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A major issue in classical fiqh is gender representation, where women are often 
positioned subordinate to men. Masāilun al-Nisā’ constructs female identities 
and domestic roles through the repetition of socio-religious norms. This study 
examines these performative mechanisms using Judith Butler’s framework to 
reveal both explicit and implicit gender biases. Employing a descriptive 
qualitative-interpretative approach, thematic analysis, and Butler’s gender 
performativity theory, the research analyzes primary texts and supporting 
literature to uncover constructions of women’s roles, identities, and 
subordination in domestic contexts. Findings indicate that Masāilun al-Nisā’ 
constructs female gender identities normatively and performatively within the 
Javanese context. While affirming moral-spiritual equality, the text prioritizes 
domestic roles. Butler’s perspective emphasizes that gender hierarchies are 
socially and religiously constructed, producing female identities recognized 
through piety, obedience, and domesticity, while reproducing patriarchal 
structures. These findings expand understanding of gender performativity in 
local fiqh texts, highlighting the interaction between religion and social 
construction. Practically, the study informs gender-sensitive religious curricula, 
revision of classical interpretations, and women’s empowerment in education, 
economic participation, and public engagement. 
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INTRODUCTION 
One of the important issues in classical fiqh studies is the presence of gender-biased 

representations, in which women are often positioned in a subordinate status compared to 
men. Fiqh functions as a primary foundation for Muslims in practicing religious teachings, 
especially for communities that do not have direct access to sources such as the Qur’an and 
Hadith (Yani et al., 2022). As a product of scholars’ ijtihād, fiqh serves as a bridge between 
religious texts and the social realities of the Muslim community (Suyadi et al., 2020). Fiqh 
rulings are subsequently disseminated through classical texts written in Arabic or pegon to 
facilitate public understanding, particularly within pesantren environments (Prayogi et al., 
2025). However, some classical fiqh texts contain perspectives that position women 
unequally (Gouda & Potrafke, 2016), despite the fundamental Islamic principles that uphold 
women’s dignity and justice (Marvi et al., 2025; Tadros & Shutt, 2024). Therefore, the 
unequal gender representations found in classical fiqh texts need to be critically examined, 
considering that these works are often treated as normative references in determining 
women’s roles and positions within both the family and society (Abou El Fadl, 2017). 

Research on women’s fiqh in Islam has been widely conducted, particularly regarding 
the construction of women’s roles and positions in the reference books of pesantren. Jufri & 
Jupri (2019) compared Uqudullujain and Yusuf Qardhawi’s Fiqh al-Nisa concerning working 
wives and found differing views on the obligation of a wife to obtain her husband’s 
permission. Abdurrohim & Ali (2019) revealed gender bias in Taqrib, especially concerning 
the restriction of women’s roles in marriage and judiciary matters. Gojali et al. (2020) 
showed that many pesantren still uphold conservative views about women. Moreover, Zali 
et al. (2024) emphasized the importance of communication, cooperation, and mutual 
consultation between husband and wife to achieve household harmony. Mayyadah (2021) 
identified three scholarly approaches (manhaj) in women’s fiqh: tasyaddud, tafrit/tahallul, 
and wasathiyah, with legal reasoning based on textual analysis, maqasid, social realities, and 
the psychological aspects of women. Widjaja (2023) highlighted that the struggle for 
women’s rights in Southeast Asia continues within the framework of Islamic law. These 
findings underscore the importance of gender-critical reading of classical texts. 

Although many studies have examined gender bias in various fiqh texts, specific 
research on Masāilun al-Nisā’, which explicitly focuses on women, remains very limited 
(Ahmad et al., 2024). This book is particularly relevant because it discusses women’s issues 
from adolescence to marital relations and contains socio-religious norms that have the 
potential to perpetuate gender inequality within the family (Njuki et al., 2022; Marlina et al., 
2025). Therefore, this study employs Judith Butler’s theory of performative gender 
construction as an analytical framework to examine how religious norms in the text shape 
and reproduce the subordination of women through the repetition of normative discourse 
(Sumadi & Nurteti, 2024). This approach enables a critical analysis of the influence of the 
text on women’s identities, roles, and positions within family structures (Abou El Fadl, 2017). 

This study aims to critically examine how Masāilun al-Nisā’ constructs women’s 
identities and roles through its religious narratives, as well as how the repeated norms 
within the text function to reproduce women’s subordinate positions within the family. By 
employing Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, this research seeks to explain the 
mechanisms through which the repetition of socio-religious norms limits women’s roles and 
identities, while also uncovering both explicit and implicit gender bias embedded in the text. 
Theoretically, this study contributes to the development of gender studies within Islamic 
scholarship, particularly in the critical reading of classical texts. Practically, the findings are 
expected to open space for more gender just and responsive interpretations, serving as a 
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reference for developing a more egalitarian understanding of women’s fiqh within the family 
and society. 

This study concludes that Masāilun al-Nisā’ shapes women’s identities and roles 
through religious narratives that normatively affirm women’s subordinate position within 
the family. The repetition of social and religious norms in the text functions as a 
performative mechanism that reproduces gender constructions, as explained through Judith 
Butler’s theoretical framework. The findings indicate that norms related to obedience, 
restrictions on women’s roles in the domestic sphere, and the regulation of husband wife 
relations appear repeatedly, thereby reinforcing particular social positions for women. Based 
on these findings, this study formulates key questions: how Masāilun al-Nisā’ constructs 
women’s identities and roles through its religious narratives; how Butler’s theory of gender 
performativity explains the reproduction of subordinate roles; and which norms are 
repeatedly articulated and what their impacts are on the construction of women’s gender 
roles within the family. 

 
METHOD 

Research Approach 
This study employs a qualitative descriptive interpretative approach with a primary 

focus on the analysis of Masāilun al-Nisā’. This approach is chosen to explore the 
construction of meaning within the text in a deep and critical manner, as emphasized by 
Ahmed et al. (2025), who highlight the importance of contextual understanding in qualitative 
analysis. The study is directed toward rereading women’s gender roles and identities within 
the domestic sphere of the family, paying close attention to the interaction between 
language, religious norms, and social practices. This approach is consistent with Judith 
Butler’s theory of gender performativity (1988), which asserts that gender is not an essential 
or innate identity, but is formed through social practices reproduced through language, 
actions, and cultural norms. This perspective is further supported by McKinlay (2010) as well 
as Jenkins and Finneman (2017), who demonstrate that gender identity is shaped through 
social interaction and the repetition of norms, thereby producing particular social positions. 
Accordingly, this approach enables a critical analysis of how religious texts contribute to the 
construction of gender within family life. 

Data Sources and Analysis Units 
The primary data of this study are derived from Masāilun al-Nisā’, particularly the 

chapters and sections that discuss domestic law, women’s roles, and husband–wife 
relations. The selection of these units of analysis is based on their relevance to the research 
focus on gender construction. In addition, secondary literature is employed as supporting 
data to ensure the validity of the interpretation and to provide a comparative perspective. 
By determining specific units of analysis, this study is able to more precisely identify how 
women’s gender roles and identities are framed through religious discourse. 

Data Collection Techniques 
Data collection was conducted through an in-depth literature review of Masāilun al-

Nisā’ as the primary source. The reading was carried out both textually and contextually, 
with the aim of identifying textual sections that construct representations of women’s roles, 
whether implicitly or explicitly (Bingham, 2023). This study also takes into account the 
historical and social context of the text, including its temporal background, cultural setting, 
and prevailing social norms at the time of its composition, in order to ensure a more 
accurate and context-sensitive interpretation. This approach enables the researcher not only 
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to read the text literally, but also to uncover the underlying meanings embedded in the 
norms and social practices represented in the book. 

Data Analysis 
The data were analyzed using thematic analysis (Ayre & McCaffery, 2022). The 

analytical process began with textual coding, involving close and in-depth reading of the text 
and assigning labels to significant segments related to gender representation (Assarroudi et 
al., 2018). These codes were then grouped into broader categories or themes to identify 
patterns and structures of meaning (Green et al., 2007). Critical analysis was subsequently 
conducted using Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity to interpret how gender 
norms are formed and reproduced through religious discourse. For example, the phrase “the 
wife is obliged to obey” was analyzed as a performative act that reinforces women’s 
subordination within domestic practices. To ensure the validity of the findings, this study 
employed triangulation through secondary literature, peer review, and an audit trail, 
thereby enhancing the credibility and trustworthiness of the data interpretation. 

Research Procedures 
The research procedure was conducted systematically. The initial stage involved 

identifying relevant chapters or themes in Masāilun al-Nisā’. Subsequently, significant 
textual segments were coded using thematic analysis. These codes were then grouped into 
major themes related to the construction of gender roles. The next stage consisted of critical 
analysis by applying the theory of gender performativity to uncover the performative 
processes underlying representations of women. The final stage involved drawing 
conclusions regarding how the text reproduces and normalizes gender norms within the 
institution of the family. This systematic procedure ensures that the research is conducted in 
a clear manner and that its findings are academically accountable. 

Ethical Considerations 
This study takes into account the sensitivity of religious texts by maintaining respect 

for the values embodied in the book, preserving interpretive neutrality, and avoiding 
interpretations that marginalize any party. The researcher seeks to interpret the text 
objectively without altering its original context, while ensuring that discussions of women’s 
gender roles are presented critically yet remain respectful of religious traditions. 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Results 
Normative construction of women's roles in Masāilun al-Nisa  

The findings of this study indicate that Masāilun al-Nisā’ by Misbah bin Zainul Mustofa 
represents a distinctive pattern of Javanese pesantren Islamic thought that is responsive to 
women’s issues while simultaneously transcending the patriarchal cultural boundaries of its 
time. The book functions not only as a text of women’s fiqh, but also as a medium for 
transmitting contextualized Islamic normative values, with the use of Javanese Pegon serving 
as an inclusive pedagogical strategy. 

Substantively, Masāilun al-Nisā’ presents a dialectic between the moral spiritual 
equality of women and men and the biological and legal distinctions acknowledged within 
Islamic law. A key finding of this study lies in how the text legitimizes women’s public roles 
particularly in education, economic activities, and caregiving professions on the basis of 
social necessity (maṣlaḥah) and the concept of farḍ kifāyah. This approach can be 
considered progressive within the cultural context of Javanese society in the 1980s. 
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Figure 1 
Conceptual Framework of Women’s Roles in Masāilun al-Nisa 

 
 
                  
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The findings indicate that Masāilun al-Nisā’ consistently affirms the moral spiritual 

equality of women and men as its primary normative foundation. This equality is 
constructed through classical Islamic concepts such as taqwā, amānah, and individual moral 
responsibility, rather than through the framework of modern feminism. Through this 
approach, women are positioned as autonomous ethical and religious subjects, possessing 
full capacity for moral decision-making and religious practice, while rejecting the reduction 
of women to merely passive domestic actors. 

At the same time, the text acknowledges biological and legal distinctions related to 
menstruation, postpartum bleeding, religious obligations, jihad, inheritance, and polygamy. 
These distinctions are understood as contextual functions of Islamic law rather than as 
expressions of a value hierarchy between the sexes. Such distinctions serve to regulate the 
distribution of roles and responsibilities proportionally, without negating women’s social 
capacities. These findings underscore that differences within Islamic law, as represented in 
Masāilun al-Nisā’, are functional in nature and are not intended to restrict women’s 
participation in the social sphere. 

Furthermore, Masāilun al-Nisā’ explicitly legitimizes women’s public roles based on 
social necessity through the frameworks of maṣlaḥah and farḍ kifāyah. Women are viewed 
not only as permitted, but in certain circumstances as obligated, to be involved in fields such 
as education, economic activities, and caregiving professions that cannot be performed by 
men, including bathing deceased women and midwifery practices. 

Within the Javanese cultural context, which traditionally restricted women’s mobility 
through practices such as pingitan, this line of argumentation functions as a religious 
counter-discourse that opens ethical and legitimate spaces for women’s participation in 
society. At the same time, it presents a model of pesantren-based Islamic thought that is 
contextual and relatively progressive. 
 
Dress codes and binary gender production in the book Masāilun al-Nisā’ 

The findings of this study indicate that Masāilun al-Nisā’ functions not only as a 
normative fiqh text regulating women’s behavior, but also as a discursive mechanism that 
shapes gender identity. Through the regulation of the body and dress, the text actively 
reproduces the boundaries of binary gender that are legitimized by religious authority. 
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By employing Judith Butler’s theory of performativity, these findings suggest that 
gender identity in Masāilun al-Nisā’ is not understood as an autonomous psychological or 
biological expression, but rather as the result of regulative practices that are socially and 
religiously repeated through fiqh and hadith discourse. 

Table 1 
Thematic Findings on Gender Regulation in Masāilun al-Nisa’ 

Main Theme Description of Findings Normative Basis Gender Implications 

Regulation of 
Body and Dress 

Clothing is positioned as a 
primary marker of gender 
identity, requiring a clear 
distinction between male and 
female appearance 

Hadith prohibiting 
tashabbuh (cross-
gender imitation) 

Women’s bodies become 
objects of moral and 
religious surveillance 

Religious 
Textual 
Authority 

Hadiths are repeatedly cited and 
interpreted literally to justify 
dress regulations 

Hadith narrated by 
Aisha and Ibn Abbas 

Dress norms are 
legitimized as absolute 
religious truths 

Reproduction of 
Binary Gender 

Masculinity and femininity are 
constructed as fixed and 
opposing categories 

Textual fiqh-based 
interpretation 

Binary gender distinctions 
appear natural and 
unquestionable 

Social Discipline 
of Women 

Deviations from dress norms are 
labeled as moral and religious 
violations 

Religious authority in 
pesantren contexts 

Restriction of women’s 
autonomy over bodily 
expression 

Gender 
Performativity 

Gender identity is constituted 
through repetitive, regulated 
dress practices 

Religious norms as 
regulatory practices 

Gender identity emerges 
as an effect of normative 
repetition 

 
The analysis of Masāilun al-Nisā’ demonstrates that dress regulations particularly 

prohibitions against women wearing clothing resembling men’s attire function as 
performative practices that regulate gender identity. Through explicit hadith on tasyabbuh, 
clothing is framed not as personal choice but as a moral and religious marker. Within Judith 
Butler’s framework, these rules operate as regulatory practices that produce gender identity 
through repeated enforcement and religious legitimation, shaping how women’s bodies and 
expressions are understood and judged. 

Moreover, the text illustrates how religious authority naturalizes binary gender 
distinctions by portraying gender nonconformity as moral deviance. Gender identity 
emerges not as an internal or biological essence, but as a social construction produced 
through fiqh discourse, communal surveillance, and pesantren norms. Dress prohibitions 
thus function as symbolic power, disciplining women’s bodies while reinforcing patriarchal 
and binary gender systems in Muslim societies. 
 
The domestic role of women in the book Masāilun al-Nisa’   

The findings of this study indicate that Masāilun al-Nisā’ constructs an understanding 
of gender through a framework that naturalizes women’s roles, particularly by positioning 
women within the domestic sphere. Gender is presented as something that appears natural 
or given, in which differences in roles between men and women are explained as direct 
consequences of their respective innate natures (ṭabīʿah). Within this construction, women 
are understood to possess inherent characteristics such as meticulousness, gentleness, and 
patience, which are then used as normative grounds for positioning women as household 
managers, child educators, and companions to their husbands. This approach demonstrates 
how fiqh texts do not merely regulate social roles, but also produce meanings of gender 
through religious legitimation. 
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Table 2 
Naturalization of Women's Domestic Roles in Masāilun al-Nisa’ 

Main Theme Description of Findings Normative Basis Gender Implications 

Naturalization of 
Gender Roles 

Women’s domestic roles are 
framed as natural and inherent 
to their biological identity 

Concept of thabi‘at 
(natural disposition) 

Domestic labor is perceived 
as women’s primary and 
proper domain 

Moral Construction 
of Femininity 

Women are characterized as 
meticulous, gentle, and 
nurturing 

Religious–moral 
discourse 

Femininity is associated 
with care, obedience, and 
moral responsibility 

Centrality of 
Domestic Sphere 

Household management and 
child-rearing are defined as 
women’s core duties 

Fiqh-based 
normative 
assumptions 

Public roles become 
secondary or conditional for 
women 

Conditional Public 
Participation 

Women may work or pursue 
education if necessary and 
morally safe 

Religious 
permissibility 
discourse 

Women’s public roles 
remain subordinate to 
domestic obligations 

Gender 
Complementarity 

Women are positioned as 
supporters of husbands and 
family stability 

Complementary 
gender ideology 

Reinforcement of 
hierarchical but normalized 
gender relations 

 
The analysis of Masāilun al-Nisā’ shows that women’s placement in the domestic 

sphere is framed not as socially constructed but as a consequence of their natural 
disposition (ṭabīʿah). Traits such as meticulousness and gentleness are depicted as naturally 
directing women toward household management and child-rearing, normalizing gendered 
divisions of labor. While the text allows women to pursue work and education, such 
participation is conditional, subordinate, and justified only when it does not conflict with 
domestic duties or idealized femininity. Women’s engagement in the public sphere is 
therefore treated as an exception rather than an autonomous right, continually negotiated 
alongside household obligations. Overall, Masāilun al-Nisā’ integrates religious legitimation 
with a complementary gender ideology, constructing women as primary moral actors within 
the family while naturalizing domestic roles as essential to their identity. This framework 
perpetuates hierarchical gender relations, masking them as natural order and reinforcing 
gender-based role divisions in Javanese Muslim society. 
 
Naturalization of masculine authority in husband-wife relations in the Masāilun al-Nisā 

The analysis of Masāilun al-Nisā’ shows that husband wife relations are constructed 
through a normative fiqh framework that positions men as the primary holders of authority 
within the household. Male superiority is legitimized through textual interpretations of 
religious sources, particularly the verse “wa li al-rijāli ʿalayhinna darajah” (Qur’an 2:228), 
which is understood as a theological basis for male leadership and decision-making rights. 
This authority is attached to biological sex rather than to individual ethical or rational 
capacity, thereby presenting gender hierarchy as a natural and religious order. 

Although the text employs a discourse of balance between rights and obligations, this 
balance is asymmetrical. Women’s rights and duties are constructed within a framework of 
service, obedience, and domestic management, while men are positioned as directors and 
decision-makers. Within this framework, women’s obedience to their husbands is 
understood not merely as a social norm, but also as an indicator of religious piety. 

Moreover, Masāilun al-Nisā’ reproduces the ideal female identity through the 
regulation of domestic practices and women’s bodies, such as the obligation to serve one’s 
husband, maintain physical appearance, and adjust religious practices according to the 
husband’s permission. These practices operate as gender performances that are normatively 



Husna, F. M., Wahyuni, I., & Masuwd, M. 
Gender construction in the classical fiqh book Masāil al-Nisā’: Analysis from Judith Butler’s perspective 

DOI: 10.35719/annisa.v18i2.315   l   Vol 18, No 2, (2025)   l   158 

repeated, thereby linking women’s piety to domestic obedience and subordination within a 
patriarchal family structure. 

Table 3 
Discursive Construction of Gender Hierarchy in Masāilun al-Nisa’ 

Theme Textual Basis Discursive Function Gender Implication 

Scriptural Male 
Authority 

Interpretation of darajah (Q. 
2:228) 

Naturalizes male 
leadership 

Legitimizes hierarchical 
marriage 

Asymmetrical 
Complementarity 

“Balanced rights and duties” 
discourse 

Masks inequality as 
harmony 

Normalizes female 
obedience 

Domestic 
Femininity 

Service, beauty, sexual 
availability 

Regulates women’s 
bodies 

Defines piety through 
submission 

Conditional 
Religious Agency 

Worship tied to husband’s 
consent 

Controls female 
spirituality 

Subordinates women’s 
autonomy 

 
Overall, Masāilun al-Nisā’ reproduces a patriarchal family model through mechanisms 

of sacred textual legitimation, the language of complementarity, and the regulation of 
women’s domestic practices. Women’s gender identity is constructed as a performance of 
piety that is bound to obedience to the husband, such that failure to fulfill domestic roles is 
perceived not only as a social violation but also as a form of religious deviation. These 
findings underscore that fiqh does not merely regulate family relations, but actively 
produces and stabilizes gender hierarchies in everyday life. 
 
Discussion 
Performativity, fiqh, and the construction of gender in Masāilun al-Nisa’ 

The findings of this study indicate that Masāilun al-Nisā’ represents a normative and 
contextual construction of gender. The text affirms the moral spiritual equality of men and 
women within the framework of Islamic law, while simultaneously establishing biological 
and legal distinctions that are extended into the regulation of social roles, particularly within 
the domestic sphere. Women are constructed as religious subjects who are moral and 
responsible for caregiving and family harmony, based on naturalized assumptions about 
gentleness and meticulousness (Htun & Weldon, 2015). The equality articulated in the text is 
therefore conditional, as it continues to operate within role structures determined by fiqh 
norms and local Javanese cultural values (Shuhufi & Purkon, 2023). 

From the perspective of Judith Butler’s theory of performativity, the gender 
construction in Masāilun al-Nisā’ does not reflect a fixed biological essence, but is formed 
through discursive practices that are repeatedly enacted and religiously legitimized 
(McKinlay, 2010; Nussbaumer et al., 2024). Fiqh norms function as regulatory practices that 
govern how women “ought” to behave, work, and assume roles within both the family and 
society (Dawood, 2024). Through the repetition of discourse on domestic obedience and the 
religious legitimation of women’s public roles based on farḍ kifāyah, women’s gender 
identity is performatively produced and appears as something natural and inevitable (Butler, 
1990; Utami et al., 2022). This process aligns with Butler’s argument that gender identity 
does not precede social practice, but is instead generated through the repetition of norms 
that gain social recognition. 

Within the patriarchal socio-cultural context of Javanese society, Masāilun al-Nisā’ can 
be read as a negotiated text between Islamic teachings and local cultural realities. Amid 
practices that restrict women’s mobility, such as pingitan, the text opens a space for 
religious legitimation of women’s involvement in education and economic activities, 
particularly when required by social necessity (Iqbal et al., 2022). However, this flexibility 
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remains situated within a hegemonic binary gender framework, meaning that women’s 
public roles do not fully dismantle existing hierarchical structures. Thus, Masāilun al-Nisā’ 
functions not only as a women’s fiqh text, but also as an instrument for the production of 
gender identity that is regulated through religious norms and performatively reproduced 
within Javanese Muslim society (Sangidu et al., 2024). 
 
Regulating gender through religious discourse, dress codes, and female piety 

The results of the analysis indicate that Masāilun al-Nisā’ functions not only as a 
normative fiqh text, but also as a discursive mechanism that produces and reproduces 
women’s gender identity through the regulation of dress. The prohibition against women 
wearing clothing that resembles men’s attire, and vice versa, operates as a performative 
practice that repeatedly and normatively affirms the boundaries of binary gender (Jager, 
2025). Within Butler’s theory of performativity, such dress regulations do not reflect a 
natural gender essence, but rather constitute gender identity through the repetition of acts 
that are religiously legitimized (Butler, 1988; Butler, 1990). Consequently, clothing is 
positioned not merely as a moral issue, but as a symbolic instrument that constructs 
women’s piety through compliance with prescribed norms of femininity. 

Conceptually, the relationships among the elements in these findings reveal both 
direct and mediating mechanisms. Textually interpreted hadith discourse functions as a 
structural variable that directly shapes dress norms, while religious authority and social 
institutions such as pesantren act as mediators that ensure the reproduction of these norms 
through bodily surveillance and discipline. This process is further moderated by a patriarchal 
cultural context that links women’s piety to physical appearance and symbolic obedience 
(Leiliyanti et al., 2022). From Butler’s perspective, it is precisely these socially sanctioned and 
repeatedly enacted dress practices that produce the illusion of gender as something stable 
and natural, whereas in reality it is an effect of regulatory practices that are continuously 
reiterated (Adrian, 2015). 

These findings both reinforce and extend previous studies on gender bias in fiqh texts 
and Islamic religious traditions that tend to normalize women’s subordination through 
symbols of piety (Sumadi, 2018; Sangidu et al., 2024). The novelty of this study lies in its 
reading of Masāilun al-Nisā’ through the lens of gender performativity, demonstrating that 
dress regulation is not merely a reflection of religious norms, but a form of power practice 
that socially and culturally constructs gender identity. Within the context of Javanese 
Muslim society and pesantren traditions, such dress prohibitions intersect with local cultural 
values that place women within a more tightly regulated moral space than men (Ansor, 
2016; Smith-Hefner, 2025). However, in contemporary social realities characterized by 
women’s mobility and practical needs, these rigid gender constructions become 
problematic, as they overlook the fluid, contextual, and performative nature of gender as 
emphasized by Butler (1990).  

 
Performativity, domesticity, and religious construction of female gender 

The main findings of this study show that Masāilun al-Nisā’ systematically represents 
gender as something that appears natural, particularly through the positioning of women 
within the domestic sphere. Women are constructed as possessing innate qualities such as 
meticulousness, gentleness, and patience, which are then used to legitimize domestic 
responsibilities, childrearing, and companionship toward husbands (Mustofa, n.d.). Thus, the 
text does not merely contain fiqh norms, but also functions as a discursive instrument that 
produces an ideal gender identity. In line with Butler (1990), what is described in the text as 
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“women’s fiṭrah” is in fact the result of the repeated enactment of socio-religious norms 
that are continuously reproduced until they appear natural. In other words, women’s 
domesticity is not a consequence of biological essence, but rather the outcome of a socially 
performed role institutionalized through religious authority (Chan & Di, 2024). 

An analysis of the mechanisms linking the variables reveals both direct and mediating 
interactions among religious discourse, gendered role division, and the internalization of 
women’s identities. Religious discourse operates directly by framing domestic roles as 
women’s religious obligations, while also functioning mediately through cultural values and 
social institutions that reinforce the gender-based division between domestic and public 
spheres (Assyltay, 2024; Sharabi et al., 2025). Within Butler’s framework (1988, 1990), this 
process can be understood as a stylization of the body, namely the repetition of actions, 
gestures, and domestic responsibilities that creates the illusion of a stable and “natural” 
female identity. These norms simultaneously generate disciplinary mechanisms: women who 
deviate from domestic roles are positioned as straying from both piety and social norms. 
Thus, gender regulation in this context operates through the normalization of practices that 
are repeatedly enacted and religiously legitimized, rather than through explicit coercion. 

Within the existing literature, these findings both reinforce and extend studies on 
gender bias in classical and traditional fiqh texts. In line with Dewi (2016), this study affirms 
that the construction of women’s domesticity in Masāilun al-Nisā’ is closely linked to the 
ideology of state ibuism that was dominant in the 1980s, when women were positioned 
primarily as mothers and companions to their husbands. The novelty of this research lies in 
its performative reading of a Javanese fiqh text written in pegon script, demonstrating how 
local religious texts function as media for the production of hegemonic gender identities. In 
comparison with representations of women in national struggles and political participation 
(Siswantari et al., 2024), Masāilun al-Nisā’ presents a more subtle legitimation of patriarchy, 
as it is wrapped in the discourse of piety. Thus, gender in religious texts is not a reflection of 
biological reality, but rather the product of performative construction shaped by the 
surrounding social, cultural, and institutional contexts (Leca & Cruz, 2021). 
 
Performativity and gender hierarchy in Masāilun al-Nisa’ household roles 

The findings of this study indicate that Masāilun al-Nisā’ does not merely contain 
family norms, but systematically constructs a hierarchical gender configuration through 
religious legitimation. Husband wife relations are framed within an unequal structure of 
authority, in which men are positioned as decision-making subjects while women are 
assigned comprehensive domestic roles (Cui et al., 2023; Widiastuti et al., 2024). The 
interpretation of Qur’an 2:228, particularly the phrase wa li al-rijāli ʿalayhinna darajah, 
serves as a theological foundation for the naturalization of male superiority within the 
household. Within this construction, women’s obedience is understood not only as a social 
obligation, but also as an indicator of religious piety (Saefudin et al., 2023). Consequently, 
female identity is shaped through a series of moral, emotional, and sexual demands that are 
normatively attached to women. Butler’s theory of performativity helps explain that this 
configuration is not an expression of biological destiny, but rather the result of the repeated 
enactment of religious discourse and practices that continually affirm particular gender 
identities as “natural” and “correct” (Butler, 1988). 

Furthermore, these findings demonstrate that religious discourse functions as a 
mediating mechanism between normative texts and everyday gender relations. Religious 
interpretation does not operate neutrally; instead, it mediates the formation of power 
relations by defining the boundaries of roles, responsibilities, and authority within the family 
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(Vermeer, 2014; Abidin, 2020). Male authority operates directly through textual 
legitimation, while domestic obligations and obedience function as mechanisms of 
internalization that lead women to accept hierarchical structures as moral normality. 
However, this dynamic does not occur within a static social context. Contemporary social 
changes particularly the increasing participation of women in the public sphere introduce 
moderating factors that begin to destabilize traditional gender performances (Aulia et al., 
2024; Bellani & Hidalgo-Hidalgo, 2025). Nevertheless, the findings show that such shifts 
often result in a double burden, as domestic roles continue to be attached to women as 
standards of piety, both socially and religiously (Howes et al., 2024; Kidd et al., 2025). 

In relation to previous scholarship, this study confirms that gender perspectives in 
Masāilun al-Nisā’ are consistent with the mainstream of classical fiqh, which positions 
women in domestic and subordinate roles, as also found in ʿUqūd al-Lujayn, Fatḥ al-Muʿīn, 
and al-Majmūʿ (Rohmah & Malik, 2022). However, the principal contribution of this research 
lies in its critical reading through the lens of gender performativity, which reveals that such 
hierarchies are historical and discursive rather than natural or innate. In the contemporary 
Indonesian context, this patriarchal discursive legacy continues to be reproduced through 
religious sermons, social media, and Islamic educational institutions, thereby extending its 
influence within everyday husband wife relations (Rosyid, 2020). Therefore, an analysis of 
Masāilun al-Nisā’ is important not only for understanding gender constructions in classical 
Islamic literature, but also for opening space for religious reinterpretations that are more 
responsive to principles of gender justice and the realities of modern family life (Langaji et 
al., 2024; Fakhyadi et al., 2025). 

The findings also expand the application of gender performativity theory (Butler, 1988, 
1990) within the context of local fiqh texts, demonstrating that gender identity is not 
essential but is formed through the repetition of religious and social norms. By integrating 
perspectives from fiqh, local culture, and domestic practices, this study highlights how 
hierarchical gender relations are produced through the interaction between religious 
discourse and social construction in shaping women’s identities. Practically, these results 
support the development of religious education curricula and gender literacy programs that 
are sensitive to local norms, including in pesantren. They also recommend revisiting 
interpretations of classical texts to support women’s public participation, egalitarian 
approaches to dress codes, and women’s empowerment in economic and educational 
spheres without undermining religious values. 

This study has limitations, as it analyzes Masāilun al-Nisā’ only within the Javanese 
socio-cultural context; therefore, generalization to other Muslim communities requires 
further investigation involving additional texts and cases. Future research is encouraged to 
examine the implementation of gender norms in everyday life, including women’s roles in 
both domestic and public spheres. Comparative studies of women-focused fiqh texts across 
different regions could offer cross-cultural insights. Moreover, future research may explore 
the influence of digital media and contemporary social practices on the construction and 
performativity of women’s gender identities in order to better understand shifts in religious 
and social norms. 
 
CONCLUSION  

This study concludes that Masāilun al-Nisā’ systematically constructs female gender 
identities through normative and performative mechanisms within the Javanese socio-
cultural context. Although it affirms moral-spiritual equality, the text prioritizes domestic 
roles, positioning women as child caregivers, household managers, and maintainers of family 
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harmony. Through the repetition of religious discourse, dress codes, and ritual practices, 
gender norms are naturalized, making hierarchies appear inevitable. Judith Butler’s 
performativity perspective shows that these norms are not biologically essential but are 
shaped through social and religious practices, reinforced by institutional and cultural 
authority. While limited public participation offers some flexibility, patriarchal structures 
remain dominant, producing socially recognized female identities through piety, obedience, 
and domesticity. Thus, Masāilun al-Nisā’ functions as a classical fiqh instrument that 
legitimizes and reproduces hierarchical gender relations in contemporary Javanese Muslim 
society. 
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