents so that the girls take notice of them (1999: 105). 

To play with miniature dolls called óowzarô the girls use one of the two 

types of toy tents shown by Fernando Pinto Cebrián. This toy tent normally 

made with rags or leather is nowadays also constructed with modern 

material such as plastic sheets from bags or paper sheets from newspapers. 

As dolls one finds not only the traditional dolls, resembling those of the 

Moors, but also imported plastic dolls, among others the Indians and 

Cowboys given to the little boys (1999: 109). 
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At about 5 km from Tan-Tan in southern Morocco and on the other bank 

of the river Oued Dra lies the village Douar. This village with about a 

hundred houses is inhabited by Sahrawi families. Many dwellings have a 

tent used to drink tea for example. Khalija Jariaa who visited this village in 

February 2007 observed there the game described hereafter. The children 

of Douar like to create their own tent as thirteen-year-old Fatimatou and 

eight-year-old Meryem do. The tent's structure is made with four sticks 

bound together with a ribbon at one end. One stick stands upright in the 

middle of three others set around it in the form of a tripod. Then an old 

blanket is thrown over the sticks (fig. 16). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Before fitting up the tent, Fatimatou and Meryem make decorative carpets 

to embellish their tent. These carpets are made by winding ribbons around 

two cross-shaped sticks. Three-year-old Souquaina who is Meryem's sister 

tries to make a carpet but she does not succeed (fig. 17, p. 65). 
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One carpet is fixed below the place where the tent's armature sticks have 

been bound together (fig. 18, H = 21 cm, LA = 19 cm). The other carpets 

hang from a string encircling the tent's interior. The smallest carpet, in the 

middle of figure 19, measures 7 cm on 7 cm and the largest carpet, in the 

middle of figure 20 (p. 66), measures 54 cm on 57 cm. 
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While Fatimatou attaches the carpets in the tent, Meryem creates two dolls 

(fig. 21, p. 67). The small doll represents a one-year-old girl and is named 

Souquaina. The large doll represents her mother who is named Moulkhout. 

The mother doll is only made out of rags so that any structure is lacking (H 

= 29 cm). Its head without facial features is a ball of rags covered with a 

red rag and tightened at the neck by a ribbon. The girl doll is made by 

winding rags around a little branch and its upper dress is kept in place by a 

white ribbon turned around the lower part of the doll (H = 23 cm). Its head 

does not have facial features. Fatimatou made a small black bag closed by 

a white ribbon and representing the charm protecting babies and small 

children from any harm. As women do she hangs this charm at the top of 

the toy tent where it is hidden by the carpet of figure 18 (p. 65). 
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When Souquaina asks Fatimatou what she 

should do Fatimatou answers that she can build 

a pen for the goats. Souquaina takes some thorn 

bush branches and makes a pen. Then she starts 

putting some kids in the pen (fig. 22, p. 68). 

Meanwhile Sidi Ahmed, an eleven-year-old boy 

and the brother of Fatimatou, pretends to guard 

his herd of dromedaries, donkeys, goats and 

sheep in an imaginary pasture situated a few 

meters away. As herdsmen do he plays a flute, a 

piece of black rubber tubing with eight holes 

(fig. 23). When Souquaina asks him to help her 

to put the kids in the pen he immediately joins 

her (fig. 24, p. 68). 
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