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Abstract

This study examines the role of traditional crafts in enhancing women’s economic participation in
Algeria by transforming heritage practices into productive activities. These crafts provide employment
opportunities and facilitate women’s economic inclusion, particularly in rural areas. However, their impact
on improving income and achieving financial independence remains limited due to weak integration into the
formal economy, insufficient financing and marketing, and the absence of comprehensive support policies
for the sector. The study recommends training, financing, and marketing programs for women artisans with
the aim of transforming traditional crafts from cultural practices into sustainable economic activities. This
would contribute to local development and strengthen women’s autonomy and capacity to participate
effectively in the economy.
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Introduction

Women’s participation in economic activity has become a central issue in contemporary development
studies because of its essential role in achieving sustainable development and promoting social justice. In this
context, traditional crafts represent one of the sectors capable of accommodating women’s participation,
particularly in communities rich in cultural heritage, as they combine the preservation of cultural identity
with the potential to create economic value.

In Algeria, traditional crafts occupy a distinctive position owing to their diversity and geographical
distribution. They also constitute a broad field of women’s economic activity, particularly in rural areas.
However, this activity is often reduced to its heritage dimension without fully exploiting its economic
potential. This raises the problem of the limited contribution of women’s traditional crafts to improving
income and achieving women’s economic independence. Accordingly, this study aims to analyze the role of
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traditional crafts in promoting women’s participation in economic activity in Algeria by tracing their
transition from cultural heritage to economic value.

The study seeks to answer the following question:

To what extent do traditional crafts contribute to women’s economic empowerment in Algeria, and what are
the main obstacles limiting their transformation into productive economic activities?

To achieve this, the study aims to clarify the conceptual framework of traditional crafts and women’s
economic empowerment in this field, assess the current state of women’s traditional crafts on the basis of
available statistics, and analyze the main structural challenges related to economic integration, marketing, and
financing.

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach, drawing on various reports issued by the National Office
of Statistics and the Ministry of Tourism and Handicrafts, in addition to reviewing relevant scientific
literature. The importance of the study lies in highlighting the untapped economic potential of women’s
traditional crafts and providing an analytical perspective capable of moving women’s role beyond the
traditional craft pathway, which is often confined to meeting household needs, toward a more effective role
that supports the national economy and contributes to local development.

Section One A Conceptual Introduction to Women’s Traditional Crafts.

Traditional crafts are among the most prominent forms of cultural expression within communities.
Their products embody patterns of life, symbols, and values transmitted across generations. Their
significance is not limited to being a simple productive activity; rather, they also have cultural and social
dimensions that reflect the identity of society and its civilizational specificities. In this context, women have
emerged as key actors in producing this type of craft, especially in communities where women’s craft skills
have historically been associated more closely with the family and cultural sphere than with the market. The
literature indicates that women’s traditional crafts cannot be approached solely from an economic
perspective; they should also be analyzed within their cultural context as part of intangible cultural heritage.

UNESCO defines heritage as practices and skills that express the identity of groups, are transmitted from
one generation to another, and constitute living elements of culture.

Subsection One Definition and Characteristics of Traditional Crafts.

Traditional crafts represent one of the manifestations of cultural heritage with an economic dimension,
as they can evolve from heritage-based activities into productive resources supporting development.

First Definition of Traditional Crafts.

A number of international bodies and legal instruments have provided definitions of traditional crafts,
including the following:

1. 1. Definition by the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD)

In 1969, UNCTAD provided a definition of handicraft products and distinguished traditional crafts on this
basis. The term “handmade products” applies to products manufactured with the assistance of tools, simple
means, and equipment used by the artisan, where manual labor constitutes the greater part of the production
process, whether performed independently or with assistance. Traditional crafts are characterized by:

e« Artistic or traditional features associated with a geographical area or the producing country;
e * Products made by artisans who often work from home.

2. 2. Definition of Traditional Crafts under French Law
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Under Law No. 96-603 of 5 July 1996, traditional crafts are defined through four criteria:

e The enterprise primarily or secondarily carries out one of the economic activities classified as craft
activities;

e It employs no more than 10 employees at the outset;

e It has economic independence;

e Itis recognized in the directory of occupations.

3. 3. Definition of Traditional Crafts and Handicrafts in Algeria

The Algerian definition was established by Ordinance No. 96-01 of 10 January 1996 laying down the rules
governing traditional crafts and handicrafts and its implementing regulations. Article 5 provides that
traditional crafts and handicrafts comprise any activity involving the production, creation, artistic
transformation or restoration, maintenance, repair, or provision of a service in which manual labor
predominates.

The activity is carried out:

e Primarily and permanently;
e On a fixed, mobile, or exhibition basis, in one of the following fields:

— Traditional crafts and artistic traditional crafts;

— Craft production of materials;

— Craft services;

e According to one of the following forms:

— Individually;

— Within a traditional crafts and handicrafts cooperative;

— Within a traditional crafts and handicrafts enterprise.

Second Traditional Crafts as a Component of Cultural Heritage

Traditional crafts are among the most important manifestations of intangible cultural heritage because
of their historical, social, and aesthetic dimensions, which reflect the specific character of society and its
civilizational identity. They are the product of a long-term interaction between people and their natural and
cultural environment. They use locally available raw materials and rely on traditional production techniques
transmitted through experience and practice from one generation to another, making them a living record
of collective memory and an essential element in preserving and ensuring the continuity of cultural heritage.

Traditional crafts are particularly important because they express the cultural values and symbols prevailing
within society. They reflect patterns of life, artistic taste, and social organization. Traditional crafts cannot be
understood independently of their cultural context, as they form part of the symbolic structure of society.
They also contribute to transmitting craft knowledge and skills and to strengthening the sense of belonging
and cultural identity, particularly among younger generations.

UNESCO has classified traditional crafts among the elements of intangible cultural heritage and emphasized
the need to safeguard and enhance them through a comprehensive approach that goes beyond the cultural
dimension to ensure their continuity amid contemporary economic and social transformations.

In Algeria, studies show that traditional crafts constitute a fundamental pillar of national heritage because of
the considerable regional diversity of crafts, including carpet weaving, pottery, traditional jewelry, and textiles.
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Techniques and decorative motifs vary from one region to another. However, comparison with some Arab
experiences, such as Morocco and Tunisia, reveals differences in the level of heritage valorization. Morocco
has incorporated traditional crafts institutionally into cultural and tourism policies, thereby enhancing their
symbolic value, while the Tunisian experience has focused on integrating traditional crafts into training
systems and mechanisms for transmitting skills. This comparison highlights that the challenge in Algeria is
not the absence of cultural heritage or insufficient craft diversity, but rather the limited mechanisms for
valorization and organization. This calls for an integrated cultural and development-oriented approach that
preserves traditional crafts while strengthening their role in society.

Third Cultural and Social Characteristics of Traditional Crafts.

Traditional crafts possess a range of characteristics that make them more than merely productive activities.
They constitute living cultural heritage reflecting the history, customs, and values of society. The most
important characteristics include:

4. 1. Cultural and Symbolic Dimension

Traditional crafts are not confined to the material function of a product; they carry deeply rooted cultural
symbols reflecting social values and beliefs. The motifs and techniques used in textiles, pottery, and
traditional jewelry are not random; they convey social and geographical meanings linked to local identity.
Studies show that each region has distinctive decorative and color styles, making these crafts a visual record
of Algerian cultural heritage.

5. 2. Social and Educational Dimension

Traditional crafts are often practiced within family or community settings, strengthening social ties and
creating spaces for informal learning. Skills are transmitted from one generation to another through
observation, practice, and imitation, particularly among women and children. This not only preserves craft
skills but also serves as a means of reproducing social values and community roles, such as joint work within
the family and respect for cooperation and mutual support in collective activity.

6. 3. Diversity and Specificity of Local Culture and Identity

Traditional crafts are characterized by technical and aesthetic diversity reflecting the geographical and
social specificities of each region. This diversity confirms the capacity of traditional crafts to represent
multiple cultural identities within a single country, making them an important field of interest for researchers
in heritage and cultural studies. Under the UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage, traditional crafts play an important role in strengthening the sense of belonging and
cultural identity because they transmit values, knowledge, and practices from one generation to another and
contribute to confronting the effects of rapid modernization and contemporary social change.

7. 4. Aesthetic and Artistic Dimension

Traditional crafts provide a window for expressing the aesthetic identity of society, with designs, colors,
and motifs reflecting local artistic traditions. Traditional craft products such as carpets, jewelry, and textiles
are not limited to practical functions; they can become works of art reflecting local taste and aesthetic
standards inherited across generations. This artistic dimension is particularly evident in crafts based on
precise manual techniques and symbolic motifs, making each product unique and reflective of local culture
and identity. Studies also indicate that the motifs and colors used in traditional jewelry constitute an integrated
artistic language expressing the values and authenticity of society and highlighting the balance between
function and beauty in traditional crafts.

In short, traditional crafts constitute an integrated system of values, knowledge, and practices combining
cultural, social, and aesthetic dimensions. This makes them essential to preserving cultural heritage and
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strengthening social cohesion, and explains the growing academic interest in them not merely as crafts but
as active vehicles for transmitting culture and identity from one generation to another.

Subsection Two Women and Traditional Crafts as a Source of Income

Traditional craft activity plays an important role in women’s economic empowerment and financial
independence, particularly in rural and semi-urban areas where formal employment opportunities are limited.
These crafts are viewed not only as cultural heritage but also as an economic sector with tangible effects on
household income and local development.

First Traditional Crafts as a Source of Household Income

Traditional crafts constitute a major source of income for many women who lack access to formal
employment opportunities. In many areas, women represent a substantial proportion of the labor force in
the handicrafts sector. For example, statistics indicate that more than half of workers in India’s handicraft
sector are women (56.1%), while in some fields such as handloom textiles the proportion reaches 72%.
Nevertheless, women’s ownership of enterprises in this sector does not exceed 22%, indicating a gap between
participation in work and business ownership.

This economic role strengthens women’s position within the family and society. Their income helps
meet daily needs, reduces dependence on a single source of income, improves living standards, and reduces
poverty risks.

Second Women and Entrepreneurship in Traditional Crafts

As markets expand and become increasingly interconnected with tourism and culture, traditional crafts
have begun to evolve from simple household activities into small businesses generating added value. Some
women have become artisan entrepreneurs managing enterprises, workshops, or small projects and using
digital platforms and modern marketing to promote their products.

This transformation is also supported by training initiatives and empowerment programs targeting women.
International studies confirm that handicrafts can contribute to women’s economic and social empowerment
when appropriate training, financing, and marketing programs are available.

In Arab and particularly Algerian contexts, studies indicate that promoting traditional crafts is an effective
tool for economically empowering rural women through support for small and medium-sized enterprises
and the provision of channels for marketing products locally and regionally.

Third Women’s Contribution to Local Economic Development

Through their participation in traditional crafts, women contribute to local economic development. In
many communities, handicrafts stimulate local markets and provide multiple employment opportunities for
women, thereby increasing local income and reducing unemployment. Some field studies indicate that
women’s participation in these activities contributes not only to household income but also serves as a means
of long-term social and economic empowerment and creates a foundation for a new generation of women
capable of entering the business world.

It can therefore be argued that traditional crafts offer women genuine economic opportunities extending
beyond their role in preserving cultural heritage to include household income generation, entrepreneurship,
and local development. Despite challenges related to business ownership and access to finance, the sector’s
potential for women’s economic empowerment remains strong and promising, particularly when appropriate
support, training, and marketing programs are available.
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In addition, traditional crafts contribute to the development of cultural tourism, which positively affects the
local economy by attracting visitors and increasing demand for craft products, thereby supporting a chain of
economic opportunities for women artisans.

Section Two Transforming Traditional Crafts into an Economic Resource for Algerian Women

This section examines how traditional crafts can be leveraged to strengthen women’s economic role
by studying production and marketing mechanisms and the impact of these crafts on improving income and
empowering women socially and economically, while highlighting the opportunities and challenges
associated with this transformation.

Subsection One Empowering Women Artisans in Economic Activity
First Women as Drivers of Craft Production

Women play a central role in preserving cultural heritage and transmitting it from one generation to
another. They are not merely producers of goods; they are also custodians of traditional knowledge and craft
practices inherited by Algerian communities over centuries. This is particularly evident in crafts such as
textiles (carpets and traditional clothing), pottery, traditional jewelry, and hand weaving. Women add their
own creative touch to each product through the selection of colors, designs, and motifs carrying specific
social and geographical meanings, making each piece a symbol of the cultural identity of the region.

According to statistics provided by the Ministry, the total number of women artisans in Algeria reached
139,514 at the end of the first half of 2024, rising to 196,267 women by 30 June of the same year. The total
number of jobs created by the sector reached approximately 459,646. The following table shows the
proportion of women artisans relative to the total number of artisans.

Table 1: Women’s Participation in Traditional Crafts in 2024

Year Total number of Number of women Percentage
artisans artisans
2024 459,646 196,267 42.69%

Source: Prepared by the researcher based on statistics from the Ministry of Tourism and Handicrafts.

The table shows that more than two-fifths of artisans in Algeria are women (42%), a relatively high
proportion compared with some sectors in the Arab world. This proportion indicates that women constitute
an important productive force in Algeria’s traditional craft industry and are not merely secondary assistants
but essential actors in the production process.

The presence of 196,267 women artisans also provides tangible support to the local economy, as their
activities contribute to supplying locally produced goods that generate income for households and
communities. Economically, this number enables women to participate in transforming traditional crafts
from a heritage activity into a sustainable source of income, particularly when their skills are integrated with
digital marketing and women’s cooperatives. The craft sector’s contribution to GDP is estimated at
approximately DZD 350 billion.

Furthermore, some studies indicate that products made by women often have higher aesthetic value because
of the attention devoted to details and traditional motifs, increasing their marketability and economic value
in both domestic markets and international cultural tourism.
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In summary, women in traditional crafts represent a key driver of production, innovation, and heritage
preservation. They combine cultural, social, aesthetic, and economic dimensions, making them indispensable
to transforming traditional crafts into a sustainable economic resource.

Second Women and Craft Marketing

Algerian women play a vital role in marketing traditional products, an essential dimension in transforming
traditional crafts from a merely cultural activity into tangible economic value. Marketing takes place through
three main channels: local markets, exhibitions and women’s cooperatives, and modern digital platforms.

8. 1. Local Markets and Exhibitions

e Local markets and exhibitions constitute the traditional interface for selling products, where women
present their products directly to consumers.

e Participation in exhibitions allows women to interact with customers and adapt their products to local
demand, increasing sales opportunities and improving quality.

e This traditional form of marketing enhances women’s economic independence and enables them to
generate additional household income.

In 2018, 9,607 women participated in national exhibitions for women in craft-related fields, while 52 women
participated in eight international exhibitions. The International Handicrafts Fair also recorded the
participation of 127 women out of 265 participants.

9. 2. Women’s Cooperatives

e Women’s cooperatives have contributed to pooling production and marketing efforts by bringing several
women together within an institutional framework to reduce costs and increase production volume.

e According to a Tube-Dzair report in 2025, cooperatives contributed to a 25% increase in sales and an
increase in demand for traditional products.

e This collective organization strengthens women’s economic and social empowerment and enables them
to compete more effectively in domestic and international markets.

10. 3. Digital Marketing and New Opportunities

e The use of digital platforms, including social media and online stores, has helped women artisans reach
wider audiences beyond the cities or villages in which they operate.

e According to a World Bank report, training women in digital marketing increased order volumes by 23%
and sales by 25%, demonstrating the effectiveness of digital marketing in converting traditional skills into
real economic income.

e FHasier access to social media and the Internet has made it significantly easier for women to promote their
products conveniently and at lower cost. The availability of delivery companies has also removed a major
obstacle for artisans, making it easier and faster to deliver goods to customers.

It can therefore be concluded that women are not only producers of traditional crafts but also marketers and
market drivers through local markets, cooperatives, and digital platforms. Their efforts are transformed into
tangible economic value, contributing to:

e Increasing individual and household income;
e Strengthening women’s economic independence;
e Ensuring the continuity of cultural heritage by linking it to actual market demand.
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Subsection Two Challenges and Obstacles Facing Algerian Women in Traditional Crafts

Despite the active role played by Algerian women in traditional crafts, they face a range of structural, social,
cultural, and technological challenges that limit their ability to transform heritage skills into sustainable
economic value. The main challenges can be summarized as follows:

First Economic Challenges
11. 1. Difficulty Accessing Finance and Financial Support

Many women artisans lack sufficient financing to expand their activities or improve production quality. This
requires more effective financial support mechanisms from public authorities and financial institutions.

12. 2. Weak Management Training and Innovation Capacity

Studies show that insufficient training in managerial, marketing, and technological skills represents a major
obstacle to maximizing the economic value of traditional crafts, as many artisans lack adequate expertise to
deal with the requirements of contemporary markets.

13. 3. Competition from Imported Products and an Unstructured Market

Traditional crafts face strong competition from inexpensive imported industrial products, forcing women
artisans either to market their products at low prices or accept narrow profit margins that make it difficult to
achieve satisfactory returns. This competition is not limited to domestic markets; it also extends to regional
markets that require greater competitiveness.

Second Social and Cultural Challenges
14. 1. Stereotypes and Traditional Social Roles

Studies indicate that many prevailing social values in Algerian society still regard women’s economic work
outside the home as ineffective or as having little priority. This limits women’s freedom to participate fully
in economic activities such as traditional crafts. In addition, there is limited social recognition of the
economic value generated by women through traditional crafts, as these activities are often viewed solely
from a cultural perspective without recognizing their role in improving household income and supporting
the local economy.

15. 2. Traditional Family Responsibilities

The burden of family and social responsibilities places Algerian women under a double burden: reconciling
craft work with family responsibilities. This negatively affects their ability to develop their professional
activities. Responsibilities related to childcare, household management, and social obligations are regarded
in prevailing culture as priorities that cannot easily be relinquished, reducing the time and effort available for
production, innovation, training, or participation in exhibitions. This social pressure produces a form of
indirect exclusion from the economic sphere, as women are compelled to confine their activities within
narrow limits compatible with their family duties.

16. 3. Limited Community Support and Recognition of Economic Value

Another major social challenge is weak family and community support for women’s craft projects,
particularly when participation requires going to markets, attending exhibitions, or dealing with
intermediaries and traders. In some cases, women face social resistance arising from fears of violating
customs or exceeding traditional roles.

The limited awareness of the economic value of traditional crafts also leads society to view them primarily
as heritage activities without recognizing their role in improving household income and contributing to local
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development. This lack of recognition negatively affects women’s motivation to invest in their craft activities
over the long term.

Limited social and institutional support is also among the factors explaining why women’s crafts continue to
operate within the informal economy rather than developing into structured economic enterprises.

Third Technical and Administrative Challenges
17. 1. Weak Technical Training and Limited Integration into Digital Transformation

Algerian women artisans suffer from a clear shortage of specialized training in modern technical fields,
particularly in the use of digital technologies for production and marketing. Despite efforts by some
institutions, most artisans still rely on traditional methods to market their products, restricting their activities
to local markets and limiting expansion opportunities. A study on the state of traditional crafts in Algeria
indicates that limited mastery of digital marketing tools and e-commerce is one of the main obstacles to
developing traditional crafts, especially among women in rural areas.

UNESCO also emphasizes that the absence of digital-skills training weakens artisans’ ability to enhance the
value of their products and integrate them into the global creative economy.

18. 2. Fragile Administrative Management and Lack of Entrepreneurial Culture

Weak administrative management is one of the fundamental problems facing women artisans in Algeria.
Most women’s craft activities remain informal, with limited strategic planning, cost control, and resource
management. Limited entrepreneurial culture among artisans also prevents the transformation of craft
activities from a modest source of income into organized economic enterprises.

A study issued by the Ministry of Tourism and Handicrafts indicates that a significant proportion of women
artisans lack training in management or accounting, negatively affecting the continuity and growth potential
of their projects.

19. 3. Weak Institutional Organization and Professional Support

Despite the existence of official structures such as the National Agency for Traditional Crafts and
Handicrafts, women artisans continue to experience weak institutional support, whether in terms of
membership in cooperatives or access to professional support networks. This situation leads to fragmented
individual efforts and the absence of collective marketing that could strengthen artisans’ bargaining power
and increase the market value of products.

Reports by the International Labour Organization indicate that the absence of professional organization
weakens the ability of women working in the informal sector, including the craft sector, to access support
and financing mechanisms.

The foregoing clearly shows that the challenges and obstacles facing Algerian women in traditional crafts are
not merely temporary difficulties; rather, they are structural, social, cultural, and technological factors that
impede their economic development. Addressing these challenges requires coordinated efforts by public
authorities, financial institutions, civil society, and technical training programs to create an enabling
environment in which women can transform their traditional skills into successful and sustainable economic
enterprises.

Conclusion

Women artisans in Algeria constitute a fundamental pillar for preserving cultural heritage and, at the
same time, represent a promising economic resource when appropriate conditions for empowerment and
support are provided. However, this vital role remains constrained by a range of technical and administrative
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challenges, most notably weak digital training, limited technical skills, fragile administrative organization, and
the absence of specialized technical and advisory support.

Nevertheless, some field experiences reveal significant opportunities to strengthen women’s contribution to
the creative economy through continuous training programs, stronger cooperatives and professional
networks, the provision of technical and marketing advice, and activation of the role of chambers of
traditional crafts and handicrafts. Women’s empowerment in the craft sector is therefore not merely a cultural
and social demand; it is also an economic driver capable of creating local and international added value and
opening new markets for Algerian heritage products.

To activate this role, particular attention should be paid to the following:

e Developing specialized training programs in digital skills, e-marketing, and small-business management;

e Strengthening institutional organization and cooperatives and leveraging cultural and sporting events to
promote products and reach national and international markets;

e Providing continuous technical and advisory support to improve quality, develop designs, and formulate
effective marketing strategies;

e TFacilitating access to finance and investment through accessible financing programs and loans specifically
designed for women artisans;

e Increasing the economic value of heritage products through awareness campaigns, quality certifications,
and integration into creative-economy markets.

In conclusion, investing in women artisans in Algeria constitutes an investment in cultural heritage on the
one hand and in the national economy on the other, helping ensure a sustainable future. Traditional practices
can be transformed into coordinated economic enterprises that contribute to local development and enable
women to play an active role in both society and the labor market.
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