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Abstract

Drawing on ethnographic research into household money practices among young

middle-class couples in Warsaw, Poland, this article shows that normative concerns

about the fair use of domestic money shape household budgeting rules. The practical

division of funds into ‘mine’, ‘yours’ and ‘ours’ reflects what couples running a household

together consider morally right. Focusing on couples’ practical and moral reasoning, I

show the set of expectations and the moral logic they employ to achieve fairness in

their household financial arrangements. The analysis of two models of domestic money

allocation – the 50–50 model, which is based on a couple’s equal contributions, and the

joint-money model, which involves a couple’s recognition of mutual obligations – high-

lights how fairness is articulated in rules about equality, independence and solidarity. By

studying couples through time as they experience significant life changes, I show how

the rules of fairness come to be challenged and how what is considered fair is ques-

tioned or even contested. I argue that turning points such as taking out a mortgage

together or having a child produce new expectations and imaginaries about the future

and prompt couples to question the rules of fairness and consequently to change their

money practices.
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Introduction

Krzysztof and Ania live in a Warsaw apartment bought on credit and are raising
two children together. Ania is returning to work after a year of paid maternity
leave, and they are discussing how to organise their future spending, specifically,
paying a nanny to look after their children. Previously, Krzysztof paid expenses
such as rent, mortgage payments and large expenditures (e.g. furniture), while Ania
was responsible for groceries. ‘The bills are Krzysztof’s and the day-to-day
expenses are mine’, Ania explains. As they discuss the nanny’s wage, Krzysztof
insists on sharing that expense equally, so they both take responsibility. Ania
strongly disagrees, ‘Why even make this sort of calculation?! We are a family,
not business partners, and we have joint money, anyway’.

Ania and Krzysztof’s conversation illustrates the key contention of this article:
couples organise their domestic budgets in many different ways – not only to satisfy
their needs, but also to pursue an idealised family life. Creating financial arrange-
ments involves budgeting, earning, spending, saving, paying the bills, shopping,
talking about money and sharing an understanding of the rules governing these
practices. Money management reflects values, and norms, about the ‘right’ use of
funds in a domestic setting. Scholars researching household moral economies have
shown the moral dimensions of household budgeting (Zaloom, 2015; Zelizer,
1997). Money management, like consumption (Miller, 2005; Pellandini-Simányi,
2014, 2016; Ross, 2014; Schor et al., 2010; Slater, 2009; Warde, 2017), becomes an
area for the practice of ethics in everyday life.

In this article, I will demonstrate that household budgeting is constrained by
moral convictions and expectations and that couples mobilise non-economic
rationalisations for the ‘good’ use of money. Based on ethnographic research
on the household finances of young middle-class couples in Warsaw, Poland,
I present two models of fairness: the 50–50 model, based on a couple’s desire
for equality and independence, and the joint-money model, which involves a cou-
ple’s recognition of mutual obligation. By examining situations that make house-
hold members question what ‘good’ money use is, we see how couples make sense
of these rules.

Money management rules are especially important for young couples who are
beginning their life together and establishing new financial arrangements.
Participants in this study are the ‘first free market generation’, that is, the first
generation to grow up during Poland’s post-1989 political, social and economic
transformation into a market economy. They have been exposed to new types of
risks and uncertainty concerning finance and everyday consumption. In a newly
market-based society, they have had to develop different strategies for negotiating
between love, and money; market, and non-market, transactions. In consideration
of Mary Douglas’ ideas (cf. 1991: 296) on how household members achieve soli-
darity, and to what extent it can be measured, I focus in this article on how couples
combine calculation with moral judgement. Specifically, I will examine couples’
practical, and moral, reasoning about what is ‘yours’, ‘mine’ and ‘ours’, and how
these normative concerns shape time-limited, dynamic financial arrangements.
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I will argue that negotiations concerning financial arrangements are driven by a lay
morality (Sayer, 2011), which our interlocutors framed as ‘fairness’. The fairness of
household financial arrangements is not a matter of objective justice, but of having
a sort of agreement, or a ‘social contract’ (Rawls, 1971), on domestic level, and
striving to generate the mutual feeling that specific decisions about money man-
agement are right, fair and just. Or, as one participant explained, ‘everything
should be fair, clear, and transparent’. Therefore, a couple’s financial arrangements
demonstrate their moral respectability through conformity to particular norms
such as equality, independence or solidarity.

Previous work on models of money allocation between married, or cohabiting,
men and women (Burgoyne, 1990; Ibragimova and Guseva, 2017; Kenney, 2006;
Pahl, 1989; Singh, 1997; Vogler, 1998; Vogler and Pahl, 1994) used mostly national
surveys and interviews and focused on categories such as gender, control, power
and inequalities. In contrast, my perspective offers an ethnographic approach to
household money practices. This article attends to household financial arrange-
ments in formation, emphasising the role of moral reasoning. Rather than provide
a whole spectrum of money management models in Poland, I focus on discursive
practices (Sonnenberg, 2008) that enable financial arrangements to emerge and be
transformed. In what follows, I will show how, and why, household budgeting rules
are shaped by normative concerns, and how these practices are renegotiated in
connection with significant life events.

My approach is theoretically informed by the culturally oriented sociology
of money (Bandelj et al., 2017; Carruthers and Espeland, 1998; Steiner, 2015;
Wherry, 2016, 2017; Zelizer, 1997, 2005, 2011), which provides an analytical
lens for studying household moral economy. Following Viviana Zelizer (2012),
I frame the negotiations of household financial arrangements in terms of
ongoing ‘relational work’, in which couples pursue fairness by matching their
money practices to the kind of relationship they hope to achieve. By focusing on
people’s practical, and moral, reasoning, I show the wide variety of expectations,
and moral logics, used to achieve fairness in their household financial arrange-
ments. Adopting a dynamic approach to relational work, I studied couples over
time, as they experienced significant life changes, with emphasis upon situations
where rules of fairness are challenged, and what was considered fair is ques-
tioned, or contested. I argue that certain turning points give rise to new expect-
ations, and new imaginaries about the future, prompting couples to question the
fairness of their previous rules, and, consequently, to change their money
practices.

Analysis of the two models of allocating money (50–50 and joint-money) high-
lights differences between couples’ moral, and practical, reasoning, particularly
how ‘fairness’ is articulated in rules about equality, independence and solidarity.
I show how normative concerns around these values shape household money prac-
tices. Then, I discuss how these rules of everyday practice are challenged by sig-
nificant life changes (e.g. a mortgage or having children), and how couples cope
with these changes.
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Research and field sites

This article draws on a broader ethnographic research project (2014–2017) on
money practices involving 28 young, middle-class households in Warsaw, and its
suburbs (Halawa and Olcoń-Kubicka, 2018; Olcoń-Kubicka, 2016; Olcoń-Kubicka
and Halawa, 2018). These couples’ money practices help us better understand the
mutual, and economic, strategies of a young generation living in a society whose
market economy is less than 30 years old. Economic, and financial, matters
acquired a new urgency for Poles in connection with the privatisation of Polish
industry and services (Dunn, 2004); the promulgation of liberalism; and the rise of
individualism, entrepreneurship and private property, especially home ownership
(Halawa, 2015). As in other post-communist countries (Patico, 2005), the import-
ance of money in social life gradually increased until it became a source of prestige;
an indicator of success in life; and an important reference point in evaluating life
satisfaction (cf. Marody, 1991: 39). While under the communist system, both men
and women were active in the labour market, the emerging market economy trans-
formed gender relations by valuing men’s work more highly (Marody and Giza-
Poleszczuk, 2000). Simultaneously, the family remains a crucial value, and refer-
ence group, for individual life strategies (Giza-Poleszczuk and Poleszczuk, 2004;
Marody, 1995). After Poland became a member of the EU in 2004, new social
expectations of ‘living normally’ emerged (Galasińska and Galasiński, 2010).
Western, European lifestyles became aspirational reference points, especially for
the new emerging middle class, resembling other countries in the region (Tóth and
Simányi, 2006). Meanwhile, the private banking sector actively worked to stimulate
Polish society’s consumption desires (Rona-Tas and Guseva, 2014). However, low
earnings (compared to the European average), a sense of insecurity in regard to the
labour market, and consumer aspirations remaining from the late socialist era
(Zalewska, 2017), have presented significant barriers to achieving new standards
for a ‘normal life’.

In this context, couples’ money practices are shaped by concerns about ‘normal’,
‘right’ and ‘fair’ use of money. Early in my fieldwork, ‘fairness’ appeared as a key
feature of domestic money practices. Proceeding inductively, I focused on this emer-
ging theme, which was explicitly raised, and emphasised, by research participants.
Fieldwork mainly involved dyadic interviews with both partners in a couple, which I
conducted with a male co-investigator. This approach allowed us to obtain a couple’s
joint perspective on financial arrangements and to observe partners’ dynamic
exchanges of opinion. In addition, participants kept financial diaries for 2 weeks,
and we conducted individual interviews, and object-centred interviews, with couples
who use budgeting software. I conducted individual interviews with women, while
my co-investigator interviewed men. All participants were 21–37 years old, had
higher degrees, were active on the labour market (or were on maternity leave) and
had a monthly net household income between 5000 and 13,000 PLN (E1200–3000).

The project involved both married and cohabiting couples, selected because they
had experienced a significant life change within a year of the first interview: moving
in together, taking out a mortgage together or having a baby. However, as the
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research was longitudinal, and based on multiple (3–5) home visits at intervals
ranging from 2 weeks to a year and a half, we observed further life changes.
Couples married, had children or moved to a new home. Repeated visits allowed
us to register the changes occurring in money practices, and the shifts from one
model of financial arrangement to another, along with changing relationship
dynamics. Further shifts were also reported by the couples themselves as they
shared stories from their past.

The rules of fairness, the fairness of rules

This section examines two models for allocating money: the 50–50 model and the
joint-money model. In both models, couples attempt to match money practices and
conceptions of fairness. My analysis focuses on key rules in each model, money
practices, and challenges that require a couple to change their model or that call the
criteria of fairness into question. I argue that spending and saving rules, as well as
the division of money into ‘mine’, ‘yours’ and ‘ours’, reflect time-bound, grounded,
moral logics. By practising a certain model of money allocation, couples consider
the moral dimensions of financial arrangements by defining their practices as
‘right’, or ‘wrong’, at that particular moment. Later, I show how certain situations
necessitate in moral reasoning, as couples strive to balance equality, independence
and solidarity in their financial arrangements.

Being equal and independent: The 50–50 rule

This model is practised mainly by newer couples in informal, cohabiting relations.
In 50–50 arrangements, both partners contribute equally to household expenses,
while keeping the rest of their money separate, in personal bank accounts, outside
the other partner’s control. Equality and independence are the rules of fairness that
shape this model. Dividing expenses equally is a rule that is easy to suggest in a
relationship’s early stages. ‘We had to have a rule to follow’, says Piotr about the
beginning of his relationship with Ula. This approach relies on a simple arithmetic
division of expenses. When monthly rent, or mortgage instalments, must be paid,
either both partners chip in, and cash appears physically on the table, or one of
them pays the rent, and the other immediately returns half the amount via a bank
transfer. For each partner, it is important to keep track of these transfers, to keep
each other informed of current balances and to account for expenses when neces-
sary. Typically, the accounting unit is one month, because wages are paid monthly.

Alongside regular bills, couples try to share expenses connected with living
together, such as groceries. Thus, the next important element of the 50–50 model
is creating a joint budgeting area, while still retaining financial separateness. Whether
chipping in to cover shared expenses, or taking turns paying, each partner must
contribute the same amount of money. This negotiated, agreed-upon area clearly
separates joint, and private, expenditures, and requires clear-cut boundaries about
what constitutes a shared expense. Couples use earmarking systems to indicate what
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can, and cannot, be financed with joint money. For instance, cleaning supplies are an
expense that should be shared equally, but cosmetics (especially more expensive
women’s ones) are a private expense. Outside the negotiated joint area, partners
retain their financial independence; private funds are categorised as ‘mine’, to be
spent as desired. Personal funds, and spending, remain outside the other partner’s
control.

Having a small, shared area of expenditure necessitates a regular settling of
‘debts’ between partners, via regular bank transfers, or cash. Settling grocery
expenses is a common reason for such ‘debt’ transfers. In order to keep the 50–
50 rule where each partner has money in a separate, private account, each grocery
trip has to be accounted for, and shared equally. Maja and Roman, a married
couple, remember that before marriage they divided products printed on receipts
into three categories: ‘shared’, ‘Maja’s’ and ‘Roman’s’. They settled who owed
what to whom immediately after the transaction, or after returning home, other-
wise a debt would arise, especially if the purchase was expensive.

Precise settling is more typical of fresh relationships; the longer couples are
together, the less they tend to perform exact, and tiresome, calculations. Instead,
couples round sums up or down, so the amounts are ‘more or less’ what is required.
Partners still attempt to repay ‘debts’ to each other, but, as they emphasise, not
every last penny is accounted for, since that would be ‘embarrassing’. In a 50–50
arrangement, couples begin to avoid precise calculations so the relationship does
not seem like transactions between business partners. Even if couples follow an
exact 50–50 division with all their transactions, they keep it between themselves,
and avoid settling accounts in front of others. They believe such debts are private
matters, and it looks bad to settle them publicly. This is how Dagmara describes
her agreement with her fiancé:

Dagmara: We never settle accounts, or rather we try not to settle accounts in front of

other people, even friends.

Researcher: Why is that? We keep hearing this . . .

Dagmara: Why? Because we believe it’s our private matter, our personal issue. I would

never say in front of our friends: ‘You haven’t given me back (my money)’, or ‘Now

it’s your turn to pay, because I paid for something earlier’. We come back home, and

then we talk about it. But we never talk about it in front of our friends.

Moving in, and spending more time together, generates repeated financial trans-
actions, so the model of paying each time becomes wearisome, and is gradually
replaced with taking turns paying, while simultaneously monitoring each other’s
obligations. When debts grow, partners signal the need for settlement by saying, for
instance, ‘I bought groceries twice in a row, now it’s your turn’. There is a shared
understanding that each partner should assist in restoring balance. In the 50–50
model, debts inevitably emerge, followed by systematic attempts to settle accounts.
As Zuzia, who lives in a rented flat with her boyfriend Piotr, says, it’s about ‘not
having such a long-term obligation, one involving larger amounts of money’.
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Analysis of couples’ financial diaries showed that significant expenses were settled
on the day they were incurred, or the day after.

Precise accounting requires constant attention, even when taking turns. Ania
and Kamil, engineers living in a rented apartment, use a spreadsheet to calculate
and monitor who paid for what and how much is owed. They continuously moni-
tor debts, and settle imbalances, as they appear. Ania says that when her debt to
Kamil grows too fast, ‘a little light goes off in my head’, triggering an impulse to
settle the debt quickly. Thus, the 50–50 model requires a constant flow of infor-
mation about expenses, and a sense of fairness is generated, and sustained, through
discussion. Regular updates ensure that current balances are known, and agreed.

Fairness in the 50–50 model is seen as justice based on equality, and independ-
ence; it involves constant care to avoid arguments about who paid more, and who
spent less. When justifying these rules, couples underline their partnership, differ-
entiating between this model, and a situation that could be called ‘sponsoring’. The
50–50 model assumes gender neutrality: as a rule both partners should be equal and
no one should have an advantage. ‘We share like leftists, equally’, says Mikolaj, a
manager, about his arrangement with Marta, a PR specialist. He emphasises that
their expenses are not divided into ‘men’s’ and ‘women’s’ spheres. In theory, the
50–50 model is based on simple, clear rules, but in practice, it faces challenges that
make following the rules difficult. Sharing expenses equally works when partners
have similar consumption patterns, and their grocery bills are consistently approxi-
mately the same amount. However, if consumption styles diverge, complications
follow. Perhaps one partner buys ‘fancy’ food, while the other purchases ingredi-
ents for simple meals. Another important factor that challenges the 50–50 model is
income discrepancy, which is especially important when a couple plans activities, or
purchases, that significantly exceed one partner’s financial capacity. In this situ-
ation, the ‘stronger’ side either adapts to the ‘weaker’ partner by reducing con-
sumption level (e.g. choosing cheaper holidays), or offers to overpay. Another
mitigation strategy is simply to invite the partner out more often. However,
giving a loan is a more unambiguous action: in the 50–50 model couples take
care to settle debts as soon as possible, with the exact amount owed.

Joint money and mutual obligation

In this model, money is not divided into ‘mine’ and ‘yours’; a couple treats all funds
as jointly owned, though this does not necessarily mean they have shared bank
accounts. Funds may be allocated to separate accounts, but still treated as pooled
resources. The joint budgeting area includes current incomes, bills, debts, savings and
investments. There is no settling of accounts between the partners; money is counted
only in the context of the total household budget. This is how Janusz, married to
Matylda (raising one child and expecting a second), describes joint money:

Janusz: If you’re married, or you’re in some kind of advanced relationship, then you

should rather have joint money. I’m earning for you, and for myself. I share
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everything with you, including my apartment, and we should enjoy it together.

We shouldn’t hold it against each other if one of us spends more. I’m glad my

wife doesn’t reproach me for having gone on a trip to London. Theoretically

she could do it and maybe I would understand that, but otherwise there should

rather be a joint area.

In this model, fairness means solidarity, or financial jointness, and mutual obliga-
tion. Couples emphasised their common goals, and mutual support, with meta-
phors: ‘we are like a single organism’; ‘we put it all into a common pot’; ‘we are in
the same boat’; and ‘we are on the same team’. Some women emphasised the
symbolic significance of marriage in adopting joint money. Kasia recalls that
before marriage, money was ‘theoretically joint’, but in practice, Maksymilian
spent his money on himself, and his pleasures, while she spent hers on herself,
while also covering household expenses. After marriage, this separation was
erased; they adopted a shared budget. Post factum, Kasia considers the earlier
financial separation into ‘mine’, and ‘yours’, as ‘immature’. Other couples sug-
gested that joint-money arrangements resulted from their decision to see themselves
as ‘partnerships’ rather than separate individuals. Even married couples underlined
the ‘partnership’ concept, arguing that commitment to their partner results from
the financial arrangements they agreed upon, and not from the legal order that
regulates the range of rights and obligations in a marriage.

Joint finance includes not only current, or planned, expenses, but also past
debts. Ola (sales manager), and Lukasz (project manager), decided that the
money received from their families as a wedding gift would be partially used to
pay Lukasz’s credit card debt. The couple wanted to begin their married life with-
out either partner being burdened by past debts.

Lucja and Marian, who were engaged, decided that as they were planning a
future together, they did not want Lucja to have to reduce her spending on
account of a loan she had taken to renovate her flat (before meeting Marian).
They agreed to refrain from certain expenses in order to pay off the debt quickly.
In two other relationships, women used their own savings to settle their partners’
past debts, to increase their household creditworthiness and to improve mortgage
conditions. Adopting shared money means no more division into ‘my’, and ‘your’,
money, and no division into ‘my’, and ‘your’, debts. ‘Your debt’ becomes
‘our debt’.

Couples practising this model usually have children, or a mortgage, which neces-
sitates changing their consumption practices. To make ends meet, they reduce their
expenditures on entertainment, cultural events and holidays abroad.
Simultaneously, couples begin saving, and planning capital accumulation (e.g.
property investment), to ensure their children will have a good start in life, and
won’t need to take a mortgage. Having children, and trying to get a mortgage (or
already having one), make couples more likely to accept financial support from
their parents, who cover deposit costs, and support their grandchildren with cash,
and goods. Owning a flat, and investing in children, become primary, positively
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valued goals supported by extended families, which justify money transfers from
parents to their adult children’s households.

Operating, and budgeting, jointly requires full income, and expense, transpar-
ency; among couples who use only a joint bank account, transparency is reinforced
by Internet banking. Couples emphasise that jointness, and transparency, do not
mean that one partner limits the other’s expenses. However, in practice, partners
discipline themselves (by deciding not to buy expensive clothes, for example).
Having joint money means stricter individual discipline in budgeting household
money, and clearly earmarking which expenses are necessary, and justified, and
which are frivolous. Some couples use spreadsheets, with elaborate categories, and
formulae, to determine household goals, such as saving for investment, or add-
itional mortgage payments (Halawa and Olcoń-Kubicka, 2018).

The joint-money model considers external factors such as income discrepancy,
income reduction or job loss. However, in practice, joint-money practitioners face
numerous challenges to following these rules. First, full transparency limits indi-
vidual freedom of consumption, including for spontaneous, unexpected gifts, which
require attempts to hide extra funds, such as bonuses or rewards. Some couples
solve this challenge by creating a small area of independence, supported by an
additional bank account, which allows them to keep small secrets and buy things
the partner does not approve of, such as junk food, yet another handbag or some
gadget. Second, the joint-money model assumes that income discrepancies between
men and women (among participants the rate was 60/40 for men) do not matter.
Sometimes the joint bank account becomes an instrument for blurring income
differences. However, control issues arose among some couples who decided to
use a joint bank account. Although in theory couples claim to manage and control
their money together, in practice one partner usually has greater control, and a
final say about household expenditure. This results in significant self-discipline in
spending for the common good of the household on the part of the controlled
partner and greater freedom in occasional purchases by the controlling partner.

Balancing equality and solidarity

These two models of money allocation are driven by a pursuit of fairness, but in
each case ‘fairness’ is defined by different norms about what is ‘right’, and what is
not, in a particular moment. However, there are situations where the fairness is
challenged, questioned and contested. These turning points may cause a shift from
one model to another, or generate constant negotiation between partners about the
appropriate criteria of fairness, without an agreement being reached.

Most joint-money couples in our study used the 50–50 model early in their
relationship; it matched their needs at that time. However, they shifted from fol-
lowing this rule precisely towards balancing, and approximating, spending. Yet the
50–50 rule was maintained for regular expenditures such as rent, and bills, as well
as for unique, but significant, expenses such as holidays abroad. Both partners
participated equally in these expenses, covering them with their own funds.
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Moreover, couples moved away from precise cash settlements, or money transfers,
and chose an exchange instead, such as rent for other instalments, or petrol for
groceries. By quitting the 50–50 model, couples ceased to check receipts carefully,
instead shifting to a mental monitoring of approximate equivalences. Joint-budget-
ing couples delegitimised their former 50–50 approach, rejecting arithmetic
approaches to a relationship, because they found the precise settling of accounts
was ‘too blunt’, and ‘contradicts the idea of being together’. Furthermore, when
moving away from a precise 50–50 model, couples’ time horizon for settling
accounts grows longer than one month. Thus, not only is the ‘debt’ settled men-
tally, without cash, but there is also more time to settle it: the relationship’s tem-
poral horizon expands. Couples assume that a general balance will be restored
some time in the future. Just as settlement practices are replaced with mental cal-
culations, couples begin to ignore small transactions, caring only that the final
balance should be more or less fair. This is how Ola describes the imperceptible
change in the arrangement she had with her future husband Lukasz:

Ola: We seemed to move smoothly into joint-money management. There were talks as

well: ‘How would it be – joint or separate accounts?’ Later on, when we were not

married but we were already adjusted – but not living together yet – we had joint

money [. . .]. There wasn’t a situation where we had separate money and then sud-

denly, after marriage, we had joint money. When you’re seeing somebody, you don’t

count the money that much. This person is close to you and you know you love them –

you feel safe. You know you will be together even if you don’t think about getting

married. This money is sort of joint – it gradually gets transformed and nobody

notices. It’s a known fact that in the beginning everyone counts their own money,

and nobody confesses to anyone how much money they have. But the more you get

adjusted the more you talk. You start talking about money – about how much one

earns – it’s normal. You start making plans. The boundary between yours and mine

simply gets blurred.

This gradual shift from one model to another, and the practical reasoning behind
it, illuminate the differences observed by Supriya Singh and Jo Lindsay (1996)
between cohabiting couples, who perceived money as separate and calculable;
and couples in marriages, where money is shared and more nebulous. The expan-
sion of the relationship’s time horizon, and the shift from short-term to long-term
commitments, also transforms exchanges within the household, and expectations of
reciprocity (cf. Graeber, 2001: 220; Parry and Bloch, 1989: 24–25).

Among participants, as a relationship’s time horizon lengthened, the area of
joint obligations, and expenses, also expanded. Simultaneously, the sphere of inde-
pendent funds shrank, though separate areas of influence and obligation might
remain through divisions into ‘my’, ‘your’ and ‘our’ money. This pursuit of balance
between participating in household expenses, and keeping separate funds, is usually
supported by three bank accounts: both partners retain individual accounts, and a
third is used by both, for joint expenses. For instance, both partners pay for their
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own clothes, and cosmetics, with their own money. ‘We aren’t each other’s spon-
sors’, Ania said, explaining the boundaries she and her husband Antoni observed
between separate spending areas. They clearly divided personal, and joint, money;
when shopping at IKEA, they separated goods with a divider into two more or less
equal parts. In practice, following the rule of personal, and joint, areas of expenses
results in a number of practical challenges. Couples often ‘borrow’ money from the
joint account, and sometimes pay it back, but sometimes do not. Small expenses
are strategically ignored, as partners ‘forget’ about returning certain amounts. Ania
and Antoni stressed that when one of them was buying something, and was paying
with their joint-account card, the money did not have to be returned if the expense
could be qualified as a household expense, but if it served only one of the partners
then the payment had to be settled. However, that rule did not last long. Tired of
tracking expenses, after 6 months they began to consider sharing their funds com-
pletely, since they had bought and renovated a flat, and were expecting a baby in 2
months.

This research suggests the main factor leading to significant expansion of joint
budgeting is having a first child together. Even if couples stress marriage, or taking
out a mortgage, as turning points in expanding their joint financial area, the pres-
ence of a third person in the household, whose needs must be covered, prompts
pooling of resources, and increases solidarity between partners. This is also a cru-
cial reason for starting a joint account among cohabiting couples, as Krysia and
Jurek suggest:

Krysia: When we started to discuss taking out a mortgage, we had already talked

about having a joint account. Even if the bank hadn’t imposed it on us, we were

planning to do it, because in our reasoning – I don’t know if it was a good reasoning,

but we thought it would facilitate our functioning.

Jurek: We wanted to open a joint account, because the baby was already on its way.

Krysia: Yeah, besides, we were living together, and we had a household, but after the

baby was born we really started to have a joint household. We came to the conclusion

that it would be easier for us to control this money if we had one account.

Mortgages, and getting married, which are important factors in expanding a rela-
tionship’s time horizon, also contribute to expanding the joint financial area. Their
impact was observed among couples who were planning to marry, or buy a house.
Such plans encourage couples to begin mentally pooling funds that are in separate,
private accounts. Anna and Franek, who are married, live in a flat owned by Anna;
each has their own personal savings, which are treated as funds for their personal
expenses. However, as they discuss plans to purchase a larger flat, they begin to
combine their savings mentally, which includes the money they will receive from
selling Anna’s flat. The gradual expansion of their joint budgeting area extends
beyond current earnings, and spending, to include personal savings and wealth.

Future expectations (Beckert, 2016) influence money practices in the present,
shaping moral reasoning about what one can, or cannot, do with money that is
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allocated for joint spending in the future. A student couple, Kamil and Dagmara,
illustrate this phenomenon. After becoming engaged, they decided to assign a cer-
tain percentage of their salaries to joint savings, which were earmarked for a
large, costly wedding in the future. Kamil’s unexpected purchase of a motorbike
created a serious conflict. Dagmara believed that their mutual commitment
had been compromised and that Kamil had spent part of his regular wage that
should have gone to their joint savings. But when Kamil revealed that he had
bought the motorbike with money he had earned from overtime work on weekends
and evenings, and that the joint savings remained intact, the conflict disappeared.
Other couples create and maintain a zone of indeterminacy (Lainer-Vos, 2013),
which permits occasional irregularities, such as buying something without a
partner’s consent. Antoni B. and Blanka, who are married, describe an arrange-
ment that involved joint savings, while simultaneously allowing some financial
independence:

Antoni B.: Until we took out the mortgage, each of us had a separate account, but we

were already aware that the money we had in those accounts was joint.

Blanka: It was joint money, yes.

Antoni B.: We already had that awareness. But it was as if we had a certain freedom –

the freedom in our wallets.

Blanka: Yes. One could still buy something secretly.

The possibility of keeping an autonomous budgeting area, outside a partner’s
control, is one reason why couples keep their personal accounts even while grad-
ually expanding their joint finances. Balance is the governing rule here, and con-
cerns harmony between solidarity with the partner, and keeping some financial
independence.

Maintaining balance is also about avoiding full transparency, which is part of
the joint-money model. However, some couples are also concerned about avoiding
the temptation to exert control over a partner’s expenditures. Ania and Antoni, a
married couple living in an apartment bought on credit, discuss this problem:

Researcher: Why not have a joint account? Marriage, joint account . . .

Ania: It’s hard to make a surprise for another person, as they would see each move.

Besides, I don’t have to hide each purchase; I don’t necessarily have to confess to

Antoni that I bought mascara. Why should he know how much it costs? His heart

would hurt, my little miser.

Researcher: So, sometimes it’s better not to know certain things?

Ania: It’s better not to know in order to avoid conflicts. It’s cool to save on your own.

I don’t know why it gives me such pleasure that I earn that money and when I want to

buy something nice I can say, ‘I’ve got 1500 zlotys’. ‘How come?’ ‘I was saving’. That’s

so cool, but otherwise I would have no influence over that.

Antoni: You wouldn’t manage to save as two people . . .

Ania: No, that would be . . . I would be spying on his every move, I wouldn’t want that.
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Antoni: No, one expects some kind of privacy in many domains, including finance.

Researcher: Finance is a private matter?

Ania: A little bit, yes.

Antoni: It’s kind of private for me, because I go to work, I earn that money, and I’m

happy when a transfer from my employer comes and I manage it on my own. It’s

mine, and we chip in afterwards.

Somewhere in between using the 50–50 rule, and adopting the joint-money model,
couples struggle to find an ‘Aristotelian golden mean’, as Antoni described it. Such
arrangements are not about precisely equal division, and calculations, but about
embracing full transparency, and commitment. These interim arrangements are
about fulfilling both partners’ needs without making either feel exploited, and
finding that balance becomes harder when couples differ in their consumption
habits. A significant purchase made by one partner, followed by a purchase for
the same amount by the other partner (‘to make it fair’), often results in surpassing
the joint monthly budget. However, sometimes imbalances involve long-term cap-
ital assets, not just tit-for-tat personal purchases. For example, Piotrek and Daria,
who are engaged, had to decide whether it was just and fair to invest in a flat owned
only by one partner. This couple decided – while renovating and furnishing a flat
that Piotrek formally owned – that Piotrek would cover the renovation and fur-
nishing of the flat, such as the kitchen fittings, while Daria would invest her money
in movable furniture and objects she could take in case of a breakup.

When striving for balance, couples consider external factors and, instead of
engaging in calculation, they perform a ‘qualculation’, a situation-sensitive evalu-
ation when calculation is no longer possible (cf. Cochoy, 2008: 26). These ‘qualcu-
lations’ create blurred areas allowing couples to avoid feelings of unfairness, while
simultaneously ameliorating inequalities. Such blurred budgeting areas permit
partners to avoid precise settlements if one of them is unable to earn enough
money to cover household budgetary obligations. When one partner struggles to
pay off a loan, or experiences temporary unemployment or an illness, the other
partner takes over, meeting daily expenses several times in a row. In such situ-
ations, partners also give each other informal loans, whose size may grow over
time, with payback periods that gradually lengthen, since there is no need (or
capacity) to pay the debt quickly. At the same time, a tacit understanding emerges
that it might not be necessary to settle the debt at all. Thus ‘borrowing’ becomes
‘helping’, or simply ‘giving’.

Relational work (Zelizer, 2012) is certainly about generating meaning, but as my
analysis above shows, sometimes relational work is about blurring boundaries as
well. When couples face challenges in strictly following a 50–50 or joint-money
rule, they sometimes decide to avoid assigning unambiguous meanings to each and
every transaction. Rather, they engage in what Lainer-Vos (2013) has called (in a
different context) ‘blurring practices’, which allow couples to avoid defining situ-
ations in categories of domination or being dominated, and thus to continue a
relationship they feel is based on fairness. Income discrepancy, temporary
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unemployment or the lack of earnings it entails inspire a range of such blurring
practices, which couples use to avoid confrontation. Moreover, these efforts miti-
gate the significance of income imbalance, and consequently, of potential inequality
within the relationship. However, the preoccupation with inequality remains.

As our research progressed, some women revealed that they had agreed to pool
resources, and use a joint account, only because they wanted to avoid settling
accounts by the 50–50 rule, as such a settlement would have put them in an inferior
position given their lower income. At the same time, full transparency in spending
makes these women miss their former independence. However, having children
makes it hard for Polish couples to return to egalitarian practices – not only
with respect to housework (cf. Z_ adkowska and Szlendak, 2016), but, as my evi-
dence shows, with respect to money. Among participants using a joint-money
model, only Ola and Lukasz (married, no children) decided to withdraw from
joint budgeting and reinstate spheres of financial independence. The step was
initiated by Ola, who was promoted, and given a raise, at work but who was not
‘feeling that raise’ as her money was in a joint account. This move towards financial
independence was not without its own problems, however:

Ola: Something might break between us, as we will have separate accounts. There

could be something like someone might pay more and expect returns, or – I don’t

know – someone might say, ‘I paid a hundred zlotys more for a taxi a month ago’. [. . .]

I don’t know how it’s going to be. Should we buy things by paying with the joint

money or each one separately? Or should we pay for household (expenses) with the

main money, but for a face cream with mine? One is bad and so is the other.

This tension, or even struggle, between equality, independence and solidarity,
becomes more apparent among couples who have not reached an agreement, or
who have conflicting visions about what their ideal financial arrangement should be.

Krzysztof and Ania, the couple mentioned at the start of this article, are striving
to find a way to organise their financial life. While he insists on sharing their
obligations equally, in closer to a 50–50 model, she would prefer joining their
money completely, as they are a family raising two children together. Several
times over the course of our study, they openly discussed the discrepancy between
their approaches to money management. While the above evidence shows how the
idea of fairness changes over time in a household, as do the strategies for restoring
balance, this case suggests there is also much confusion about the rules of fairness,
or the fairness of the rules, especially in connection with turning points in a cou-
ple’s life together. Moreover, such negotiations are not always successful, though
the relationship continues.

Conclusion

This article has explored the normative concerns shaping the negotiation of finan-
cial arrangements of young middle-class couples in Poland. I have shown how,
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through relational work, couples use both moral and economic arguments to
debate the ‘right’ use of money in their household. I have argued that the practical
division of money into ‘mine’, ‘yours’ and ‘ours’ reflects the notion of what couples
running households together consider morally right. The focus on participants’
moral feelings and pragmatic beliefs about what is appropriate and moral
(Fourcade, 2017; Fourcade and Healy, 2007; Sayer, 2011) revealed that for
young, double-income, urban, middle-class couples in Poland, the ‘right’ use of
domestic money is connected with fairness, though the definition of what is ‘fair’
can shift greatly over a relationship’s course. Then, I showed the underlying mech-
anisms that shape changes in money practices related to specific life changes and
pointed out the importance of normative concerns in the household. This research
shows that fairness is a fragile accomplishment, a dynamic process. Household
financial arrangements are dynamic, as the rules of fairness are questioned, chal-
lenged and contested in relation to significant life changes. To determine what is
fair at a particular moment, couples create boundaries between what is calculated
and not calculated, explicit and implicit, secret and transparent, gender-neutral and
gender-sensitive, universal and particular.

Couples’ relational work when negotiating these rules of categorisation, division
and budgeting show that in setting the boundaries of ‘mine’, ‘yours’ or ‘ours’,
couples try to navigate between market and intimate logics. Preoccupied with
money’s corrosive potential (Zelizer, 2005), and constrained by moral beliefs and
expectations, couples monitor their mutual actions to determine what is ‘fair’ and
‘unfair’. As they perform this moral boundary drawing (Lamont, 1992; Sayer,
2005), not only do they negotiate between autonomy and solidarity in their rela-
tionship, they also establish their relations with the outside world. These findings
reinforce the importance of external socio-economic, and cultural, factors in shap-
ing relational work (Bandelj, 2015). For instance, household financial arrange-
ments are strongly influenced by a couple’s housing situation, and the Polish
property market, which drives young people towards mortgages (Halawa, 2015);
income inequality between men and women in the labour market; and social poli-
cies that provide 1-year paid maternity leave for women. However, couples try to
create a vision of themselves as financially autonomous, operating in a domestic
sphere distinct from the outside world. Thus, the pursuit of ‘fairness’ becomes a
private issue, regulated by mutually shared feelings, independent of outside social
and economic factors. Moreover, in the respondents’ views, achieving fairness is
about striving to generate the mutual feeling that their financial arrangement is
clear, right and fair. In practice, money and financial arrangements become a way
of demonstrating moral respectability by conformity to particular norms (equality,
independence and solidarity), as well as to gender roles and expectations.

The evidence gathered among the young urban middle class shows that as the
relationship progresses, couples change their money practices and their under-
standing of fairness. In the process of building mutual trust, couples navigate
from fairness understood as equality and independence, through a balance between
independence and solidarity, towards plain solidarity understood as financial
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jointness and mutual obligation. Events that prompt these shifts include having a
first child together, taking out a mortgage, and marriage. Family and ownership
remain important points of reference for life strategies among the young middle
class in Warsaw. I have shown how the pursuit of fairness – and egalitarian claims
driven by the idea of ‘partnership’ – is challenged by inequalities and confronted
with the pragmatics of everyday life. Further studies on conflict situations, includ-
ing breakups and divorces, might reveal more about household moral economy,
when money and family issues have to be negotiated and established anew.
Therefore, more research should be conducted into family–market relations, not
only in the post-communist countries but also in other modern societies operating
in a market economy in late capitalism.
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Pellandini-Simányi L (2014) Consumption Norms and Everyday Ethics. London: Palgrave

Macmillan.
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