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Abstract

Family and education in Algeria, are a microcosm of larger societal
transformations, and both are an engrossing case study in the interaction
between tradition and modernization. This article examines two intertwined
facets of Algerian society by tracing the historical evolution of its educational
system—from the decentralized, religiously grounded model during the Ottoman
era, through the disruptive impact of French colonial policies, to the post-
independence reforms aimed at reclaiming national identity—and the
transformation of family life in the context of modernisation. Employing a
combined historical-thematic and mixed-methods research design, the study
integrates archival research, demographic analysis, and qualitative testimonies
to reveal how Islamic values, colonial legacies, and socio-economic changes
have shaped educational practices and familial structures. The findings highlight
the enduring cultural continuity amidst change, as well as the emerging
challenges in reconciling traditional practices with contemporary demands.
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1- Introduction:
Understanding Algeria’s societal evolution requires an exploration of its twin

pillars—education and family life. Historically, the Algerian educational system has
transitioned from a decentralized, religion-based model during the Ottoman era to a
colonial structure designed to marginalize indigenous knowledge, and finally to a post-
independence system attempting to reclaim national identity. Simultaneously, the Algerian
family—long a microcosm of broader social dynamics—has experienced shifts from
traditional extended networks to increasingly diverse nuclear and single-parent forms
amid rapid modernization.

Grasping Algeria’s societal evolution requires an exploration of its twin pillars—
education and family life (Saad-Allah, 1985; Shwitam, 2009; UNFPA, 2024; Achoui,
2006). Historically, the Algerian educational system has transitioned from a
decentralized, religion-based model during the Ottoman era to a colonial structure
designed to marginalized indigenous knowledge, and finally to a post-independence
system attempting to reclaim national identity. Simultaneously, the Algerian family—Ilong
a microcosm of broader social dynamics—has experienced shifts from traditional
extended networks to more diverse nuclear and single-parent forms amid rapid
modernization. This article weaves together these two strands, arguing that both
education and family life serve as key indicators of the nation’s struggle to balance
tradition with contemporary demands.

Insight into the historical growth of the Algerian educational system is critical for
getting insight into the country's current educational landscape. This brief overview
investigates the value of charting this progression and describes the methodology used,
which combines historical and thematic approaches. The historical history of Algeria's
educational system provides a lens through which contemporary difficulties and triumphs
can be understood. The Ottoman Era, Colonial Era, and Independence Era all represent
watershed moments in Algerian education history. By delving into the historical nuances
of these eras, we can discern the enduring legacies, persisting challenges, and ongoing
transformations that define the current educational milieu. Adopting a historical and
thematic perspective, this investigation seeks to deconstruct the diverse evolution of
Algeria’s educational system. In essence, this study seeks not only to chronicle the past
but also to illuminate the contemporary educational context in Algeria.

2- Literature Review:

2-1- Evolution of the Algerian Educational System:
By delving into individual eras and studying the complexities of educational

practices, political influences, and cultural developments, this comprehensive exploration
strives to provide a full grasp of the educational landscape. The literature indicates that
the Ottoman period’s decentralized, religiously oriented education laid the foundation for
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an enduring tradition of scholarship. Conversely, colonial interventions sought to disrupt
this legacy by introducing a dual system that privileged European knowledge while
marginalizing indigenous practices.
2-1-1- Ottoman Era (1500 CE - 1830 CE)-

During the Ottoman era, Algeria’s educational system was primarily based on

Islamic principles and was largely decentralized, relying on local religious institutions
and wagf funding (Saad-Allah, 1985; Shwitam, 2009). This decentralized model fostered
a culture of Quranic memorization and traditional scholarship but was limited in scope
and standardization. During the Ottoman era, the Algerian educational system was
primarily based on Islamic principles and decentralized control. Education was managed
largely by local religious institutions and funded through charitable endowments (wagfs).

The Ottoman regime in Algeria did not have a structured education policy, and the
expansion of education was driven by the financial support from waqfs and religious
institutions, particularly in rural areas. The Ottoman regime’s lack of a structured
education policy—and the consequent reliance on wagf funding and religious
institutions—has had enduring effects on modern educational practices (Saad-Allah,
1985; Amrouh, 2002). Schools built during this period were primarily linked to religious
institutions, as exemplified by the efforts of Pasha Muhammad al-Kabir and Salah Bey.
Educational practices during this period emphasized Quranic recitation, memorization of
religious texts, and rudimentary instruction in Arabic language and jurisprudence.
Teachers, often religious leaders, played a dual role as both educators and moral guides.
This period set the stage for a rich tradition of Islamic scholarship that would later
influence Algeria’s modern educational reforms.

2-1-2- Colonial Era:
The French conquest beginning in 1830 marked a radical shift in the educational

landscape. Initially, the colonial administration allowed indigenous institutions to
function, but soon imposed reforms designed to supplant traditional Arabic-Islamic
education with a system favoring French language and culture. The French imposed their
language and educational norms, establishing separate schools for colonists and altering
the traditional Arabic-Islamic education system. The French conquest dramatically
reshaped Algeria’s educational landscape. The colonial administration tolerated
indigenous institutions at first; however, its objective soon shifted toward cultural
domination and assimilation. The document states that ‘““the French imposed their
language and educational norms... establishing separate schools for colonists and
altering the traditional Arabic-Islamic education system.”

Distinct tracks emerged: while indigenous education focused on religious and
traditional knowledge, the colonial system introduced government schools (often referred
to as French Arab Sharia schools) that aimed to ““cleanse” the Algerian mind by replacing

This work is licensed under Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0)
BY NC

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en

Riad Soltani

indigenous curricula with European models. This bifurcation led to a widening gap in
access and quality between colonized and colonizer communities.
2-1-3- Post-Independence Reforms:

After independence in 1962, Algeria faced the challenge of reconstructing an
educational system marred by decades of colonial imposition. The new government sought
to re-establish a national identity rooted in Arab and Islamic traditions by Arabizing
curricula and restructuring educational institutions. After independence, Algeria
undertook comprehensive reforms aimed at reclaiming its cultural and educational
heritage. The Ministry of Education introduced Arabic as the language of instruction and
restructured the system to merge previously segregated institutions.

The post-independence era was marked by decisive efforts to reclaim national
identity. Reforms focused on reintroducing Arabic into all educational levels, reviving
indigenous curricula, and addressing urban-rural disparities that had widened under
colonial rule. These changes, while challenging to implement uniformly, represented a
concerted effort to restore cultural continuity and foster a sense of national pride. Reform
initiatives also included teacher retraining, the establishment of new institutions, and the
integration of modern scientific knowledge with traditional values. Despite resource
limitations and regional disparities, these efforts paved the way for an education system
that continues to evolve in the face of contemporary challenges.

2-2- Family Life in Algeria:

In parallel, traditional family structures characterized by extended kinship networks
have gradually given way to modern forms influenced by urbanization, education, and
economic pressures. The synthesis of these diverse sources underscores the complex and
multifaceted evolution of Algerian society.

2-2-1- Demographics and Population:

Algeria, Africa’s largest nation, exhibits a complex demographic profile shaped by
historical, social, and economic forces. The population is characterized by a youthful
structure, with a significant proportion under the age of 24—a factor that has profound
implications for education, employment, and social policy. Algeria’s population, projected
to reach 46.3 million by 2024, is notably youthful, with significant implications for labor,
education, and social policy.

Algeria, Africa’s largest country, has a rich historical tapestry that has influenced
its contemporary demographic situation. According to the United Nations Population
Fund (2024), Algeria's population is expected to reach 46.3 million by 2024. This figure
is significantly higher than past decades, owing to historically high fertility rates and
improvements in healthcare and living circumstances. The country’s population pyramid
reveals a distinctly youthful structure, with a majority of citizens under 24. Such
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demographics promise a potential demographic dividend yet also pose challenges in
providing adequate education and employment opportunities to a burgeoning youth
population.

2-2-2- Marriage and Family Formation:

Marriage remains a cornerstone of Algerian society, representing the beginning of
family life. However, conventional patterns of marriage and family formation are
changing dramatically. There is a significant difference between rural and urban customs
regarding marriage age and family dynamics. Long-standing cultural traditions cause
marriage in rural areas to occur at a younger age. In contrast, in metropolitan regions,
people choose to postpone marriage in order to focus on their education and job goals.
This difference demonstrates the impact of changing economic situations, educational
options, and cultural expectations.

Recent figures show that Algeria's total marriage rate has fallen from 9.88% in
2014 t0 9.24% in 2015. Algeria's legal marriage age is 19 years for both men and women.
Marriages were traditionally arranged by families, often including close relatives such as
cousins. However, in recent decades, particularly in metropolitan areas, there has been a
trend towards more personal choice in marriage, although with parental sanction.
According to Achoui (2006), educated young frequently make their own marriage
decisions, with parental assent still important. According to Ayachi (2013), 92% of couples
did not suffer open parental disapproval for their choice of spouse. The Algerian Family
Code promotes free choice in marriage partners while protecting numerous rights (Ayachi,
2013).

Monogamy is the most common kind of marriage in Algeria. Polygamy is
uncommon, owing to constraints imposed by the Family Code (Code de la famille), which
requires a husband to acquire permission from his existing wife before marrying another,
a requirement that is seldom satisfied. Divorce is permitted in Islam, however it is often
frowned upon. Islamic law (sharia) allows a couple to remarry after their first and second
divorces without limitations. However, a third divorce rules out the prospect of remarrying
the same husband unless she has married and divorced another man or has died. Divorce
in Algeria is mostly caused by parental involvement, interpersonal difficulties, and sexual
incompatibility (Achoui, 2006). The divorce rate increased from 15.75% in 2014 to
16.23% in 2015 (ONS, 2017).

Algerian family structures are generally patrilineal, with kinship relationships
traceable only through male relatives. Families play an important role in preparing young
people for marriage, frequently arranging partnerships and providing advice on marital
obligations and responsibilities. Although planned weddings are becoming less popular,
especially in metropolitan areas, family participation in spouse selection remains
important. When choosing a marriage, many young people today look for a mix of familial
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acceptance and personal preference. Marriage in Algeria is heavily influenced by Islamic
traditions, which see it as both a religious obligation and a moral precaution. However,
increased marriage expenditures, such as elaborate wedding rituals and the expectation
of independent living, have resulted in a trend of many couples delaying their weddings.
Based on data gathered by the Statistical, Economic and Social Research and Training
Centre for Islamic Countries (SESRIC) in 2019 in Algeria, the family is a central
institution with various forms reflecting the country’s diverse social and economic
landscapes:

1. Nuclear Families: Which are most common in cities, are made up of parents and
children. As of 2019, the basic household type, consisting of a couple with children,
represented 65.05% of households. This family structure has grown more
widespread in cities because of changing economic situations, housing patterns,
and social conventions. Despite living apart, nuclear families frequently keep close
ties with their extended families.

2. Extended Families: More common in rural settings, with numerous generations
living under the same roof. As of 2019, extended families constituted 20.65% of
households. This traditional family paradigm continues to offer critical social
support, childcare, and elder care, serving as a social safety net in the absence of
comprehensive governmental welfare programs.

3. Single-Parent Families: Although less common, single-parent households,
particularly those led by women, are becoming more apparent. As of 2019, single-
parent households with children made up 6.65% of households. As cultural
standards shift, these families confront new hurdles in terms of economic stability
and social acceptance.

Algerian households are traditionally patriarchal, with the father or grandfather
holding the position of leadership. According to Boutafhoushat (1984), traditional
Algerian families display various distinguishing characteristics:

o Extended Structure: The family consists of multiple smaller units or families, all
living together.

o Patriarchy: The authority and decision-making power are centralized in male
figures.

« Foundational Bases:

o Blood Relationships: Economic, social, and ethical integration among
family members, clans, and tribes.

o Land Attachment: A strong connection to ancestral land, fostering a sense
of heritage and belonging.
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In traditional situations, married sons generally stay with their parents, reflecting the
patrilocal residence pattern. This arrangement emphasises the significance of obedience
and respect to parents and in-laws, who, in turn, assist the newlywed couple.
Grandparents, particularly grandmothers, frequently play an important role in caring for
babies, especially when the daughter-in-law is working. Siblings maintain the family
name, while women keep their family names after marriage (Achoui, 2006).

2-2-3- Family Roles and Structures:

In Algeria, conventional gender roles have traditionally shaped family relations,
with males largely functioning as breadwinners and women doing home duties. These
roles are strongly founded in cultural and religious rituals, which influence family
expectations and behaviours. Historically, Algerian spouses have been the primary
financial contributors and managers of the home. However, urbanisation and growing
female employment, particularly in major cities, are changing these patterns. According
to a 2013 ONS poll, males continue to manage 88.5% of households. Despite this, parental
responsibilities are shared, with both dads and mothers punishing their children. Mothers
frequently have a bigger part in childrearing since they are the primary carers in the
family. In the event of a divorce, the Algerian Family Code normally provides women
custody of their children until they remarry; boys stay with their mothers until they are ten
(or sixteen in rare situations), while girls stay until they are eighteen or married. If a
woman remarries or dies, custody rights are transferred to the maternal grandmother,
then the maternal aunt, and finally to the father (Achoui, 2006).

Recent shifts, particularly in urban areas, are challenging these traditional roles. Factors
contributing to this change include:
1. Increased Female Education: More women are attaining higher education,
leading to changed career aspirations and greater participation in the workforce.
2. Economic Necessity: Rising living costs are necessitating dual-income
households, encouraging more women to work outside the home.
3. Global Cultural Exposure: International media and interactions are introducing
alternative family models and gender roles.
4. Legal Reforms: Revisions in family law have, in some instances, enhanced
women’s rights within the family structure.

Elderly family members continue to be cherished, with important responsibilities
in decision-making and family direction. Respect for elders is firmly ingrained in Algerian
society, shaped by both Islamic teachings and ancient African customs. Older relatives
frequently provide childcare, provide cultural information, and offer advice on family
issues. As children get older, they are expected to respect their elders and take on family
chores. Children are socialised into their household responsibilities from an early age,
with boys and girls having different expectations. As children get older, there is a growing
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expectation that they will contribute financially to the home, particularly in low-income
households.
2-2-4- Religious and Cultural Influences:

Islam remains a central pillar in shaping both the educational and familial spheres
in Algeria. Religious practices, cultural rituals, and communal values continue to
influence everyday life, despite the forces of modernization. Islam continues to influence
Algerian family life, reinforcing values such as respect for elders, communal solidarity,
and the importance of marriage and childbearing.

In Algeria, Islam is profoundly ingrained in family life, influencing everything from
everyday rituals to significant life decisions. As the major religion and a fundamental
component of Algerian identity, Islam has a substantial impact on family structures,
gender roles, and societal standards. Cultural practices such as weddings, circumcisions,
and religious festivals not only mark life transitions but also serve to reinforce community
bonds and maintain the continuity of Algerian traditions. The coexistence of Arab, Berber,
and colonial legacies further enriches the cultural tapestry, presenting both challenges
and opportunities for preserving an integrated national identity.

2-2-5- Family Life and Religious Education:

Religious education plays an integral role in sustaining cultural heritage and
moral values within Algerian families. Instruction occurs in a variety of settings—from
the home and mosques to formal institutions like Qur'an schools and medersas. Religious
education, deeply embedded in the family structure, serves to instil moral values and
preserve cultural continuity across generations.

Traditional extended family networks have long been a hallmark of Algerian
society; however, as urbanization and modern pressures intensify, these are gradually
giving way to nuclear and single-parent family structures (UNFPA, 2024; Achoui, 2006).
We find that the Algerian family, as a microcosm of larger societal transformations,
reflects the interaction between tradition and modernisation and further note that the
enduring influence of Islamic beliefs continues to shape familial interactions and gender
roles (Boutafnoushat, 1984; Richard, 1980). Additionally, recent demographic analyses
underscore that modern Algerian families are adapting to new economic and educational
realities, with youth now playing a more central role in family dynamics (ONS, 2017).
Islamic education takes place in the home, mosques, Qur'an schools, Zaouias, Medersas,
and universities. Modern educational systems continue to include Islamic principles, with
religious instruction provided by specialized lecturers. These educational practices help
ensure that even as Algerian society modernizes, the foundational tenets of Islamic culture
and ethics remain central to family life, thus supporting intergenerational transmission of
values and traditions.
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3- Methodology:
3-1- Literature Review:
An Exploratory narrative literature review of seminal works and recent studies

provided the theoretical framework for analyzing both the evolution of the educational
system and the transformation of family structures. These sources were chosen for their
focus on Islamic influences, demographic trends, and the interplay of tradition and
modernity.

3-2- Archival and Demographic Analysis:
Primary documents—including official decrees, waqf records, and testimonies—

were examined alongside demographic data from the United Nations Population Fund
(2024), the Ministry of Education (DZ, 2017), and the Office Nationale des Statistiques
(2017) to map historical shifts and current trends.

3-3- Comparative and Thematic Synthesis:
The study juxtaposes different eras of educational policy (Ottoman, colonial, and

post-independence) with evolving family dynamics (traditional extended, nuclear, and
single-parent families). Themes such as decentralization versus centralization, cultural
preservation versus modernization, and gender roles in both educational and familial
contexts were traced and synthesized to offer a holistic view.

3-4- Declaration of Generative Al and Al-assisted technologies in the writing process:

During the preparation of this work the author(s) used ChatGPT, and NotebookL M
in order to find overarching theoretical and conceptual themes and theories within a large
set of articles and publications in order to synthesis and observe the varying trends and
finding in the studied documents. After using this tool/service, the author(s) reviewed and
edited the content as needed and take(s) full responsibility for the content of the
publication.

3-5- Limitations:

We acknowledge that the exploratory nature of our literature selection—lacking a
fully predetermined systematic protocol—may introduce some selection bias.
Nevertheless, this approach was adopted to facilitate a more flexible and integrative
theorization process, as advocated for narrative literature reviews. The potential
limitations of this process are outlined in the Discussion section, where we also offer
recommendations for how future research could implement more systematic procedures.
4- Findings:

4-1- Educational Evolution:
The transition from a decentralized, waqf-funded system during the Ottoman era to

the disruptive colonial imposition and finally to post-independence reforms has been
complex. Although colonial policies sought to replace indigenous knowledge with
European models, post-independence efforts have reasserted the primacy of Arabic and
Islamic traditions. The Ottoman educational model, despite its limitations, laid a robust
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foundation in religious scholarship. In contrast, colonial interventions introduced
structural disparities that continue to influence educational outcomes today.
4-2- Demographic and Family Dynamics:

Algeria’s youthful population and shifting demographic patterns have significantly
impacted family structures. Traditional extended families are gradually giving way to
nuclear and single-parent households, particularly in urban centres. Simultaneously,
previous studies show how persistent Islamic values coexist with modern socioeconomic
pressures to reshape family roles (UNFPA, 2024; Achoui, 2006). Detailed surveys indicate
that while extended families continue to play a critical role in rural areas, urbanization,
increased female education, and economic pressures are leading to smaller family units.

4-3- Gender Roles and Social Change:
Algeria’s youthful population and shifting demographic patterns have significantly

impacted family structures. Traditional extended families are gradually giving way to
nuclear and single-parent households, particularly in urban centres. Detailed surveys
indicate that while extended families continue to play a critical role in rural areas,
urbanization, increased female education, and economic pressures are leading to smaller
family units.

4-4- Gender Roles and Social Change:
Despite modern pressures, Islam and indigenous cultural practices continue to be

the cornerstones of both education and family life in Algeria. Religious education and
cultural rituals serve as vital mechanisms for preserving communal identity, ensuring that
modernization does not entirely erode traditional values.Historical trajectories—from the
decentralized Ottoman model to colonial disruptions and subsequent post-independence
reforms—mirror the transformations observed in Algerian family structures (Saad-Allah,
1985, p. 316; Shwitam, 2009, p. 459).

5- Discussion:

The intertwined evolution of the educational system and family life in Algeria
reflects the complex balance between tradition and modernity (Saad-Allah, 1985;
Shwitam, 2009; UNFPA, 2024; Achoui, 2006).The historical trajectory—from the
decentralized, religiously grounded practices of the Ottoman era through the disruptive
impositions of French colonial rule to the nation-building reforms of the post-
independence period—mirrors the transformations occurring within Algerian families.
Both domains reveal the enduring impact of Islamic values, even as modernization
reshapes institutional structures and personal relationships. Together, these developments
underscore the resilience of Algerian society. They highlight how families and educational
institutions adapt to external pressures while striving to preserve essential cultural
values.
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The comparative analysis reveals that both education and family life in Algeria are
deeply rooted in historical tradition while being continuously reshaped by modern
influences. As noted by Saad-Allah “the neglect of experimental sciences during the
Ottoman era had long-lasting repercussions’ (Saad-Allah, 1985, p. 354), which resonates
with the current challenges faced by the educational system. Similarly, Boutafnoushat
confirms that, ““despite dramatic social changes, essential values remain deeply embedded
in Islamic teachings™ (Boutafnoushat, 1984). These findings underscore the necessity for
ongoing research into how these dual legacies affect contemporary social policies and
cultural identity (UNFPA, 2024; Achoui, 2006).

The educational system during the Ottoman era was primarily Islamic and
decentralized, with an emphasis on Quranic memorization and traditional religious
instruction. Such practices laid the foundation for a continuous, though uneven, pursuit
of knowledge that modern reforms have sought to reframe within the context of national
identity and global modernity. This study illuminates the adaptive strategies employed by
Algerian families as they navigate the challenges of modernization while striving to
preserve their cultural heritage. By examining population changes, educational
achievement, and religious influences, we gain a more comprehensive understanding of
family life in modern Algeria.

6- Conclusion:

In conclusion, the dual evolution of education and family life in Algeria
encapsulates a broader narrative of resilience and adaptation. This integrated exploration
demonstrates that the historical legacies of both the educational system and family
structures continue to shape modern Algerian society. The persistence of Islamic
educational practices and traditional family values, as documented in previous studies,
offers valuable insights for policymakers and scholars striving to balance heritage with
modern innovation (Saad-Allah, 1992; UNFPA, 2024). As Algeria continues to navigate
its path between tradition and modernity, these insights remain critical for fostering both
educational reform and social cohesion (Amrouh, 2002; Boutafnoushat, 1984). While the
country’s educational institutions continue to grapple with the legacies of colonialism and
regional disparities, the family remains a steadfast institution—albeit one that is evolving
to meet the demands of modernity. Policymakers and educators alike are challenged to
harness this dynamism, fostering social cohesion and sustainable development. The
integrated perspective offered by this study not only deepens our understanding of
Algeria’s past and present but also provides valuable insights for the nation’s future.
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