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Abstract 

This study aims to show the views on marriage in Saudi Arabia, from the perspective of 

young Saudi Arabian males that have moved away from home to attend college in the 

United States. Several aspects will be covered, such as: Muslim traditions, freedoms in 

American culture, the importance of marriage, family ties, class status, and refraining 

from divorce. These features will serve as influential to the views and ideas expressed by 

the young men. The research is based on data collected from an ethnography I carried out 

in the Fall of 2011. The group is composed of 6 Saudi Arabians. Five of them lived in 

Tampa, Florida, one lived in Tucson, Arizona. The participants had been living in the 

U.S. for 8 months to 2 years. My general focus lies on how newly acquired freedoms for 

the young Saudi Arabians influence their views on marriage. I carry out research that has 

not been done before, basing the majority of my data on the young participants. This 

study sheds much light on major components oflslamic marriage ideas, values, and 

traditions. 
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Introduction 

My thesis will examine the process and meaning of marriage in Saudi Arabia, from the 

perspective of young Saudi Arabian males that have lived or are currently living away from 

home to attend college. I will demonstrate the changes in views toward marriage that young 

Saudi Arabian males have acquired as a result of moving away from home. Family ties, tradition, 

and Islam are aspects that will be covered in the research; additionally they will be viewed as 

influential to the views and ideas expressed by the young men. The research will include data 

collected from an ethnography I carried out in the Fall of 2011. The group was composed of 6 

Saudi Arabians. At the time, the majority of them lived in Tampa, Florida and had been living in 

the United States for 8 months to 2 years. They were college undergraduate students ages 19-27. 

This group of young males gave their perspectives on topics of marriage and some changes these 

have gone through in recent months. The methods used for the ethnography were separate 

interviews and group observations. The key points I will cover in my thesis are: the importance 

of marriage, the ideal ages to get married, criteria by which men choose the right woman, the 

risks and responsibilities that assume with marriage, and refraining from divorce. My general 

focus will be on how newly acquired freedom for the young Saudi Arabians influence their 

views on marriage. I will explore how attending college abroad gives them room to adjust and 

generate their own ideas, and the role of modernization in determining their decisions about 

marriage. 
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Methodology 

Many Saudi Arabians attend college in the United States. While living in the U.S., they 

experience important differences in tradition, such as the "blending of the sexes," as males and 

females interact with each other in ways that are inappropriate for Saudi tradition. Additionally, 

the Saudi custom of arranged marriage may seem to conflict with the new freedoms these college 

students have in the U.S. In this thesis, I consider whether these experiences produce changes in 

their ideas about arranged marriage and other criteria for selecting potential marriage partners. 

Do they begin to think about these types of decisions during the years spent in college? 

Does the short period spent in the U.S. play a role in how they make decisions about appropriate 

marriage partners? Is age, at which they attend college a factor in whether experiences in the 

United States influence ideas about marriage customs? Regardless of the age when attending 

college in the U.S., does their economic reliance on their families influence their views of 

appropriate marriage tradition? 

Based on my interaction with a sample of Saudi college students, I learned that ideas 

about marriage does change among Saudi Arabian students, for example, when they considered 

whether a "love match" is preferable to an arranged marriage, and when they addressed the 

common American practice of dating as possible influence on their opinion about arranged 

marriage. In this thesis, I consider whether Saudi Arabian traditions for marriage remain intact. I 

explore how numerous factors that are difficult and complicated to identify may influence a 

sample of six young Saudi Arabians' ideas of marriage as the values and customs taught by their 

families for years are tested in this situation. I will examine how their level of contentment with 

arranged marriages may also influence a change in their preference. Additionally, I will explore 



the group's definition of marriage as means to compare and contrast their Saudi Arabian 

definition to the American definition. 

Research Setting and Informants . 
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With the assistance of a friend, Fahad, who is also part of the research and a key informant, I 

gained the participation of the six more Saudi Arabian males attending college in the United 

States as undergraduates. Their ages range from 19 to 27; all were studying for a bachelor's 

degree on full scholarship, and were planning to return to Saudi Arabia to work. Their study in 

the United States was funded by the Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission, which funds 4-year college 

scholarships (sacm.org). The young Saudi students in this research were middle-upper and upper 

class Saudi Arabians. Nonetheless,' their parents are their main source of income while they are 

in the United States. All of them were still learning English and sometimes had trouble 

understanding or responding to questions I posed, but, in general, were able to understand the 

point of my questions. 

I gathered data for this project over a period of roughly two months, from November to 

December, of 2011. With one exception, all participants were attending the University of Tampa. 

They lived alone or with male roommates who are also Saudi Arabian citizens. The exception 

attended the University of Arizona and resided in the dormitories on campus. 

The University of Arizona participant's interview took place on campus, whereas the 

Tampa interviews were conducted in different places around Tampa. Most of these interviews 

were formal, only one of these was informal. Four were conducted at two gatherings in the 

homes of two subjects to which I was invited. The interviews were approximately 10 minutes 
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long. During the first gathering, the group was having a lively conversation while smoking 

shisha (hookah). For the second gathering, we shared a late night meal together, consisting of 

chicken and rice, prepared by one of the subjects. The longest interview was informal because it 

was a conversation between two participants and myself; it took place in a Mediterranean 

restaurant called Zeko's. The only interview made in Tucson was at the Bookend cafe of the 

University of Arizona. In the spring of 2013, I conducted follow-up interviews in Tampa with 

three of the participants. 

Methods of Gathering Data 

For the two interviews conducted in a home during the first gathering, two or more participants 

took part in the discussion, although my questions were directed at only one interviewee at time. 

Sitting near one another, the other participants would chime in, now and then, with their 

opinions. Although this type of interview had the disadvantage of one participant's views 

potentially influencing those of another, it had the benefit of allowing those most fluent in 

English to assist those less fluent in understanding the questions I asked. As previously noted, 

the slight language impediment did not cause any major problems because the students were able 

to express themselves and conveyed their opinions well. The two interviews that took place in 

the second gathering were conducted with one participant at a time with other participants 

nearby. The questions of the informal interview in the Mediterranean restaurant were directed 

toward one participant but the other participant present would also participate. The interview in 

Tucson consisted of the participant and me. The form was the same one used for the five formal 

interviews carried out in Tampa. 
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All the interviews were recorded, and supplemented with notes taken during the 

interview. The five formal interviews consisted of 8-20 questions; the majority of which were 

generated before the interview and additional questions developed in response to answers the 

interviewee provided. After the gatherings, I documented relevant portions of the interactions in 

a notebook. I conducted the three shorter follow-up interviews, two years after the original 

interviews, in the home ofFahad, the key informant. For these follow-up interviews, conducted 

with individuals, I developed 13 questions before I met with them. However, as was the case 

with all the initial interviews, other participants were nearby, and chimed in a couple of times. 

Although including females in the research would have allowed me access to different 

sides of the issues, and could have made for a stronger argument, the goal of my research was to 

explore the views of young Saudi males. For analytic reasons I chose males because Saudi 

Arabia is a patriarchal society, which influences who, in gender terms, is likely to be exposed to 

the experiences on which I focused my study. Also, Islamic traditions give the bride-to-be little 

or no choice in the decision about which man she will marry. Instead, males are responsible for 

this aspect of the marriage process. In practical terms, my key informant, Fahad, introduced me 

only to young men, and hence, which accounted for this composition of the sample population of 

six young men to which I had access. Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to keep in mind that the 

small sample size diminishes the potential variety of views, at the same time it limits findings to 

male perspectives. 
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Personal Reactions and Biases 

My initial summary impression was that the group of Saudi students seemed to have been 

influenced by Western ideas, or have adjusted well to ways these differ from Saudi Arabian 

tradition. They were involved with American popular culture and music. They went out with 

male and female friends, and are not opposed to dating. Girls were a usual topic, although they 

never spoke directly to me about them. When their conversations were in Arabic, I could not 

understand, but most of time they spoke English. Except for one occasion during the second 

gathering, when conducting interviews, I was the only girl present. During conversations aside 

from the interviews, some of the participants described the "crazy" ways in which their Saudi 

friends behaved outside of Saudi Arabia, but the six participants agreed that when they return to 

Saudi Arabia they go back to their Muslim ways. 

It is important to note that the questions I created for the interviews are, in one way or 

another, influenced by my experiences; although I made the best effort not to include my biases 

in the research. Given that some of the participants had not thought about the questions I asked, 

having to try to make conscious their views may have influenced their responses to the questions 

in a way I could not detect, and, therefore, account for changes in views about marriage that 

seemed to me to be motivated by their college experiences. Thus, it worth keeping in mind that 

some of the participants might not have thought about certain issues if I had not posed particular 

questions Also, given the age they consider to be proper marriage age, the college years may not 

have been a period during which they thought about marriage, regardless of the differences in 

experience to which attending college in the United States exposed them. For the youngest 

participants, in particular, thoughts about marriage were not part of their concerns for the near 
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future. Still more important, according to Saudi Arabian tradition, mothers and other female 

relatives are responsible for the criteria according to which one searches for a good marriage 

candidate, and, therefore, whether in the Saudi Arabian or the United States, without the research 

prodding them to do so, thinking about marriage may not have occurred to these young men, 

regardless of their experiences. For this perspective, to some extent, the findings are maybe seen 

as artificial. 

Description of Data 

At the time the research was carried out, Hassan, at age 19, was the youngest participant. He was 

born in Al Hasan, on the Northwest coast of Saudi Arabia, near the border with Yemen. Hassan 

is a freshman living on campus at the University of Arizona, majoring in mechanical 

engineering. At the time of the interview he had been living in the U.S. for a year and a half. He 

' 

plans to return to Saudi Arabia and work for Saudi Aramco because they have funded his four 
I 

years of college for his bachelor's degree. Hassan was the participant most fluent in English. He 

said he acquired his skill while attending high school in Saudi Arabia, and from video games. 

His father attended The University of Arizona and recommended it to Hassan. He comes from a 

upper-middle class family; I did not ask the specifics of his father's source of income. His 

mother has not been employed outside the home, but rather has spent her married life taking of 

her the home. His two older sisters are married and employed. Hassan believes that it would be 

boring for women to have to stay at home and take care of the family. He prefers the concept of 

dating in the U.S. because he can get to know the person he will marry. However, he believes 

that the freedoms young Americans have to date are sometimes "too much." When asked the 
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way he expects to get married, he answered that he thinks his mother will find him a candidate, 

but if he "gets the chance" he "might select someone," regarding dating as a possibility 

Abdul, age 20 at the time of his interview, was born in Riyadh. A freshman attending the 

University of Tampa, Abdul lives off campus. He comes from an upper-middle class family. 

Abdul had been living in the U.S. less than nine months. Previously, he visited England, Dubai, 

and Egypt. Although he had not dated anyone before the interview, he said he likes the 

opportunity he has to date while living in the United States According to Abdul, given that most 

people have an unpleasant idea about Saudi Arabians, if a girl is interested in dating him, he will 

jump at the opportunity. Abdul agrees with Hassan about dating; getting to know a person before 

marriage is a good thing, in part, because, he thinks marrying someone you know and like is also 

a way of avoiding divorce. He differed with the other participants on arranged marriage. The 

other five participants believe that their mothers, aunts, and grandmothers will find them a girl to 

marry, but Abdul said he will date before marriage and will explain to his parents that he will 

make that decision of who he marries because it is his life. Nevertheless, his family in Saudi 

Arabia is important to him and when he marries he would like to live near his family. 

Ahmed, age 21, and a freshman at the University of Tampa, was born in Jeddah and 

comes from an upper-middle-class family. He lives off campus with another Saudi college 

student, Khaled, who also participated in the research but was not interviewed. When 

interviewed, Ahmed had been living in the U.S. for seven months. He had a little trouble 

understanding and responding to my questions, because he was not proficient in English. Before 

Tampa, he had not traveled outside' of Saudi Arabia. Although his level of English proficiency 

resulted in a shorter interview than that with other participants, he explained that he would not 
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mind marrying an American girl, and he would take part in the decision about whom he marries. 

First, he would tell his parents when he is ready to marry, and if he has found a girl and he is 

comfortable with her, he would marry her. Nevertheless, at the end of the interview, when asked 

what he expects for his future marriage, he said he would prefer to be married in Saudi Arabia 

and that "she will be a Saudi Arabi.an girl, a nice girl, polite, that loves me, and understands me." 

Although he demonstrates a desire for participating in a common American practice, dating, he 

would ultimately follow his traditional marriage process. 

The first research participant, and key informant, Fahad, age 22, was born in Riyadh and 

comes from an upper-class family. He lived in Saudi Arabia until he was about 5 years old, after 

which he lived in Lebanon, Dubai, and London. His parents are divorced and both have 

remarried. His father lives in Saudi Arabia and his mother lives in Dubai with Fahad's younger 

sister and brother. Fahad visits both parents at least once a year. At the time of the research, 

Fahad had been attending the Univ~rsity of Tampa for two years. When asked what he thought 

about American moral standards of marriage and dating he answered: "I think the U.S. is a good 

place to live and study and get experience in life because you deal with all types of people, from 

different places and religions." Additionally, he posses that the marriage process in the U.S. is 

"much better because before you marry you see the other person for a while. If you think it's a 

good decision, after studying the other person, then you will probably never get divorced." In 

addition, this was part of his answer to the question about his role in the process to marry: "I will 

look for someone to love, someone that I am in love with. Then she would become my wife. 

We have to love each other, you kriow, we can't jump a step." He also expressed his expectations 

for his wife: "The man is responsible for the outside of the house, like working and earning 
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money for the family, and the woman is responsible for the house, taking care of the kids, 

cooking, and all that stuff. She has to understand what marriage means. We have to work out 

problems and not just want to divorce, and create a problem of a problem, you know." According 

to Fahad's answers, he believes that the person he chooses to marry should understand his 

meaning of marriage, which he centered on a gendered division of labor, and a desire to resolve 

problem rather look for an escape .. Later in the interview when asked if marrying a non-Muslim 

was a problem, he expressed that he could not change what she believed in. Further: "Maybe she 

is worried of what will happen to her in the next life. It's that way for myself." Although he 

believes that religion is important to each individual, he does not give much concern to what 

religion she follows. 

Muhammad, age 23, also from Riyadh, when interviewed was a sophomore at University 

of Tampa, majoring in marketing. He had lived in the U.S. for 2 years. His interview was in the 

form of a conversation (there were no formal questions), during which he provided his view on 

Saudi traditions and his family background. When asked what he thought about Muslim 

marriage, he answered that "it is too hard for women," because the man is allowed to marry up to 

four women. Personally, he thinks that he will get married after he graduates and ifhe finds 

someone in the U.S. then he will marry her and his parents will have no problem with his 

decision. He proceeded to say that it would be "hell" for an American girl to live in Saudi Arabia 

because of the traditions. He explained the process of bride price and the variations in prices that 

exist. Muhammad mentioned that his father had married three women, the first of whom is his 

mother. His father's wives should and are always treated equal, with each granted a home to 
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prevent conflict among them. Nevertheless, he explained that his mother has the biggest house 

because she has the most children; otherwise "all the same" among the wives. 

Fadil, age 27, the oldest participant, was born in Jeddah .. He was attending the 

University of Tampa, majoring in marketing. In his junior year at the time of the interview, he 

lived in the U.S. more than two years. He lives off campus in an apartment with his brother. 

Fadil's family is part of the upper class. Before enrolling at Tampa, he travelled to London and 

Dubai, but had never lived outside Saudi Arabia. His father obtained his Masters degree from the 

University of Arizona in engineering, and he has two wives in Saudi Arabia. Fadil goes back to 

visit family once a year during a break from college. According to Fadil, the American standards 

for marriage and dating are "awesome". His family does not mind ifFadil marries someone that 

is American. He dates girls now btit none are serious for him to marry. When asked ifhe prefers 

dating Muslim girls, he replied: "I will date an American girl; it's fine, it's O.K. to date, but to 

marry, it has to be Muslim. I will n.ot marry a non-Muslim." Later, he explained that his parents, 

specifically his father, and his uncles, would not like him to bring a girl from the U.S. to marry. 

Moreover, he said it is important for his future wife to respect him and his family, because he 

will take her to Saudi Arabia to live near them. She will see his family every day and he does 

not want his wife to fight with his family. When asked whether conflict between new wives and 

family is as common in their country as it in the U.S., he replied that it is different here. Couples 

do not usually live with their parents, and "no one can get in your business" He went on to say 

that there are so many problems when living in close quarters that a book could be written about 

them. According to Fadil, the majority of families in Saudi is strict and arrange the marriages of 

their sons and daughters. At the time, Fadil's mother was searching for a wife for him Fadil said 
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he would like to get married when he is 28; after he graduates. From his wife, he expects her to 

give him everything he wants, and to give birth to many boys. She can work if she desires or 

Fadil can support her financially. He would like his wife to become pregnant during their first 

month of marriage, "It is important, it is very, very important." Fadil believes that is strange for a 

couple not to have children, "the relationship with your wife is to make babies; if you don't then 

you might have something wrong in your body or some type of disease." Fadil expressed that 

divorce is "not good," he says it interrupts his life with his wife. 

Analysis 

In this section I will attempt to answer questions posed in the methodology with the data 

collected from the interviews. The first, do the young Saudi Arabian males begin to think about 

decisions involving marriage during the years spent in college? Five participants did appear to 

begin thinking about such choices, but did not express concern because they saw these decisions 

as part of their life after graduating from college. During the interviews the five youngest 

participants seemed to be generating answers to the way they would marry, traditional or non

traditional, for the first time. The only participant who was quick to answer such questions was 

Fadil, the oldest member of the sample. 

Fadil's responses also help to answer the next question posed in the methodology section. 

That is, whether the age at which the participants attend college, is a factor in whether 

experiences in the U.S. influence ideas about marriage customs. Fadil demonstrated the most 

conservative views of marriage and seemed to be the least open to influence from his experience 

in the U.S. Fadil seemed to be steeling himself against the possibility of change, showing little of 
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the flexibility even the next oldest participant, Muhammad, expressed. Muhammad was not 

against marrying a girl he met in the U.S. Although he does express the difficulties she will face 

living with him in Saudi Arabia. Moreover, Fahad, as the key informant and also present in four 

other interviews, had more time to think about the questions. Therefore, his answers, at times, 

gave considerable insight. 

Furthermore, by traditional marriage practices the females in the family-- mother and 

grandmothers-- search for a good marriage candidate for the young males. For instance, when 

asked how he expects to get married, Hassan's answer was that he thinks his mother will find a 

girl. On the other hand, while Fadil's mother often asks him when he will get married she also 

looks for a good girl for him. 

Family is an important aspect of Saudi tradition and Islam. It is a basic unit of society. 

Given that the young participants understand this part of their culture makes them aware of 

marriage and initiates thoughts abo'ut how they will go about this process. Islam defines marriage 

as an "inevitable corollary for the proper development of personality and the completion of the 

social mission." The purpose of family and marriage is to establish social order and to protect 

human race from illicit sexual relations (Mufti 105). The Sura Nisa, in the Quran, explains the 

'dimensions of multifarious relationships in family structure,' such as the treatment of women, 

women's rights over their earnings, disagreement between wife and husband, etc. The family 

unit is the major focus of solidarity. Accordingly, substituting this "ideologically integrated 

family system" with Western ideas, and ways of thinking and living is degenerative. A great 

portion of the Quran and the Sunnah are about the formation and development of the family as 

the basic unit of society. Today, Muslim families have changed and are destined to change, but 
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the real danger, as many believe, is in their moral decadence, specifically, in the family's 

disconnection with the basic laws, principles, and values of Islam (Mufti 101). 

There have been some current shifts in the Saudi Arabian family, such as shifts from the 

extended to nuclear family, patrilocal to neolocal residence, strengthened conjugal ties, greater 

voice for women about education and the timing of marriage, and a slight loosening of veiling 

requirements (Beck 162). Some of the changes that have occurred include the proliferation of 

gated housing estates in Riyadh. These were built to serve as housing for employees of Aramco, 

the oil company where Hassan will work after he graduates. Their construction began after the 

1930's oil boom, when Riyadh was made the capital of Saudi Arabia. Many moved to Riyadh 

from different parts of the country for work. The gated communities were created with the help 

of the U.S. government, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Glasze 323). 

The project was called Al Malaz and it has a gridiron system with geometric hierarchy of 

streets, as Mediterranean-style villas. Such style was completely new to Riyadh's traditional 

style, which was a cluster of courtyard houses. At this time, first single-family houses were 

introduced (323). The economic boom and building boom of the 1970's brought a shift away 

from the structure of the extended family and toward the nuclear family. Then in the 1980s there 

was a comeback of the extended family constructions, several villas on large portions of land, 

and the traditional living environment. Yet, the independence of nuclear family is still sustained. 

This type of living offers social and economic benefits (Glasze 324). 

On 2000, there were 6,000 to 8,000 inhabitants in the private gated communities for 

skilled workers and their families. These accommodate 1 % of Riyadh's foreign population. 

Saudi nationals are excluded from living here, "to avoid conflicts." In addition, those living 
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inside the community are not required to obey the traditions that are mandatory outside, such as 

dress code for women. The residents live a Western lifestyle, they watch satellite television, surf 

the Internet, and have a wide selection of films and magazines offered to their disposal (Glasze 

326). 

Saudi Arabia has experienced a three-fold increase in its population since the 1970s, on 

1975 there were 7.3 million residents and in 2003 it increased to 22.67 million. A large portion 

of the population, 45% or 7 .1 million, is under 15 years of age. The kingdom has a high fertility 

rate (353). Due to the rapid population growth, as well as social changes in the urbanization of 

the Kingdom, the country has been exposed to a broad range of media, and has become 

dependent on an energy-based economy. This trend has also majorly increased the level of 

education (Field 395) 

A significant issue in Saudi Arabia is the orientation of the educational system, which 

grants high social prestige to university education and underestimates the importance of 

technological and vocational schools. This reflects the sample's emphasis on college education, 

as all six participants were in middle-upper and upper classes and were attending college (Field 

395). My selection of the sample is consistent with the value for college education, since I 

selected only college students. An interesting finding from a survey of Saudi and U.S. male 

undergraduate students demonstrated that Saudi students "placed greater emphasis on social, 

non-economic issues" for potential benefit resulting from their education. American students, on 

the other hand, gave "lower priority to issues of status". All the participants of the sample 

analyzed here had business majors, such as finance and marketing, with the exception of Hassan 

who was majoring in mechanical engineering. It is not clear whether the purpose of their majors 
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was for economic benefits because they already belong to families in good economic standing. 

As displayed by the study mentioned above, it is possible that the 6 participants were majoring in 

these fields because of the high status degrees in these fields may provide them (Field 393). 

Another question posed in the methodology section: does age when attending college in 

the U.S. matter for the influence on participants' views of appropriate marriage tradition 

resulting from their dependence on their families' economic support? Participants did not 

mention this dependence and showed l little or no concern for the matter. The families of Abdul, 

Fahad, and Muhammad run family-owned businesses, which their fathers established rather than 

having inherited. The businesses are large enough comfortably to sustain Abdul and Fahad's 

families. Also, the participants may have been less concerned about his issue because they were 

reliant on their parents only for personal expenses, because the Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission 

funded their education. Although no participant directly expressed concern about their economic 

reliance on their families, Hassan, Ahmed, Fahad and Fadil did express concern about their 

parents' opinions about their marriage. Thus, parental consent, a major aspect of Saudi Arabian 

marriage tradition, remained important to these participants. 

Saudi culture is usually characterized as collectivist, in contrast with the individualism 

that characterizes Western culture. As discussed above, family is the basic unit of this society. 

Saudi family-owned businesses support their communities socially and economically. Awqafis a 

type of Islamic and Sharia endorsement that permits Muslims to share their wealth with members 

of the community. Family businesses account for about 250 billion Saudi Riyals, equal to about 

$67 billion of domestic investments in employment, and international agency alliances and 
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capital flows. Additionally, 200 family companies dominate commerce in all aspects of the Saudi 

economy (Dahla 200). 

Research from 2011, noting problems faced by family businesses, reveal that they are 

experiencing a need of transformation into joint-stock companies to survive better the "global 

competitive pressures and liberalization moves by national governments." As a consequence of 

the significant impact to Saudi Arabia's economy, the government has promoted family 

businesses to review their current structure and to try to address the potential problems that 

might affect the business and the national economy. Therefore, 100 of Saudi's top family firms 

are in plans to change management structures. They need to separate business and family 

loyalties, and hire only the most competent family members as managers, as well as give urgent 

consideration to taking family businesses public (Dahla 200-202). 

The Sharia Law is part of the Kingdom's legal framework, where distribution of wealth 

among family members is legally required. The law constrains family business owners because it 

Restricts the bequest of business owners to no more than one-third of the owner's 

net estate after payment of funeral expenses and debts, unless all the owner's heirs 

consent, or there are no legal heirs at all, or if the spouse is the only legal heir who 

receives her legal shares, leaving the residue of the estate to be bequeathed. No 

bequest is permissible for any person who will automatically inherit from the 

estate, such as a child or a spouse. Nevertheless, gifts made during the owner's 

last illness will be counted against the one-third share permitted by Islamic law. 

(Dahla 200). 
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As a result, sixty percent of family-owned businesses today have trouble solving internal 

conflicts, which usually involve disagreements, differences in personality and generations, and 

"quests for power and authority" ainong family members. Furthermore, Sharia is the "path and 

guidance of all aspects of Muslim life," including daily routines, family and religious 

obligations, and financial negotiations (Dahla 200). 

The Sharia is also identified as a complete "detailed code of conduct," based on 

regulations revealed to the Prophet Muhammad in the Quran and Hadeeth. Additionally, Fiqh 

means Islamic jurisprudence, it contains legal rules about marriage, divorce, child custody, wills, 

inheritance, crimes, punishments, contracts, and properties (200). Islamist jurists have 

categorized all human actions into one of five classes on a spectrum: obligatory (Wajib), 

recommended (Mustahabb), permitted (Masmouth), disapproved but not forbidden (Makouh), or 

absolutely forbidden (Muharran or Haram), by using the Quran, Hadeeth, and Qiyass as 

references (Hasna 182). 

The Sharia also forbids the 'authorization of policies for birth control, although it is 

permissible to practice family planning at the individual level, according to Islam (182). 

Nevertheless, there is an extensive variation in the position of the Muslim authorities, Mecca in 

Saudi Arabia, Al Azhar in Egypt, and Qum in Iran, concerning this issue today (183). When the 

participants were asked if they would practice family planning the said they would because, as 

Fahad said, "It's good to plan. They are not cats. How will I raise them? Precisely, even though 
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great value is given to children, Islam has concentrated on quality instead of quantity, and on 

parental responsibility for a good education, or Tarbiah, for raising children (Hasna 184). 1 

According Fadia Hasna's findings from research based on a group of men and women in 

Jordan, which was composed of Palestinian refugees and settled Bedouin, great concern is given 

to the relationship between family size and the quality of life. Men were designated as the key 

players in family planning. The men indicated the difficulties in making ends meet, probably 

because they are held responsible for financial support of the family. They supported family 

planning or what they referred to as birth spacing. The group regards it as beneficial to mother 

and child as well as the family as a whole. The group established two to three years as an 

"acceptable" interval of birth spacing (Hasna 186). 

Hasna's subjects that opposed family planning raise the point that children are depicted in 

the Quran as great assets, and argued that the larger the number of Muslims, the greater power 

they must have in society. Similar to these views, Fadil would like his wife to become pregnant 

after the first month of marriage. He noted that children are a "very, very important" aspect of 

the family, and that it is "strange not have children. The relationship with your wife is to make 

babies; if you don't then you might have something wrong in your body or some type of 

disease." Further, the opponents of family planning claim it is a conspiracy that originated in the 

West, the aim of which is to reduce the Muslim population, and thereby minimize its power. 

1 Similarly, Muhammad believes that it is a "good thing to manage family". Abdul and Hassan would like 
to have children a couple of years after marrying. Abdul would like to enjoy this time with his wife. 
Fahad expresses similar views, when saying: 

Yes I will have kids maybe a few months after marrying. That's the point of marriage, to have 
kids. It's the next level of life, first when you are a kid and go to school and whatever, then in 
your 20s you experience life and have fun, at your 30s you get married and have children. After 
that you become more responsible and take care of them and your wife, [and] then you become a 
grandpa. 
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Other claims that birth control is infanticide, which is prohibited by the Quran. Although there is 

no text mentioning contraception; they family planning as "opposition to predestination" (Hasna 

183). 

Overall, the interviews suggest that the short period spent in the U.S. does not greatly 

influence how the participants make decisions about appropriate marriage partners. Although, 

they had the desire to participate in dating-- described by Fadil as "awesome"-- ultimately they 

maintained their traditions. In the beginning of his interview, Fahad was unclear about whether 

he would marry a girl that he is in love with or a girl that he was arranged to marry. He believes 

that Muslim marriage is the "best" way to get married, but he thinks dating and getting to know 

the person is better. Later on, he reveals that there is a slight possibility that he would marry a 

non-Muslim girl, despite his family's negative opinions. Essentially, the six participants' views 

suggested that they will follow the traditional Saudi Arabian marriage customs, most likely will 

not marry a girl of non-Saudi Arabian descent, and will involve their family members in 

selecting their marriage partner and in their future married life. 

Conclusion 

In the conclusion, I shed some light into Saudi Arabian women's perspective on Islamic 

traditions and their current status iri the Kingdom because they were not a subject matter in the 

research and were also rarely mentioned by the participants. The literature discusses the new 

freedoms elite Saudi Arabian women have gained through recent years, with social and 

economic events such as expanded education, cultural diffusion from other parts of the Arab 

world, foreign travel, and rapid economic growth. Women have greater voice regarding 
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education, the timing of marriage; also veiling requirements have loosened (Beck). The media 

has played a major role in the proc~ss of diffusion that some claim has gradually dissolved the 

"simplicity and serenity" valued by Islamic traditions, one example is Western movies. Some 

men believe that women have "aped" the West in dress and hairstyle (Mufti 105).2 

Although Saudi Arabian society remains dominated by males, elite women have the 

ability to increase their autonomy "within the limits of the possible" (162). Women in elite 

families do not seek major changes, such as ending male domination, full participation in the 

society and economy, the end of veiling, equal inheritance rights with men, etc. but instead, seek 

minor changes compared with those said to be occurring in other developing non-Western 

societies (Beck 163). Current research indicates that while men have lost some of their social 

and religious authority in the family, their economic and general authority remains pristine (Al

Khateeb 168). Nonetheless, women's attitudes are more progressive than men's, which may 

account for a spike in the divorce rate and impressive data on women's labor force participation. 

Findings from 1999 show that females in the 25-34 age groups have the highest female 

participation in the labor force, followed by the 20-24 age groups. Nevertheless, given women's 

parental and family responsibilities, the participation rate for older age groups drops or is very 

minimal (367). Studies carried out in the early 2000s report that there are approximately 5000 

2 The majority of the group expressed that they would like to marry a "nice" girl, meaning, of good 
personality, smart, liked by their mothers. Fadil expects her to be a "good wife," to give him everything 
he wants, to be "cute," and birth many boys. Abdul expressed, "I just want her to be polite and that she 
knows what I want and I need, we don't need to be in love. She needs to be an understanding girl, you 
know". According to Fahad, "the most important thing is that she is from a good family, does not have a 
drug dealer dad or brothers at jail". As Abdul pointed out, love is not important in his marriage, a view he 
seems to share with other participants given that none, except Fahad, mentioned love during their 
interviews. As the exception, Fahad said, "I will look for someone to love, someone that I am in love 
with, [and] she would become my wife. We have to love each other, you know, we can't jump a step." On 
the other hand, maintaining the idea of marriage without love, Ahmed would marry someone with whom 
he is comfortable. 
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businesswomen in Riyadh and 4000 in Jeddah, with female ownership accounting for 10% of 

private businesses. Moreover, elite female groups, with great academic credentials, lead in 

current reform in Saudi Arabia (Ramady 205). 

Consistent with the role of education for the sample of upper-middle class and upper 

class young males, women from families in such economic classes have also benefitted from 

education and employment, and because family status influences the acquisition of a good job. 

On the other hand, development restrains the possibility of employment in the formal labor force 

to a small amount of educated women, while women from working classes have been driven out 

of the labor market. Consequently, the majority of women in Saudi Arabia have been stripped of 

their traditional participation in a subsistence economy and have not gained new opportunities to 

participate in the formal labor force (Al-Khateeb 168-173). 

Prince Abdullah' s support of women in joining the task of nation building provides 

women a means to press for better treatment on the economic front, but they face strong 

resistance from tradition and values (Ramady 367). For instance, a few years ago law firms in 

Saudi Arabia began to cater to the unique legal needs of Saudi women. In 2002, the Ahamad 

Zaki Yamani law firm initiated the first women's department. The idea of a law department 

operated by women encountered problems and criticisms, because according to the Kingdom's 

legal system, women are not allowed to practice law. A male Saudi citizen who obtains a law 

degree from a university abroad that then trains for 3 years at a law firm in Saudi Arabia can 

obtain license as a lawyer, but this' option is not available to women (Pharaon 356). 

The government has designated some women as consultants of the majis al-shura, 

Consultative Council. In efforts to create the symbol of 'Saudi women' as a category of the 
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population and to improve the Saudi image abroad, these women generally have an academic 

background and come from different regions of the Kingdom. The council members allegedly 

only ask the female consultants about specific women and family questions, such as the 

"inflation of dowries, and the opening of consulting institutes for concluding marriages," and on 

breastfeeding. Some elite women that were consultants demonstrated their disappointment in 

their limited role, and when asked by the council members about the reform of the workplace, a 

businesswoman explained her range had been limited to 'questions concerning women' (618). 

Thus, although educated women obtain good paying jobs, they continue to be subjected to 

gender segregation (Le 620). 

Research findings reveal that space is "sexualized" in Riyadh, with each space having 

specific sex-segregation prohibitions. Some codes are more obvious than others, such as cafes, in 

which women are forbidden entry, but when not obvious, signs are posted on the entrance. 

Spaces devoted to families are obviously forbidden to single men, while less explicit is the 

understanding that women unaccompanied by a male also are not allowed; making it necessary 

to post signs that reads "unaccompanied women are not allowed". Nevertheless, while these 

signs remain,· in recent years, the ban has not been followed, and groups of females frequent 

restaurants and cafes without males accompanying them (Le 23-24). Another obstacle for 

women to gain authority is the significant disincentive that employers encounter when hiring 

women to establish separate office spaces and women's inability to interact with many 

government agencies without male representation. Additionally, in terms of education, 

segregation restricts women to facilities with lower academic opportunities ("Perpetual 

Minors"). 
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Adding to this problem is the Saudi Arabian government's implementation of a system 

requiring every woman to have a male guardian; generally a father or husband that is given the 

task of making several major decisions on her behalf. This law, based on the "most restrictive 

interpretation" of an ambiguous verse in the Quran, poses a crucial barrier to women's rights in 

Saudi Arabia, because it calls for adult women to be treated like legal minors who have little 

authority over their own lives. Regardless of the woman's economic status, these guardianship 

laws require all adult women to obtain permission from a guardian to work, travel, study, marry 

and even to make insignificant decisions on behalf of their children. While the Saudi government 

has made efforts to limit the absolute power of guardians, evidence shows that these measures 

are not being implemented. A recent Ministry of Interior decision giving women over 45 years of 

age the right to travel without permission has not stopped most airport officials from asking all 

women for written proof from their guardian ("Perpetual Minors"). 

Most current news about Saudi women is their attempt to defy the ban on women driving, 

launching the Women2Drive campaign in 2011. During the campaign, dozens of activists called 

for mass driving as a form of protest. There is no law that prohibits women from driving, but 

licenses are not issued to them, therefore it is illegal for them to drive. The women claimed that 

all they wanted was to finish their errands without depending on drivers. Authorities held one of 

the organizers, Manal-al-Sharif, for 10 days because she posted a video of herself driving and 

encouraging other women to do so'. She was forced to sign a pledge that she would never drive 

again. Other women following in her footsteps had to sign a similar pledge. Previous efforts to 

defy the ban in 1990 resulted in 4 7 women being arrested and severely punished after they drove 

15 cars through the streets. 
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Many see King Abdullah as a political and social reformer. He has promised social 

changes to the Kingdom. Nevertheless, it is doubtful that he will defy Saudi Arabia's senior 

clerics, because amid calls for democracy and change he needs their support for his ruling 

family. The Quran does not prohibit women from working, and confirms that what a woman 

earns belongs to her. The Quran does require men to maintain their wives financially, in return 

for which the wives have to take care of the children. This establishes an "equation" between 

husband and wife, this it is not mandatory. Nevertheless, while the Quran does not forbid women 

the right to work, the woman must protect her chastity and controls her sexual urge when she 

works outside the home. Thus, the view of the women working inside the home and looking 

after the children, expressed by Fahad, is not, strictly, a Quranic view, but rather is a "juristic 

view" (Pharaon 356). 

Traditionally, the father has the final say in a family; giving him the ultimate power, but 

the women are key to maintaining the family. Women ensure family continuity, size, and power, 

and are in charge of the children's informal education. Further, she passes on the cultural and 

religious traditions that strengthen solidarity and loyalty to the family. In this way, women and 

men have demonstrated strong resistance to change in women's roles. They express themselves 

in religious terms, appealing to "reason" and nationalism. By these rationales, women are 

inherently unsuitable for anything other than motherhood and feminism is a neocolonialist idea 

created in the West to "subvert" the Third World. Above all, there is a fear that if women let 

their key role in the family to be subordinated to other roles, the entire social system will fall 

apart. Nevertheless, each Saudi family or community possesses liberal men, who are open

minded, and conservative women, who resist any change, and vice versa. Some fathers support 
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their daughters in pursuing their education, career, or travels. Some brothers will strongly 

support their sisters when they demand more freedom from their parents (Pharaon 358). 

According to current research, although there is much information debating the harm that 

change might cause to the family, there are fewer findings on how much change has already 

occurred. Additionally, Saudis have not taken time to examine how they might keep what is 

good about the family: for example, a sense of security, warmth, and practices intended to assure 

that family members have more time for each other. Instead, most often explored are family as 

"domination over its members, its sacrifice of the individual for the general good," and its 

oppression of its females and youth (Pharaon 358). 

The key components of patriarchy in a Muslim society are the same as everywhere else. 

Women are subordinated at multiple levels of the family and kinship structures, and state 

policies and programs. Women are always seen as wives and mothers first; gender segregation is 

usual. In order to earn status, women must marry and reproduce. Husbands are in charge of their 

ability to work, and travel. Males also possess "unilateral right" of divorce. Hassan stated that he 

prefers the power of divorce he has under Islam, rather than both husband and wife sustaining 

equal right to it. Moreover, custody of the children is held by the husband's family and can be 

lost to the mother in the case of divorce. Women's public behavior dictates family honor and 

good reputation or shame, further reinforcing sex segregation. Even so, sometimes a woman can 

succeed in evading the cultural norms by careful manipulation of her gender relations (Pharaon 

362). 

The participants demonstrated a major concern over divorce. It is a process that is not 

preferred and looked down upon. The couple will attempt to repair their relationship before 
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carrying out this task to prevent their family from separating. Family members and close friends 

help the couple to reconcile. Elder~, specially, advise them to stay together and avoid divorce. 

The causes for divorce and how to· avoid it, as part of the proper marriage process, is an 

underlying theme in interviews. Fadil believes that getting a divorce is interrupting his life with 

his wife and every aspect of their life stops. Fahad also believes divorce as problematic, the 

issues a marriage has are augmented by the thought of divorcing. Its consistent reference in the 

interviews can further suggest that the participants may know or think that divorce is frequent in 

Saudi Arabia. 

Previous research on the meaning of marriage among Saudi Arabian college students has 

yet to have been carried out. For this reason, I have not been able to base any data on similar and 

comparable research. This study contains several limitations that may consider the findings as 

artificial. The group of research participants, whom the study was predominately based on, was 

small containing six individuals. The majority, except for one, was located in one city, Tampa, 

FL. It is evident that no women were part of the group, thus women's perspective is absent. But, 

this study only aims to examine the males' point of view. Accounting the limitations, much light, 

is nevertheless, shed on major components of Islamic marriage ideas, values, and traditions. 
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