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Abstract. What determines power in the family? Many studies have 

suggested that the division of labor in the family has contributed to the 

subordination of women. Traditionally, men have made more money 

and have had more power in families, while some women have 

depended solely on their husbands for financial support. However, 

many women today are working as much as men and making a good 

deal of money. As women bring more money into the home, they are 

expected to feel more free to make decisions about what the couple 

does with money. 

This paper argues that, the patriarchal tradition in Saudi family 

is in transition, men are tending to share power and responsibility with 

women, in particular those women who contribute to the financial 

needs of the family. However, the Saudi family remains patriarchal 

and hierarchical in structure. The aim of this paper is to discuss the 

following questions: Are resources shared equally within a family? 

What are the different systems of money management? Is there a 

relationship between the system of money management and the power 

individuals have in decision-making? What is the relationship between 

money and power in the Saudi family? 

This paper draws on data collected randomly from the city of 

Jeddah, the sample consists of 160 working women in different 

workplaces with an effort to represent different work professions and 

level of income. The study has shown that the majority of working 

couples follow individualized bank accounts, the majority of the 

women have come to share financial family responsibility through 

prior agreement with the husbands and the majority of the respondents 

has separate future arrangements and therefore, individualized saving 

accounts. Women seem to have to cover with their share of the 

household financial responsibilities almost everything from clothes, 

food, school expenses, salaries, and holidays to installments to bank 

and/or Car Company. Paid work has also given women the 
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opportunity to take part in the household decision-making, the 

majority of working women participate with their husbands in making 

decisions regarding their families' daily and future lives, that is 

financial management or implementation power while men still posses 

strategic control or orchestration power. Finally, almost 60 percent of 

the respondents feel that working women are better off than non-

working women when it comes to power and decision-making.  

 

Statement of the Problem 

The Saudi family as a patriarchal hierarchical institution is the basic unit 
of social organization in traditional and contemporary Saudi Arabia. 
Rights and responsibilities are assigned according to sex and age. The 
young are subordinate to the old and women are to men. The society has 
assigned gender-based roles and granted men a privileged position within 
the family. While men earn and provide an income and engage in 
activities outside the house, women are responsible for taking care of the 
house, the children and the elderly.  

Early studies of the Saudi family such as that of Bagader(1), (1984) 
and Altorki(2), (1987) show that men preferred non-working women 
especially in the situations where a husband's salary is enough to meet 
the family's needs. Women nonetheless, preferred education over work. 
Similarly, researchers using gender construction theory propose that the 
gendered division of labor persists because it signals the extent to which 
husbands and wives have constructed gender 'appropriately'. Differences 
in the performance of in and out of the family labor are thus reflective of 
gendered norms of accountability. Women are held and/or hold 
themselves accountable for family work in ways that men are held and/or 
hold themselves to provide for the family.  

Since Saudi women joined the public sphere through paid work over 
the last fifty years or so, and despite the fact that the total percentage of 
working women is not expected to exceed 14.2% by the end of 2009(3) 
paid work for women is crucial as well as significant in fulfilling the 
needs of their own and those of their families.  

However, there are two main approaches(4) to the study of the inter-
relationships between money, power and inequality within marriage: 
resource theory and the sociology of gender: Resource theory 
conceptualizes marriage as a set of exchange relations in which the 
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balance of power rests with the partner who contributes most resources to 
the marriage. Therefore, the partner with the larger income is likely to 
play a more dominant part in decision-making. Wives on the other hand 
in paid emplment have more power than those without and the longer 
wives work, the more power they have.  

In contrast to resource theory, the sociology of gender focuses 
directly on the intra-household economy, arguing that the way in which 
couples organize money within the family has an independent effect on 
power. 

In the Saudi society today the social and economical circumstances 
are shaping the value system especially those values surrounding power 
relations and household division of labor. There has been a shift from the 
extended household unit characteristic of classic patriarchy to a more 
modernized version(5). Modern Saudi women are seeking education as a 
mean to employment, financial independence and decision making. 
Women's employment has been almost as important as women's 
education in changing the position and self-perception of women, and in 
altering the patriarchal gender contract. 

A man's power in the family can no longer be justified by being 
himself the provider and the breadwinner, especially in the setting where 
the woman is working and taking part in providing for the family needs. 
Work has giving women the opportunity to have power in the family and 
to take part in the household decision-making. 

Study Importance 

The main importance of this study is to reflect firstly, on the 
reshaping process that the Saudi society is going through where much of 
society's traditions, morals and values are opened for discussion and 
debate. Change however, has always been part of the social and 
economical development of the society, but for the first time change does 
not have restrictions or limits.  

Secondly, and most importantly, Saudi women are demonstrating 
abilities and achievements in both public and private spheres. However 
their contribution to their families needs have not been officially 
acknowledged by cultural, legal, social, economic and political 
institutions. Moreover, most Saudi researchers have been focusing on 
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women employment in relation to opportunities and restriction but less in 
relation to power structure within the family which is the focus of this 
research. 

Study Objectives 

The principal objectives of this study is to discuss the following 
questions: 

1. Are resources shared equally within a family?  

2. What are the different systems of money managements?  

3. Is there a relationship between the system of money management 
and the power individuals have in decision-making? 

4. What is the relationship between money and power in the Saudi 
family? 

The Patriarchal Family 

The family is perhaps the only societal institution that is 
conceptualized as “essential” and “natural”. Moghadam (2004)(6) argued 
that the biological basis of kin ties and women’s reproductive capacities 
historically have conferred such a status on the family. Historically, 
classical patriarchy implies that property, residence, and the descent 
proceed through the male line. The senior man has authority over 
everyone else in the family, including younger men, and women are 
subject to distinct forms of control and subordination. Childbearing is the 
central female labor activity. But in the patriarchal context a woman’s 
product-children – are not considered her property but those of the 
patriarchal family and especially the male kin. The Arab family as a 
Patriarchy is characterized by male domination, son preference, 
restrictive codes of behavior for women, veiling, sex-segregation and the 
association of family honor with female virtue. Arabian society 
privileges patrilineal bonds and enjoins men to take responsibility for the 
support of their wives and children. In the Arab family, the wife’s main 
obligations are to maintain a home, care for her children, and obey her 
husband. He is entitled to exercise his marital authority by restraining his 
wife’s movements and preventing her from showing herself in public. 
The patriarchal contract is realized within the family and codified by the 
state in the form of Family Law or the Personal Status Code which has 
been challenged by women in many Middle Eastern States. As an 
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increasing number of women are being educated and filling important 
roles and positions in the public domain many studies now are talking of 
neopatriarchal family.  

Is there a neopatriarchal family? The expansion of industrialization, 
urbanization and state-sponsored education undermines tribes, the 
extended family unit and patriarchal family authority. Added to that 
women’s demands for greater civil, political and social rights on the basis 
of global discourses and international conventions have led some 
scholars to use the term neopatriarchy. This is the authority of male 
members in a more modernized form of patriarchy. Sharabi (1988)(7) 
argues that neopatriarchy is the product of the encounter between 
modernity and tradition in the context of dependent capitalism; it is 
modernized patriarchy. Arab society, as Sharabi states, is neither modern 
nor traditional. The concept of neopatriarchy describes the conditions of 
patriarchy in Arab society that have not been displaced or 
comprehensively modernized. Instead, they have only been reinforced 
and sustained in distorted, somewhat modernized, forms. The 
neopatriarchal state, regardless of modern institution-building and 
legislation reflective of modern ideas, is in many ways no more than a 
modernized version of the traditional patriarchal societies. Whatever the 
modern form of the contemporary neopatriarchal family or society, their 
internal structures remain rooted in the patriarchal values and social 
relations of kinship, clan and religious and ethnic groups. A central 
feature of this system is the dominance of the male within the household. 
However, according to gender perspective the experience of gender in a 
family context cannot be limited to behavior within a household. 

Paid/unpaid Work 

The issue of women and work, whether paid or unpaid, was central 
to the feminist research in the past decade. Ferree (1990)(8) states that the 
creation of gender can be thought of as the creation of a division of labor 
between the sexes. Creation of two categories of workers who need each 
other. The relationship between labor and gender is a substantial portion 
of what family organizes, both in and out of the household.  

Studies regarding workplace behavior and job attitudes have been 
criticized by many feminists as being gendered: men are explained in 
terms of their jobs, women in terms of their families and their “nature”. 
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Models of family functioning have also been gendered: women are 
assumed to be present and available to meet the needs of other family 
members, so that women’s paid employment is considered a social 
problem or strain on the family and women’s economic dependence 
unproblematic. Men’s paid employment has been taken for granted, the 
demands it may place on other family members normalized, and men are 
excused from active participation when their jobs interfere(9). 

Moreover, feminists’ studies attempt to explain why the rise in 
married women’s paid employment has not led to large and dramatic 
changes in their husbands’ domestic labor. Housework reflects 
considerable struggle between husbands and wives over the symbolic 
meaning of housework, especially when wives are employed. Housework 
remains a “natural-culturally expected and legitimate” part of being a 
wife, part of the project of constructing “proper families”. Thus, as stated 
by Ferree (1990)(10), the quality of housework can be a symbolic 
reaffirmation of women as “good” wives and mothers, as culture defines 
these roles. Whereas women define their responsibility as providing 
enough housework to satisfy their husbands, husbands are granted the 
right to criticize what wives do.  

The gendering of housework as female means the work also 
symbolizes subordination and can be either resisted or embraced for that 
reason.  

The gender perspective on housework challenges three basic 
assumptions of resource models. First, housework is not allocated 
efficiently to the person with the most time to do it. Although the time 
demands of men’s paid jobs explain some variation in the extent to which 
they participate in housework, even women’s full-time employment does 
not reduce their domestic obligations equivalently. Second, housework is 
not necessarily something that either one or both partners define as a 
“bad” to be avoided. Although women do not seem actually to like or 
enjoy housework more than men do, they often accept it as an expected 
element of being a wife, or the “price” of domestic harmony. Third, 
while differences in individual resources within the family influence the 
allocation of housework, gender influences it more: women from outside 
the household are hired, daughters are given more housework than sons, 
and employed women reduce their own housework more easily than they 
seek or obtain increases in their husbands’ contributions. 
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Satisfaction with Division of Domestic Labor and Marital 
Satisfaction Research examining the relationship between quality of 
marriage and satisfaction with domestic labor arrangements is not 
extensive, and findings remain inconclusive as stated by Stevens et al. 
(2001)(11). In a traditional relationship, the couple might view a situation 
where a woman who does most or all of the housework as satisfactory 
because her husband is the “breadwinner”. Each partner views his or her 
contribution to the relationship as important and the distribution of 
responsibilities as satisfactory. A couple might make an overtly rational 
decision based on earning potential. To the extent that the gap between 
men’s and women’s earning power is still substantial, decisions about 
housework and paid employment might be dictated by economics. For 
men, there is a relationship between economic dependency and 
participation in household labor. Both men who earn more than their 
partners and men who earn less tend to do less household labor but for 
different reasons. If men earn more than their partners, they view their 
responsibility as “breadwinner” as compensating for doing housework. 
Men who earn less than their partners reject housework to protect and 
assert their threatened masculinity. If partners’ incomes are roughly 
equal, men tend to contribute proportionately more to housework but not 
much more than their male counterparts who earn substantially more or 
less than their partners. Nonetheless, studies suggest that wives’ 
employment leads to an increase in husbands’ participation in 
housework. Women moreover, whose relative contribution to family is 
high are more likely to perceive an unequal division of household labor 
as unfair than are women whose contributions to family income are less 
than their partners (Stevens et al. 2001)(12). 

Income and Money Management 

Money as argued by Pahl (1983)(13) enters the household in a number 
of different forms, for example, as wages and salaries, as social security 
payments, as gifts, rent from property owned or inheritance. It leaves as 
payment for the whole range of household expenditure, in the form of 
cash and cheques, hire purchase and credit card payment, and so on. In 
societies in which money is a source of power, and income and wealth 
are central expressions of advantage, the relative economic positions of 
husband and wife must be reflected in their relationship. Pahl’s(14) work 
to explore the links between patterns of allocation of money within 
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marriage and more general patterns of inequality has suggested a model 
of four different systems in which money is managed and arranged in the 
household. They are: 

The whole wage system. In this system one partner, usually the wife 
is responsible for managing all the finances of the household and is also 
responsible for all expenditure, except for the personal spending money 
of the other partner. The personal spending money of the other partner is 
either taken out by him before the salary is handed over, or is returned to 
him. Where a whole wage system is managed by a husband, his wife may 
have no personal spending money of her own. 

The allowance system. In the most common form of this system the 
husband gives his wife a set amount and she is responsible for paying for 
specific items of household expenditure. The rest of the money remains 
in the control of the husband and he pays for other specific items. If a 
wife does not earn she only has access to the “housekeeping” allowance 
and, since this is allocated for household expenditure, shy may feel that 
she has no personal spending money of her own. 

The shared management system. In this system both partners have 
access to all the household money and both have responsibility for 
management of the common pool and for expenditure out of that pool. 
The partners may take their personal spending money out of the pool. 
Such system is common across all income levels, especially where wives 
are in employment. 

The independent management system. In this system both partners 
have an income and neither has access to all the household income. Each 
partner is responsible for specific items of expenditure. Pahl (2004)(15) 
states that such system of money management is particularly 
characteristic of younger couples, of those without children and of those 
where the wife’s is in full time paid work. 

According to Burgoyne (1990)(16) despite an apparent increase in the 
use of joint accounts, and a popular belief that marriage is becoming 
more egalitarian, several studies have pointed out that the presence of a 
joint bank account does not prove that the money is shared in reality. Nor 
that it is jointly owned. Thus many wives may not have access to money 
that they can regard as being rightfully their own, and some spend a 
significant part of their married lives in a (perhaps unacknowledged) 
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state of dependency. Although money as argued by Burgoyne(17) that is 
used for collective consumption ‘belongs’ to the family, the source of its 
components may carry psychological implications in terms of who can 
and should control and spend it. For example, if a wife starts earning and 
contributing financially to the household income, this may lead to 
significant changes in the way that she regards the money at her disposal, 
even though, she may have had equal access to the money when her 
husband was the sole earner. She may, for the first time regard part of the 
household income as rightfully ‘hers’, thus legitimizing access to 
personal spending money or facilitating a more assertive role in decision-
making. The existence of a shared bank account does not necessarily 
signify that there is sharing, rather it may conceal considerable 
inequality. 

By contrast, a separate accounting system may allow these issues to 
be out in the open, so that the allocation system becomes a king of 
‘internal representation’ of the couple’s extra-familial roles. Even the 
contribution of a wife’s earnings to the family income may be 
insufficient to guarantee more access to power(18).  

Money and Power 

Since modern economic systems revolve around wages, control over 
a wage – in particular, the ability to command a wage adequate to meet 
household subsistence needs – is essential for family survival. Because 
wages are earned by individuals and redistributed by other family 
members, both within and across household, money is a significant 
source of family power(19). Wage-earning is an important source of 
family power for contemporary women; however, earning money is not 
the same thing as controlling income. And family members don not 
necessarily share the same standard of living.  

Literatures on marital power have suggested that partner with the 
larger income is likely to play a more dominant part in decision-making: 
wives who have paid employment are likely to have greater power than 
those who only work at home.  

Systems of financial allocation as argued by Vogler and Pahl 
(1994)(20) provide some indication of the different ways in which money 
is managed within household, but in themselves tell us little about 
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inequalities, either in financial decision-making or in access to money as 
a resource. Inequalities in power over financial decision-making may 
facilitate inequalities in access to money as a resource, which may in turn 
culminate in differences in living standards between partners in the same 
household. Vogler and Pahl (1994)(21), therefore, distinguish between 
strategic control over household finances and financial management as 
an executive function, recognizing that the person exercising control may 
be different from the person responsible for implementing decision on a 
day-to-day basis. Ultimate responsibility for organizing household 
money and paying bills is an indicator of executive management. 
Strategic control, however, can be thought of as referring to control over 
infrequent but important decisions, such as which allocative system 
should be used? How much should be spent on collective domestic 
expenditure as opposed to personal spending money? And who has the 
final say over big financial decisions? Vogler and Pahl(22) suggest that 
wives are more likely to manage household finances, while control is 
more often a male prerogative associated with the breadwinning, primary 
earner status. 

Spouses who have strategic control, have in fact the power to make 
only the important and infrequent decisions that do not consume their 
time but that determine the family life style and the major characteristics 
and features of the family. Spouses with strategic control also have the 
power to relegate unimportant and time-consuming decisions to their 
spouses who can, thus, derive a ‘feeling of power’ by implementing those 
decisions within the limitations set by crucial and pervasive decisions 
made by the powerful spouse.  

Similarly Safilios-Rothschild (1976)(23) has come up with different 
phrase to mark this distinction that is to distinguish between two types of 
decision-making authority 'orchestration power' and 'implementation 
power'. Spouses who have 'orchestration power' have the power to make 
the important decisions that determine the major characteristics and 
features of the family. The spouse who has 'implementation power' get to 
make the unimportant family decisions.  

In many societies, an individual has certain rights of ownership and 
control over money that s/he has earned or inherited. Marriage, on the 
other hand, poses a challenge to such rights. Sharing financial sources 
may remove the label of ownership, but the source of that money may 
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retain a powerful influence upon the minds of both partners, an influence 
which may not consciously be admitted, yet which may be reflected in 
the way both partners treat what is, in theory, a shared resources. 

Burgoyne (1990)(24) argues that perceived ownership of earned 
income also legitimizes a pattern of control which can disadvantage a 
partner whose contribution is less visible because it is unpaid. This has 
important implications for women in the event of marital breakdown. 
Moreover, the assumption that marriage provides women with financial 
security can leave them in a very vulnerable position if the marriage 
breaks down. 

Methodology 

This study examines perceptions of financial contribution to the 
family needs, focusing upon the concepts of money and power within 
marriage. It considers the arguments presented by Pahl (1983, 2004 and 
2006) and Vogler and Pahl (1994). It draws on data collected from 160 
working women only, in different workplaces around the city of Jeddah/ 
Saudi Arabia. A questionnaire was randomly distributed among these 
women with an effort to represent both sectors (public/private) and 
different work professions (teaching, health, banking and hairdressing…) 
and level of income. 

The Respondents 

160 working women have participated in answering the 
questionnaire, of whom 15.1 percent under the age of 30, 44.7 percent 
under the age of 40, 22 percent under the age of 45, 8.2 percent under the 
age 50, and 10 percent above the age of 50. The majority of the sample 
(67.5 percent) are university graduates, 15.6 percent with high school 
diploma, 9.4 percent are with postgraduate degree and 2 of the 
respondents finished intermediate school. As for the husbands, 15 percent 
has not finished high school, 24.4 percent finished high school, 52.5 
percent has a university degree and 7.5 percent has postgraduate degree. 

The majority of the respondents are working in governmental jobs 
mainly teaching (36.3 percent) and in administrative jobs (26.9 percent). 
These jobs have been presented in different categories since the level of 
income is not the same, teachers in public schools have the best salaries 
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the government pays for its employees. On the contrary, teaching in 
private schools does not pay that high salary; in fact, it may be the lowest 
income a working woman could have. However, some women despite 
the low income, still accept these jobs because of their need to the 
income and because it is in favorable work setting that is secluded from 
men. Of the sample, 5 percent are doctors, another 5 percent work in 
banks, 4.4 percent have office jobs in the private sectors, 2 percent are 
nurses, 12.5 percent are in jobs such as security guards and hairdressing 
and only one respondent has her own private business. As for the 
husbands, 72.5 percent work in the governmental sector, 19.4 percent in 
the private sector and 6.3 percent have their own businesses. 

19.4 percent of the sample have less than $800 income per month, 
17.5 percent receive less than $1300 per month, 12.5 percent receive less 
than 1800 per month, 6.3 percent receive less than $2400 per month, 14.4 
percent receive less than $2900 per month and the majority of the women 
(30 percent) receive more than $3400 per month. 10 percent of the 
husbands receive less than $800 per month, 8 percent receive less than 
$1300 per month, 12.5 percent receive less than $1800 per month, 12 
percent receive less than $2400 per month, 14 percent receive less than 
$2900 per month and the majority of the husbands (42 percent) receive 
more than $3400 per month. 

15 percent of the respondents have been married for less than five 
years, 25.6 percent have been married for less than nine years and 59.4 
percent have been married for more than thirteen years. 43.8 percent of 
the respondents were married the traditional way(25), 23.8 percent of the 
respondents are married to their cousins and 31 percent of the 
respondents' marriages were not arranged as young educated Saudi 
women are freer today than in the past to choose their spouse. And 
despite the gender segregation, love is becoming to many Saudis the 
basis for marriage(26).  

The majority of the respondents (38 percent) have less than four 
children, 17 percent has less than six children, 10 percent has less than 
eight children, while 5.6 percent of the respondents have more than eight 
children, and however, only 5.6 percent of the respondents have no 
children. 18 percent of the respondents have been working for less than 
five years, 21 percent for less than nine years, another 21 percent for less 
than thirteen years, and the majority of the respondents (29.4 percent) 
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have been working for more than fourteen years. The majority of the 
respondents (65.6 percent) have been working before they were married 
and 33.8 percent worked after marriage. 75 percent of the husbands 
accept the woman’s paid work, 3 percent of the husbands do not accept 
it, 12.5 percent accept the work when there is no negligence on the wife's 
part for his needs, 8 percent when there is no negligence for the 
children’s needs and only one husband wishes if his wife was not 
working outside the house. 25 percent of the respondents describe their 
marriage as a happy marriage, 38 percent as based on mutual 
understanding, 17 percent as based on mutual differences, and another 17 
percent of the respondents describe their marriage as only in it for the 
sake of the children. 

Income and Family Financial Expenditure 

Most of the respondents seem to have a comfortable life, 67 percent 
own the houses they life in, 87 percent have between one to three house 
maids, and 67.5 percent of the respondents have a driver. 

Not long ago the Saudi Culture consider masculinity is in a man’s 

ability to be the sole provider for his family, in the past even if the wife 

worked, her money was for her own use only and not to be used to buy or 

provide for any need of any family member. In daily life, there is a 

constant increase in the cost of living and men cannot any more provide a 

good life standard for his family solely on his own income. Women's 

income therefore came to be in many households essential for keeping 

the family out of poverty. The value system in any society is shaped by 

Table 1. Respondent’s participation in family expenditure. 

 Yes 

% 

No 

% 

To some extent 

% 

Is the husband income enough to meet the family 

financial needs. 
45 22 33 

Do you participate with your. 

Income to meet family financial needs. 

91.3 8.7 

 

Is your participation in family financial needs your 

choice. 
625 32.7* 

 

*4.4% of the respondent do not participate in meeting family financial needs. 
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the social and economical circumstances of that society. What was once 

the reason for men to be privileged over women, is not the situation any 

more, but yet men are still privileged over women.   

Despite the fact that the majority (42 percent receive more than 

$3400 per month) of the respondents’ husbands are enjoying high 

income, over 91 percent of the respondents are participating in financial 

needs of the family willingly or otherwise. 12 percent of the respondents 

are participating because their family will not enjoy the style life they 

endure if it was not for her participation, 20 percent of the respondents 

felt they had to participate since the husbands were not meeting their 

responsibilities despite their capabilities.  

Cultural Values and Money Management 

It has been noted by the National Sixth Development Plan (2000) 
that the numbers of women who reach working age are 4.7 million 
women, almost the same number as the men whose total is 4.8 million. 
The same plan estimated the percentage of working women to be 5.8 
percent of the national labor force, 82.5 percent of the working women 
are working in the public sector and 17.5 percent in the private sector. It 
could be argued therefore, that working women in Saudi Arabia are a 
minority. The masculinity/femininity stereotype, the relatively new 
phenomenon of working women and the small number of working 
women have all resulted in an unpatriarchal system of money 
management in the Saudi society. 

Table 2. Respondent’s financial management. 

 
Yes 

% 

No 

% 

Does your husband know the the exact amount of your salary? 71.3 28.2 

Do you have a bank account? 93.1 6.9 

Does your husband know the exact amount of your bank 

account*? 
45.6 50.4 

Do you have full control over your bank account? 89.4 10.6 

*the total of these percentages is 100 % of the 93.1% of the respondents with a bank account. 
 



 Money and Power in Saudi Family 

 

75 

 

 

Changing patterns of money management reflected changing 
ideologies about marriage. Pahl (2006)(27) states that, the move towards 
individualization is taking place in parallel with, and perhaps in 
association with, changes in the marriage and family. The increase in 
relationship breakdown and divorce, has contributed to a situation in 
which women, in particular, cannot look to marriage as a source of 
financial security. The increase in women’s employment has freed 
women from complete financial dependence on men. In the absence of 
previous studies into financial arrangements within households, separate 
bank accounts might be the only money management the Saudi family 
has known or the current system the Saudi couples are implying to their 
financial income. Tables 2 and 3 show the majority of the respondents 
and their husbands have separate bank accounts, but despite the fact that 
the majority of the respondents know the exact amount of their husbands’ 
salary so as the husbands knowledge of their exact salary, the majority of 
the wives and their husbands do not know the exact amount of the other 
partner’s bank account. However, respondents seem to share saving 
arrangements, 26.4 percent of the sample has joint saving account with 
heir husbands.  

Women’s ability to share responsibility has not come to the 
household just as a way to deal with crisis, sudden shortages and/or 
temporary measurements but as an agreement between the husband and 
his wife. 51.6 percent of the respondents had an agreement with their 
husbands specifying their mutual responsibility to share the household 
financial needs and in 34 percent of the cases, the agreement has also 
specified the percentage of the income that will be put to the household 
expenditure. 

Table 3. Husband’s financial management. 

 
Yes 

% 

No 

% 

Do you know the exact amount of your husband’s salary? 69.4 30.1 

Does your husband have a bank account? 95.6  3.1 

Do you know the exact amount of your husband’s bank 

account*? 
42.1 57.9 

Do you have control over your husband’s bank account? 31.8 66.2 

*the total of these percentages is 100% of the 95.6% of the husbands with a bank account. 
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Separate bank accounts or individualized approach to money may be 

contrary to what Pahl(28) found as a system seemed to apply to younger 

and more affluent couples, is the system of money management in the 

Saudi household or it may be motivated by the fact that the system of 

salaries in the governmental working sector is not in cash but through 

bank deposit. Individualization also include saving accounts where 73.6 

percent of the respondents have separate saving accounts. However, only 

41.4 percent of the respondents have savings. Phal(29) analysis of the 

British Household Panel Survey/1995 shows that in general women are 

less likely to save from their earning than men. Women’s responsibility 

for their children may mitigate against them acquiring adequate pensions 

in their own right: when the choice is between saving for a distant future 

or paying today for child care or children’s shoes and clothes, saving is 

not likely to be a priority. 

Table 4 shows that sharing household financial responsibilities is not 

equal between women and men. Men are still putting more of their 

income into the household expenditure. Nonetheless, 22 percent of the 

men participate with only half their salary, it might be assumed that such 

situation might be common among high-income couples and no children. 

The majority of the respondents however, does not apply different system 

of money management, that is, shared pooling for household expenditure 

and separate for personal expenditure. 67.5 percent of the respondents 

have no shared account with their husbands. 

Table 4. Sharing household expenditure. 

How much of your salary do you put into 

household expenditure? 

Husband 

% 

Wife 

% 

All the salary. 

Three quarters of the salary. 

Half the salary. 

Quarter of the salary. 

I do not know. 

There is no percentage. 

I do not participate 

25.8 

34.6 

22  

 7.5 

10.1 

– 

– 

18.5 

23.6 

30.6 

22.9 

– 

 1.3 

 3.2 

Total 100.00 100.0 
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Gender and Spending Responsibilities  

The move toward individualization in pattern of money management 
as argued by Pahl(30) has important implications on three main areas: 
spending responsibilities, paying for children and paying for child care. 
Gender differences in spending responsibilities are as significant as 
differences in income. Women seem to be responsible for items such as; 
children’s clothes, food, child care/school expenses, men carry the main 
responsibility for spending on: motor vehicles, repairs to the house and 
meals out. 

Women spend their income on household needs, children needs, 
personal needs and helping their own parents and siblings (74.2 percent 
of the respondents help their parents regularly or irregularly). 48 percent 
of the respondents have no money left from their salary after paying for 
the monthly commitments. 

Table 5 suggests that patterns of spending were highly gendered. 
Women spend more than men on food, women’s and children’s clothes, 
salaries for house help and school and recreation expenses. Men spend 
more on house rent, monthly installment for bank and/or Car Company 
and holidays. The gendering of spending as argued by Pahl(31) does not 
matter if all the money coming into the household is pooled in a joint 
account to which both partners have access. However, it may be a very 
different story if the partners keep their finances separately (as the case 
with the respondents in this study) and there is no expectation of sharing, 
either in income or spending. When household finances are managed 
independently, both partners may enjoy a sense of autonomy and 
personal freedom, so long as their incomes are broadly equivalent.  

Moreover, children cannot support themselves, this implies that 
whoever, is responsible for them has to carry their costs. It is so typical 
that women pay the costs of children. Pahl(32) found out that women’s 
responsibility for spending on children is a global phenomenon: 
extensive research has documented their responsibility for spending on 
children and food around the world and it is clear that the more resources 
women control the larger is the proportion of the household income 
which goes on these items. Pahl(33) concludes that if the couple does not 
adapt their money management practices, they may find that one partner 
is much better off financially than the other. Gender inequalities in 
earnings and gender differences in spending priorities may mean that in 
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certain circumstances individualization in couple finances is a route to 
inequality. It is evident now that money which is earned, or controlled, 
by mothers is more likely to be spent on children than money earned by 
fathers. 

   Table 5. Household items that are supplied by women. 

Income and Decision-Making 

A household is affected by the wider society in which the household 
is located. 

Sociological analysis of power within marriage has agreed in finding 
a positive correlation between level of income and responsibility for 
decision-making. Based on that correlation a husband’s marital power 
increases as his income increases, while the wife is at her most 
dependent, when she is not earning. The wife’s power increases relative 
to that of her husband when she is earning. 

Table 6 shows that women have fair say in basic matters related to 
the children and the household. But according to the argument which was 
discussed earlier made by Vogler and Pahl(34), men tend to have strategic 
control while women enjoy management control, the only time where the 
percentage of respondents’ husbands was higher than the percentage of 
the respondents in question related to decision about house needed 
repairs. It is true that men control household finances while women 
control executive function. Earning an income for a woman changes the 
dependency status a woman occupy, but however, does not change the 

 Percentage of respondents 

supply for these items 

Women’s clothes 

Children’s clothes 

Food 

School expenses 

Recreation 

Holidays 

Maid/driver salaries 

House rent 

Husband’s monthly installment to bank 

Husband’s monthly installment to car company 

All the above-mentioned 

78.0 

59.7 

59.1 

66.0 

73.3 

45.9 

52.8 

32.1 

26.3 

29.6 

20.1 
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relationship of power and control in the marriage, 42.5 percent of the 
respondents’ husbands have the final say in each and every item that 
needs a decision while only 5.0 percent of the 91.3 percent of the 
respondents who participate with their income in the household budget 
have a final say in matters related to children and/or household. 

  Table 6.  Household decision-making. 

 

It could be argued that in a society were women position that related 
to rights and opportunities is not equal to men; working women’s 
position in the family should not be looked at separately from her 
financial contribution to the family. Almost half the sample (50.6) 
thought that it’s the woman right to participate in the household decision- 
making if she is contributing to the family financial income. Almost the 
same percentage of the respondents (48.1) felt that a woman as long as 
she is on paid-work has to contribute to the family finances regardless of 
their participation in the decision-making. That means women financial 

 Yourself Husband 
Husband & 

wife 

Decide how the children should be raised. 15.2 11.4 69.6 

Decide matters related to children education. 19.5 10.7 66.0 

Decide where to take children for recreation. 29.3 10.2 56.7 

Decide what repairs the house needs. 19.2 26.9 53.8 

In charge when the children become sick 20.1 14.5 62.3 

Has the final say  5.0 42.5 52.2 

Table 7.  Decisions could be made by the wife. 

Decision the respondents can make 
Yes 

% 

No 

% 

All things related to the family. 32.5 67.5 

Things related to the children. 29.9 70.1 

Things related to the people who work in the house. 34.4 65.6 

Rearranging things around the house. 45.9 54.1 

Going out to see friends or to shop. 23.6 76.4 

The children going out. 24.2 75.8 

Household budget. 23.6 76.4 

There is nothing you can be the sole decision-maker for it. 62.4 37.6 
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participation is a must and should not guarantee them any extra 
advantages than other women who are not on paid-work. 

Money and Power in the Saudi Family 

Lukes(35) identifies three different ways in which power operates, all 
of which are relevant to control over money in the household. These are: 

• Overt power which is reflected in having the final say as regards 
the most important decisions. 

• Covert power which is exercised when one party manages to 
prevent grievances from ever being discussed so that conflict 
remains covert and hidden, 

• Latent power which operates by ideologically shaping people’s 
thoughts and wishes so that differences of interest are prevented 
from occurring in the first place. Lukes argues that ideology 
shapes people’s needs in a way which is contrary to their ‘real’ 
interests and if they were free to choose they would choose 
something else. 

Can women’s power in marriage be measured through the ideas 
women hold and express about theirs and other powerful women position 
in the family? Or only through their daily involvement in decision 
makings. Vogler and Pahl(36) study on the relationship between money 
management and power argue that male respondents in household using 
the female whole system were twice as likely as female respondents to 
see wives as exercising financial control, whereas female respondents 
were slightly more likely to see financial control as joint or as exercised 
by husbands. 62.6 percent of the respondents thought their contribution 
to the family income is not less than their husbands. Crosstabs analysis in 
this study shows no correlation between financial control and money 
management, nor is there a relationship between financial control and 
level of wife contribution to the family income. The only group of 
respondents with different result regarding their power to take decisions 
without consulting the husbands, first were the women with the income 
less than $2900 per month, 52.2 percent. The rest of the respondents with 
lower and higher level of income have similar results with regard to 
negative correlation between level of income and power to household 
decision-making. No relationship was also found between respondents' 
age and decision-making except for the age group of 50 years and above. 
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None of the respondents in this age group have a final say in any of the 
household matters. Moreover, no relationship was also found between 
type of marriage and decision-making. 

Table 8 shows the respondents strong and positive attitude to 
women’s employment. Only 7 percent of the respondents do not see a 
relationship between bringing income to the household and right to 
decision-making for women. Almost the majority of the respondents 
have practice the right to decision making, the majority is also satisfied 
with their position in the family and the percentage of those is higher 
than those who believe that work make them equal to men in making 
decision related to the household. Table 8 shows also the respondent’s 
reflection on paid employment and position in the household. Other 
studies such as that of Blood and Wolfe (1960)(37) stated similar results 
with regard to wives access to economic resources through paid 
employment and power balance in the marriage, Blood and Wolfe found 
that the wives in paid employment had more power than those without 
and the longer wives had worked, the more power they had. 

Conclusion 

Masculinity and right to power came to be associated with the 
breadwinning or provider role. Even when women joined the paid work 
men’s economic contribution to the household men came to be seen as of 
greater value than women regardless of how much women actually 
earned. Women’s income therefore came to be seen as supplementary 
income or pin money which was earmarked for different purposes and 

Table 8.  Income and right/power to decision-making. 

 Yes 

% 

No 

% 

To some extent 

% 

The position of working woman in the family is better 

than the non-working woman. 

59.5 7.0 33.5* 

Women paid work make them equal to men in making 

decisions related to the household 

40.1 20.4 39.5 

Woman’s work gives her the right to participate in 

decisions related to the household 

59.7 38.3 1.9** 

You are satisfied with your position in the family. 65.2 9.5 25.3 

 *this is the percentage of women who do not see correlation between women’s employment and her 

position in the family. 

**this is the percentage of the women who do not participate in the household decisions. 
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treated as less important than the husband’s income. Researchers 
reviewed by studies argued that woman’s income is unlikely to 
significantly increase her power as regards decision-making as long as 
couples maintain the idea that the man is the main breadwinner and as 
long as woman’s income is treated as ‘different’ and of less importance 
than her husband’s income. Vogler(38) argues that the acceptance of a 
breadwinning or provider role is therefore, a major source of hierarchy in 
marriage which prevents women’s income from increasing their power in 
direct proportion to increases in their earnings. 

In contemporary society as stated by Vogler(39) the ideology of the 
male breadwinner often coexists with two other conflicting ideologies 
about money in the household. On the one hand there is the ideology that 
marriage should be based on equal sharing and that all money should be 
shared equally regardless of who contributes what to the household, 
while on the other hand there is also the idea that individuals in some 
sense ‘own’ the money they have earned, it’s ‘theirs’ and they have a 
right to do what they like with it. The idea that individuals in some sense 
‘own’ the money they have earned conflicts with the idea of equal 
sharing and feeds directly into the idea that breadwinners have a 
legitimate right to both more power over money and more money for 
their own use. 

Saudi culture still hold conservative and unfavorable attitudes to 
women, therefore, in a recent study on Saudi public attitudes towards 
women and marriage (2006)(40) Moaddel argues that when jobs are 
scarce, most Saudis think that men should have more right to a job than a 
woman, and university education is more important for boys than girls. 
Nonetheless, Saudis are becoming critical of the institution of marriage in 
particular of the current practice of marriage, and less conservative to the 
roles they expect women to play inside and outside the family.  

This study about money and power in the Saudi family has shown 
that the majority of working couples follow individualized bank 
accounts, the majority of the women have come to share financial family 
responsibility through prior agreement with the husbands and the 
majority of the respondents has separate future arrangements and 
therefore, individualized saving accounts. Women seem to have to cover 
with their share of the household financial responsibilities almost 
everything from clothes, food, school expenses, salaries, and holidays to 
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installments to bank and/or Car Company despite the fact that women are 
not allowed to drive in Saudi Arabia. 

It could be concluded that paid work has given women the 
opportunity to take part in the household decision making, the majority 
of working women (52 percent) participate with their husbands in 
making decisions regarding their family's daily and future lives, that is 
financial management or implementation power. And when one spouse is 
making the decisions on the issues related to children, household needs 
and managing money more women than men dominate the decision 
making. In general almost 60 percent of the respondents feel that 
working women are better off than non-working women when it comes 
to participating in decision-making. However in many cases (41.5 
percent) men still have the final power,' strategic control or orchestration 
power. 

Women are among the most contested category in the intellectual 
debates about the future of Saudi Arabia. Women moreover, have always 
worked, the image of women’s paid employment as ‘nontraditional’ 
activity ‘intruding upon their prior responsibilities’ or ‘for passing time’ 
must be revised to reflect the fact that women’s traditional 
responsibilities included providing income for the family when 
necessary. 

Because family is the immediate context of early gender 
socialization therefore when a woman has the opportunity to earn a 
university degree and obtain employment outside the home and provide 
for the family, she has more resources to change the nature of power 
relations in the family to her favor.  
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