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ABSTRACT

Background: The phenomenon of online taaruf has emerged as an alternative method of finding a spouse in the
digital age, widely used by Muslim youth. Its scope in the virtual world has brought this phenomenon into new
dynamics in gender relations, differing from traditional taaruf. Methods: Through qualitative methods by
interviewing 13 informants and using NVivo as a data analysis tool, as well as gender performativity theory, this
study aims to explore the performance and expectations of gender roles during online taaruf, their changes after
marriage, as well as participants’ views on polygamy and how gender differences influence differing
perspectives on such practices. Findings: The findings of this study indicate that women tend to present a
feminine image, capable of performing domestic tasks, and patient. Meanwhile, men more often showcase
leadership, responsibility, and authority. Conclusion: This study concludes that online taaruf reinforces
traditional gender roles based on religious norms, where there is an imbalance of authority between men and
women. These findings emphasize the urgency of gender-based digital literacy. Novelty/Originality of this
article: The novelty of this study lies in applying gender performativity theory to understand how participants
in digital taaruf perform and negotiate their gender roles, how these performances shift after marriage, and how
gender differences shape perceptions of polygamy in the digital era.
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1. Introduction

In social life, marriage serves as the initial and obligatory step in establishing a family
relationship (Khatun et al., 2022). In Indonesia, marriage has long been regulated since
ancient times by customary laws, including religious laws. It was only after gaining
independence that Indonesia succeeded in legalizing marriage through Law Number 1 of
1974 concerning Marriage, commonly known as the Marriage Law (Pemerintah Republik
Indonesia, 1974). In the past, marriages were entirely arranged by parents, including the
selection of a prospective spouse, as was common during the 1950s and 1960s (Hefner,
2005). Over time, this arranged marriage practice gradually shifted toward the Western-
style dating system, wherein individuals choose their partners independently rather than
through parental arrangement. However, Islam, as the majority religion in Indonesia,
regards dating or being alone with the opposite sex as sinful and morally inappropriate
behavior (Hefner, 2005). Consequently, Islam has come to serve as a mediating force
between traditional arranged marriages and modern dating trends through the
introduction of the ta’aruf concept (Hefner, 2017).
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Ta’aruf has become increasingly practiced among Indonesian Muslim youth as a middle
ground for finding a spouse without engaging in dating (Hefner, 2017). Today, ta’aruf is no
longer viewed merely as a form of religious observance but has evolved into a social
phenomenon, giving rise to communities and distinctive cultural trends (Handayani, 2022).
Technological advancements have also brought significant transformations to
matchmaking practices, including ta’aruf. In the digital era, a new form known as online
ta’aruf has emerged, enabling individuals to seek potential partners through digital
platforms. This form of ta’aruf has also reshaped the modes of communication between
prospective partners (Rochadiat et al., 2018).

Scholarly research on taaruf has been conducted from various perspectives, with
Islamic religious perspectives being the most dominant (Dhiya et al., 2024; Ghufrani et al,,
2024; Nisa, 2021). Islamic teachings regulate the concept of taaruf through the Qur'an and
figh munakahat, which permits online taaruf under specific conditions (Dhiya et al., 2024).
While taaruf is considered an effective means of selecting partners in accordance with
Islamic teachings (Ghufrani et al., 2024; Saleh et al., 2025), it also carries potential risks of
gharar or loss (Dhiya et al., 2024; Rahim et al., 2023).

The proliferation of taaruf practices has generated business opportunities through the
commodification of religion (Hidayat et al., 2024; Saifullah, 2018), mirroring dating
applications such as Tinder that commodify users' emotions (Illouz & Kotliar, 2022). Within
the Indonesian context, taaruf is inseparable from cultural and political influences,
exemplified by the Gerakan Tarbiyah's utilization of taaruf for socio-political Islamization
(Asyari & Husnul Abid, 2016), as well as its alignment with traditional Javanese culture that
discourages dating prior to marriage (Hefner, 2017; Hefner, 2005).

However, research specifically examining online taaruf from a gender perspective
remains limited. Hefner (2017; 2005) argues that taaruf practices in Indonesia have
transformed from traditional practices that disadvantaged women to more moderate forms,
while Surur et al. (2024) found that these practices can perpetuate gender domination. No
studies have specifically investigated gender performance in online taaruf processes and
their transformations following marriage. Similarly, although taaruf platforms frequently
accommodate interests in polygamy (Fathurrahman & Zulhaqqi, 2020; Sari, 2023; Surur et
al,, 2024)No research has examined the perspectives of male and female taaruf participants
on this practice.

This study addresses these gaps by investigating the gender performances and
expectations displayed by online taaruf participants and their transformations after
marriage, as well as participants' perspectives on polygamy and how gender differences
shape divergent views on this practice. Hefner, (2017) notes that within the ta’aruf process,
both prospective partners retain the capacity to negotiate certain boundaries of patriarchy.
In the context of differing gender dynamics, male participants in ta’aruf tend to act as risk-
takers, whereas female participants are generally more risk-averse (Surur et al.,, 2024).

Using a qualitative approach, the researcher conducted interviews with 12 informants
who had participated in online ta’aruf through a digital platform called @akadprojectid,
including both single and married individuals, as well as 1 informant who served as the
platform's administrator. The selection of @akadprojectid was based on its stringent
participant screening process, which ensures that members adhere to the Salafi manhaj.
Unfortunately, the researcher was unable to obtain precise data regarding the total number
of active participants on the Akad Project, whether those who remain active members or
those who have since married.

Adherence to the Salafi manhaj is one of the key requirements for participants in the
Akad Project’s ta’aruf program. Distinct from the broader cultural norms commonly
observed in Indonesia, the Salafi manhaj constructs its own unique gender dynamics. Within
this framework, women are regarded as aurat, entities that must be concealed, and as
potential sources of fitnah (temptation). Consequently, it is deemed impermissible for
women to travel frequently without a male guardian, to wear perfume, or to use makeup.
Moreover, within the household, women are positioned as servants to their husbands and
are prohibited from leaving the home without their husbands’ permission. In contrast, men
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are viewed as leaders and primary breadwinners (Mundzir, 2021). This group also
frequently promotes the practice of polygamy as one of the righteous paths to attaining
paradise (Wahyudi & Wahyudin, 2021).

Many Indonesian Muslims have converted to or aligned themselves with this group, a
transformation commonly referred to as hijrah, which denotes a form of spiritual migration
(Rosyidah & Damastuti, 2023). One of the key practices consistently promoted within the
hijrah movement is ta’aruf (Rosyidah & Damastuti, 2023). Akad Project is one such ta’aruf
platform that provides a space for hijrah adherents, not only to seek marriage partners but
also to pursue polygamous relationships. The requirements for participating in ta’aruf on
the Akad Project are consistent with Salafi manhaj traditions, such as adherence to Salafi
teachings and a willingness to observe ta’aruf practices aligned with Islamic norms as
interpreted within the Salafi framework. The platform also explicitly encourages and
promotes polygamy, viewing it as an integral part of Islamic law.

One of the key theories in gender studies is Judith Butler’s Theory of Gender
Performativity. In Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990), Butler
argues that gender is not a fixed identity but rather the result of repeated actions shaped by
social and cultural norms. Gender is neither natural nor essential; instead, it is continuously
produced and reproduced through behaviors and interactions that conform to societal
expectations (Butler, 1993a; He, 2017; Kakoliris, 2025).

Gender as a repetitive action that
establishes social identity. not an
herent essence. Gender must be
repeatedly affirmed by performing
feminine or masculine behaviors.

Gender is shaped by norms that create
Basic Concepts of Gender a framework that limits how gender

Performativity can be expressed.

Agency is limited by social
structures; individuals negotiate
roles throngh performance.

Digital taaruf is a structured introduction
process in the Islamic context that mediates
long-distance gender interactions through
digital intermediaries.

The Theory of Gender The purpose of taaruf

Performativy in emphasizes the seriousness,
Taaruf . eligibility, and compatibility of

Characteristics of
Digital Taaruf as a

Gender roles are emphasized through
self-descriptions in resumes. the use of
photographs, answers in question-and-
answer sessions, and interactions
during nadzhor.

Self-representation is geared toward
fulfilling social and religious
Gender Performativity expectations, while the process of

. . . tting to know each other oft
Interactions in Taaruf Practices fl: - ow eaca oftier olten
anges after marnage.

The role of mtermediarnies 1s to
facilitate and control performance:
mediators regulate narratives about
identity.

Fig 1. The concept of gender performativity theory in digital courtship.

In the context of online ta’aruf, this theory provides a framework for understanding
how participants construct and present themselves in accordance with gender norms
embedded within Islamic teachings. Gender performativity also extends to digital spaces,
where individuals consciously curate their self-representation to meet social and religious
expectations. Therefore, this theory serves as the conceptual foundation for addressing all
the research questions in this study.

In the Theory of Gender Performativity, Butler (1990) conceptualizes gender not as an
inherent or fixed identity, but as a series of repeated actions, gestures, and expressions that
are continuously produced and regulated through social norms. These performative acts
are not neutral; they are shaped by dominant discourses that define what is considered
appropriate or legitimate behavior within a given context. In the setting of ta’aruf, religious
norms function as a powerful regulatory framework that structures how participants
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construct and present their gendered identities. Individuals are not merely expressing
themselves freely, but are actively negotiating expectations tied to modesty, piety, and
moral conduct. As a result, the process of self-presentation in ta’aruf becomes a strategic,
socially conditioned performance in which participants align their behavior with religiously
sanctioned ideals to be perceived as suitable partners.

This study seeks to explore how online ta’aruf participants perform and present
themselves throughout each stage of the process, how these performances evolve after
marriage, how they perceive and prepare for the possibility of polygamy, and how gender
differences shape these perceptions. Accordingly, the aim of this research is to describe the
performative behaviors of online ta’aruf participants and their transformation after
marriage, as well as to examine their perceptions of and readiness for the practice of
polygamy.

The present study is concerned with the following inquiries: (1) How does the
performance of online taaruf participants change throughout each stage of the taaruf
process?; (2) How does the performance of online taaruf participants change after
marriage?; and (3) What are the perceptions and readiness of online taaruf participants
towards polygamy, and how do gender differences influence these perceptions? The
aforementioned inquiries allow for the conclusion that the objective of this study is
threefold: first, to describe the performance of online taaruf participants and its changes
after marriage; second, to examine the perceptions and readiness of online taaruf
participants towards polygamy; and third, to observe the differences in gender roles in
these perceptions.

This article is organized into several sections. The following section presents a
literature review that examines previous studies on the ta’aruf phenomenon from various
perspectives. Next, the researcher outlines the theoretical framework employed in this
study. The subsequent section explains the research methodology and procedures. Finally,
the last section discusses the contextual analysis and findings, followed by the conclusions
drawn from this research.

2. Methods
2.1 Research Design

This study employs a qualitative method with a phenomenological approach, which
enables an in-depth understanding of individuals’ lived experiences regarding online ta’aruf
(Neubauer et al., 2019). Data were collected through in-depth interviews with twelve
members who served as primary informants and one administrator of the online ta’aruf
platform @akadprojectid, who acted as the key informant. The twelve members were
selected using a purposive sampling technique (Ahmad & Wilkins, 2025), with the criteria
that participants must be members of Akad Project, have undergone ta’aruf at least up to
the nazhor (face-to-face meeting) stage, be either married or single, and adhere to the Salafi
manhaj.

The researcher conducted structured interviews guided by predetermined questions,
as well as unstructured interviews to explore participants’ experiences in greater depth,
particularly among the primary informants. In addition to interviewing online ta’aruf
participants, the researcher also interviewed the Akad Project administrator, who is also
the platform’s owner, and sought confirmation from the spouses of married participants.
This triangulation of sources was employed to ensure the validity and reliability of the data.
In each interview, researchers ascertained that they had obtained the necessary
permissions from the informants. The interviews were conducted online, as most
informants resided outside the Greater Jakarta area (Jabodetabek) and preferred virtual
interviews via Google Meet. Each session was conducted individually to ensure participants’
openness and comfort. The interviews lasted approximately one to two hours each and
were carried out between April 13 and May 15, 2025.
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2.2 Data Analysis

Subsequently, the researcher transcribed the interviews verbatim. Data reduction was
then performed through a coding process to help identify recurring patterns and
overarching themes within the data. The coding was conducted using the qualitative
analysis software NVivo 12. The resulting codes were then aligned with the themes relevant
to the research questions. In addition to interviews as the primary data source, the
researcher also utilized a range of literature as secondary data to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of the study.

Akad Project was selected through social media outreach. The researcher first
contacted the platform’s administrator, who then facilitated connections with informants
meeting the established criteria. Of the thirteen informants in total, four were single
members, two women and two men. Meanwhile, eight were married couples who had met
and married through Akad Project but had not engaged in polygamous practices. The
remaining informant was a female administrator of the Akad Project.

Table 1. Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Informants

Characteristics Percentage Total
Gender
Woman 54% 7
Man 46% 6
Address
Bojong Baraja 8% 1
Jakarta 8% 1
West Java 38% 5
Bengkulu 8% 1
Lampung 8% 1
Makassar 15% 2
West Pulo Nangka 15% 2
Age
20-25 38% 5
26-30 54% 7
31-37 8% 1
Education
S1 38% 5
High School/Equivalent 62% 8
Work
Admin Akad Project 7.7% 1
Gardener 7.7% 1
Teacher/Teacher 15.3% 2
Housewives 30.8% 4
Private Employees 30.8% 4
Self employed 7.7% 1
Income
<500,000 38% 5
500,000 - 1,000,000 8% 1
1,000,000 - 2,999,999 8% 1
3,000,000 - 4,999,999 31% 4
5,000,000 - 7,999,999 15% 2
Status
Single 31% 4
Married 69% 9
Duration of Marriage
<1lyear 44.4% 4
1 year 44.4% 4
5 years 11.2% 1
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All informants in this study were drawn from diverse regions across Indonesia, namely
Bojong Baraja (8%), Jakarta (8%), West Java (38%), Bengkulu (8%), Lampung (8%),
Makassar (15%), and West Pulo Nangka (15%). In total, the sample consisted of 13
participants, with women comprising 54% and men 46%. In terms of age distribution, 38%
were between 20-25 years, 54% between 26-30 years, and 8% between 31-37 years.
Regarding educational background, the majority of informants (62%) had completed senior
high school or an equivalent level, while 38% held a bachelor’s degree (S1). In terms of
occupation, 30.8% were housewives, 30.8% were private employees, and 15.3% were
teachers.

The remaining informants were distributed equally (7.7% each) across the roles of
Akad Project administrator, gardener, and self-employed worker. With respect to income,
38% of informants earned less than IDR 500,000 per month, 8% earned between IDR
500,000 and IDR 1,000,000, and another 8% between IDR 1,000,000 and IDR 2,999,999. A
total of 31% reported monthly earnings between IDR 3,000,000 and IDR 4,999,999, while
15% earned between IDR 5,000,000 and IDR 7,999,999, indicating a predominantly lower-
middle socioeconomic profile. Regarding marital status, 69% of informants were married,
while 31% were single. Among those who were married, 44.4% had been married for less
than one year, 44.4% for approximately one year, and 11.2% for five years.

This study uses the concept of gender performativity to analyze how gender manifests
itself through repeated practices and interactions in online partner search. This study is
based on the assumption that gender results from culturally influenced expressions in social
interactions. The research problem points to digital taaruf as a significant and religiously
influenced area where platform features enable curated gender expressions and may cause
tension between religious expectations and online self-presentation. Key questions include
how gendered expressions occur and evolve after marriage and how gender influences
attitudes toward polygamy. Findings suggest that women online emphasize femininity and
religiosity, while men emphasize masculinity and religious competence. Expressions
change after marriage. Men and women have different views on polygamy, although both
agree on its legality.

Gender as Repeated Social
Performance Shaped by Mormms

Thearetical Frmaework: Cultural Norms as Persistent
Gender Performativy Gender Role Reproducers

Social Interaction as Arena for
Gendler Identity Formation

Gender Canstituted Through

Culturally Guided Repeated

Aclions Digjital Taaruf as Partner-Seeking
Within Religious Guidelines
Theoretical Assumption

Regrading the Production of

Gend, X
ender RERTe e gkl F\ez\.b\.\\w of Digital F\aifcrlvs
Pormitting Gender Presentation

Taaruf and Gender Dynamics Manipulation

Analyzing Gender Performances in
Social and Digilal Spaces

Symbalic Imitation and Digital Taaruf and Gender
nleraclion in Gender Idenlily Identity: A Study of Gander
Construction Performativity
Tensions Between Online ldentity
How do participants in online taaruf and Religious Expoctations
perform gender and how do thase
performance change follawing marriage?
Primary Research Wornen Emphasizing Femininity and
Haw do participants perceive and prepare for Questions Relgions Allrutes Onine
polygamy, and what role does gender play in

divergent alliludes?
Men Depicting Masculinity,

Dominance, and Religious
Findings: Patters of Gender Competence
Performance During and After
Online Taaruf shifts in Gender Performances
Past Marriage Compared to Taaruf
Phase

Divergent Male and Female
Attitudes Toward Polygarmy
Referencing Sunnah

Fig 2. Conceptual framework.

3. Results and Discussion

The ta’aruf phenomenon in Indonesia has continued to evolve alongside the growing
trends in matchmaking. Since the 1950s, patterns of partner selection in Indonesia have
shifted from parental arrangement (traditional matchmaking) to individual choice through
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Western-style dating, which is considered inconsistent with Islamic teachings. Islam, as the
majority religion in Indonesia, subsequently emerged as an alternative that allows
individuals to choose their own partners while remaining in accordance with Islamic law,
through the practice of ta’aruf (Madya, 2017). Although Western-style dating remains
widely practiced among today’s youth, online ta’aruf has also become a popular choice
among young Indonesian Muslims and has further expanded with the rise of its digital form
(Fathurrahman & Zulhaqqi, 2020).

The ta’aruf phenomenon has become increasingly prevalent in Indonesia with
advances in technology and social media. These technological developments have directly
influenced ta’aruf communities by introducing a new alternative, online ta’aruf
(Fathurrahman & Zulhaqqi, 2020). The rise of online ta’aruf has also coincided with the
growing popularity of the hijrah movement, particularly among young Muslims in
Indonesia. The hijrah movement, especially in the digital era, has widely promoted online
ta’aruf as an alternative to dating for Muslim youth seeking to avoid it (Fathurrahman &
Zulhaqqi, 2020). In addition, one of the driving forces behind the increasing promotion of
online ta’aruf is the Indonesia Anti-Dating Movement (Gerakan Indonesia Anti Pacaran),
which also advocates for Islamic approaches to partner selection (Rosyidah & Damastuti,
2023).

3.1 Akad project as a platform for ta’aruf

@akadprojectid, commonly known as Akad Project, serves as an interactive platform
for its followers who seek marriage in accordance with Islamic law based on the Salafi
manhaj. The account, which has approximately 22.6 thousand followers, facilitates Muslim
youth adhering to the Salafi manhaj in finding a prospective spouse. However, limited
information is available regarding the exact number of active participants or those who have
successfully married through Akad Project. The management of Akad Project as a ta’aruf
platform grounded in Salafi values can be observed through its principles and various
programs. These include weekly discussion sessions conducted via WhatsApp groups, an
Instagram channel that shares Islamic studies on marriage, ta’aruf, and polygamy, among
other topics. Additionally, several offline gatherings have been held in various regions,
although such activities have not taken place in recent years.

The phenomenon of online ta’aruf on the Akad Project platform illustrates that
economic motives remain the primary foundation. This is evidenced by the commodification
of religion through paid programs, such as the differentiation between regular and premium
members, the sale of e-books on ta’aruf knowledge within the Salafi manhaj, and other
similar practices. The commodification of religion and marriage is indeed a common
occurrence across many online ta’aruf platforms due to the emergence of promising market
opportunities. Although on some other platforms, such as Indonesia Anti Pacaran (ATP),
which offer paid programs, still prioritize ideology as their main foundation by providing
initiatives aimed at strengthening participants’ religious convictions (Rosyidah &
Damastuti, 2023).

Prospective members who register via WhatsApp messages are required to undergo an
assessment of their faith, tauhid (monotheism), and a reference to an ustadz to ensure they
adhere to the Salafi manhaj. After passing this screening process, they may choose between
becoming a regular member (free of charge) or a premium member (subject to a fee based
on the selected duration). Subsequently, members are added to a gender-specific WhatsApp
group and asked to complete a personal information form. This form serves as the basis for
their Curriculum Vitae (CV), excluding private details such as name, ID card photo, personal
photo, and phone number, which are omitted for confidentiality reasons.

"At first, we registered, then filled out the link, which was like a CV. But before that, we
were screened first and asked questions by Umu Muhammad, such as whether we were
familiar with the Sunnah. After being screened through that process, the member answers
the questions, and Umu Muhammad reviews the answers. If the member is deemed
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suitable, they are admitted into our group. Then we provide them with an empty CV to fill
out. After that, they are categorized as either regular or premium members, and the
procedures are explained there, what the difference is between regular and premium.”
(WA, May 11, 2025)

After the CVs are published through the @akadprojectid social media account, both
male and female members may propose ta’aruf to other members by contacting the admin.
The admin acts as an intermediary between the two members throughout the question-and-
answer process up to the nazhor stage, a phase in which the prospective couple is allowed
to see each other’s faces and communicate directly in the presence of a third party.

3.2 The tradition of ta’aruf within the salafi manhaj

Currently, numerous platforms serve as spaces for online ta’aruf, both those operating
under the Salafi manhaj and those that do not. Ta’aruf has become appealing to many
Muslims because it involves an intermediary between prospective partners and begins with
the submission of a personal biodata as an initial stage of introduction. However, unlike the
general practice of ta’aruf in Indonesia, ta’aruf within the Salafi manhaj tends to be more
private, as participants typically do not include their photographs in the biodata.
Photographs are only shared once both parties agree to proceed with the ta’aruf process,
serving as an initial step for each to view the other’s physical appearance (Nisa, 2011).
However, based on an interview with SA on May 12, 2025, in certain cases, individuals,
particularly women, choose not to display their photographs to the opposite gender at all.
The process of revealing one’s face occurs only during the nazhor stage, which marks a
further stage of introduction involving direct, in-person communication.

"l told the admin that I requested that it not be given to Ikhwan (when requested or
submitted), just for the admin.” (SA, May 12, 2025)

Taarufis practiced not only among unmarried individuals but is also frequently used as
a means to facilitate polygamous marriages (Fathurrahman & Zulhaqqi, 2020). Within the
Salafi manhaj, polygamy is considered relatively common, as many Salafi scholars actively
advocate for its practice (Wahyudi & Wahyudin, 2021). Consequently, taaruf platforms
operating under the Salafi manhaj often provide space for participants who wish to engage
in polygamous arrangements, ranging from the procartner selection and taaruf itself to the
inclusion of religious lectures discussing the practice.

3.3 Gender performance and expectations in the ta’aruf process

In theory, Butler (1990) asserts that gender must be continuously affirmed and
performed in public according to prevailing social norms. This dynamic is evident
throughout each stage of the online taaruf process. The first stage, following successful
registration as a ta’aruf member, involves completing a personal profile or CV and
submitting a photograph. Within these self-descriptions, members perform and present
their identities to be viewed by potential partners of the opposite gender. All female
informants in this study demonstrated similarities in composing their self-descriptions,
opting for a natural and modest portrayal that emphasized traditionally feminine traits such
as obedience, patience, compassion, nurturing qualities, calmness, domestic skills, and
financial management. In contrast, male informants tended to highlight traits associated
with responsibility, trustworthiness, self-control, and professional stability. Beyond
personal and physical characteristics, each informant also disclosed their health conditions
within the CV. One participant, SU, stated that she listed nearly all illnesses she had
experienced out of concern that concealing such information might cause problems in the
future. The inclusion of health-related details in the CV reflects the informants’ openness
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and seriousness in presenting themselves, as such information is perceived as a determinant
of marital compatibility.

This pattern is closely related to gender role expectations after marriage, in which men
are positioned as heads of households responsible for the welfare of all family members,
while women are expected to serve their husbands and manage domestic affairs, including
childrearing (Masngudi et al., 2025). These idealized gender roles encourage individuals to
perform identities aligned with the normative images of husbands and wives as prescribed
within Islamic teachings. (Masngudi et al., 2025) further emphasizes that the concept of
keluarga sakinah, an ideal harmonious family envisioned by Muslims, reinforces patriarchal
gender expectations, which often emerge even before marriage.

Unlike the self-description section, the photos submitted to the Akad Project
administrator are viewable only by the prospective partner, with the member’s explicit
consent. The researcher found notable differences between men and women in their choice
and disclosure of photos. Al and SA, both female participants who had married through the
Akad Project, chose not to allow their photos to be shown to ikhwan (men) before reaching
the nazhor stage. As SA stated during the interview on May 12, 2025, “I told the admin that
my photo should not be given to the ikhwan, only to the admin.” Meanwhile, other female
informants (SU, WA, SI, and N) selected natural photographs; without makeup, without
niqab, full-body, and informal in nature. According to the interview with N on April 19, 2025,
this preference for natural photos was grounded in Islamic teachings that discourage
women from wearing excessive makeup.

Islam provides clear guidance on how women should maintain modesty and adorn
themselves. Within Islamic teachings, women are subject to certain boundaries regarding
adornment. Islam prohibits tabarruj, which refers to the act of women displaying their
physical beauty, whether through ornaments or by revealing their attractiveness, in public,
particularly in front of men who are not their mahram (Rahmi et al., 2025). In modern
society, many women tend to ignore the prohibition of tabarruj and prioritize fashion and
modern appearance, which contradicts the teachings of the Qur'an.(Mohammad & Rhain,
2024). However, Muslim women who adhere to the Salafi manhaj, particularly the female
informants in this study, contest such tendencies by demonstrating their commitment to
practicing Islamic teachings that prohibit tabarruj.

Meanwhile, male participants tended to choose formal photographs, such as those used
for academic certificates. In this context, there were fewer expectations placed on men
regarding the selection of their photos. T, a male member of Akad Project who is now
married, stated that he chose a formal photo simply because he rarely took selfies. Other
informants (W, AR, and KH) offered different reasons, explaining that formal photos were
the best images they possessed, as such photos clearly displayed their faces and conveyed a
more respectable and authoritative appearance.

“I rarely take photos, and even when I do, they do not seem appropriate. So, I decided to
submit a formal one, my graduation photo. It was also my most recent and, in a way, my
best photo. After all, we want to appear respectable and dignified.” (KH, April 13, 2025)

Gender roles and characteristics are also performed during the question-and-answer
stage. The researcher found that men, positioned as leaders, tended to take a more active
role in asking questions, while women were generally more passive. Female participants
typically asked questions related to economic stability, occupation, household planning, the
husband’s view on wives working, and expectations regarding a wife’s role. In contrast, male
participants commonly raised questions about polygamy (whether it is permitted or not),
post-marital life, the woman’s relationship with her family, and her personal character.
However, during this stage, both male and female participants had not yet reached the point
of negotiating gender roles.

“Oh, discussions about role negotiation usually do not occur during the question-and-
answer stage but rather during the nazhor process. So far, the Q&A sessions have been one-
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sided. I mean, when I answered their questions, that was it, there was no real exchange or
follow-up discussion. It’s different from nazhor, where we can talk directly; that’s when
actual negotiation takes place.” (N, April 19, 2025)

At this stage, several female informants stated that they preferred to be questioned by
the ikhwan (men) first before asking their own questions. This reflects the position of
women as being dominated by men, as in the teachings they adhere to, women are viewed
as ma’'mum, followers of men (Rosalina & Mujahidin, 2025). During the nazhor stage, both
prospective partners are allowed to communicate more freely while being accompanied by
a third party. Consequently, role negotiation typically takes place at this stage.

The characteristics displayed by the informants, both in their CVs and during the ta’aruf
process, support Butler’s assertion that gender performance is inseparable from prevailing
social norms, in this case, religious norms (Butler, 1993b). Members of the ta’aruf platform
Akad Project tended to highlight their piety and modesty, which are central teachings in
Islam. The repeated exposure to religious doctrines within the Salafi manhaj, reinforced
through religious education and community discussions within Akad Project, shaped a
distinctive form of gender performance that differs from that found in broader society.

These findings reinforce Gender Performativity Theory, in which Butler argues that
gender is the result of repeated acts (Butler, 1990). In this study, based on the interview
with UA on May 15, 2025, it was found that gender norms are internalized within Akad
Project, particularly among followers of the Salafi manhaj, through weekly discussion
programs among members, sharing sessions hosted by the platform owner and mentor via
Instagram, online posts emphasizing Salafi teachings on marriage, ta’aruf, and polygamy, as
well as reading materials specifically provided for Akad Project members that explain
Islamic perspectives on marriage and ta’aruf.

However, despite these repeated practices, such actions alone are insufficient to
construct a stable gender identity. Therefore, in addition to participating in Akad Project
activities, all informants also regularly attend religious lectures by Salafi scholars, either
online or offline, based on their respective religious references.

3.4 Changes in gender performance and expectations after marriage

Changes within marital relationships are a common occurrence, particularly among
couples who have not known each other for an extended period. The idealized image they
present during the courtship process often evolves as their individual personalities become
more apparent over time (Lavner et al., 2018). This dynamic is similarly observed among
couples who became acquainted through online ta’aruf. S, the husband of SA, explained that:

“Yes, there are changes, but sometimes those changes are not as expected. There are
negative sides, like, ‘Oh, so this is how it is.” It turns out my wife can be disobedient, even
though during ta’aruf she said she would always obey.” (S, May 13, 2025)

Similarly, SA expressed that there were noticeable differences between her husband’s
performance as presented in his CV and his behavior after marriage, which consequently
altered her expectations, particularly regarding religious study and financial management.
She stated:

“At first, | was annoyed because he seemed different from what was written in his CV, but
after seeing that he still behaved kindly, I thought, ‘Well, that’s okay, those other things are
just bonuses™ (SA, May 12, 2025).

Changes in performance, whether positive or negative, are natural in marriage.
However, such changes become particularly interesting in the context of online ta’aruf,
where individuals present themselves not through long-term interaction or intensive
communication, but rather through self-descriptions written in a CV. Some informants
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mentioned that their partners’ characteristics, as written in the CV, were consistent with
their behavior after marriage. In fact, AR, the husband of SI, stated that his wife’s conduct
after marriage exceeded what she had presented in her CV and during ta’aruf. Nonetheless,
others shared similar experiences to S and SA, noting variations between their partner’s self-
presentation in the CV, during ta’aruf, and after marriage.

Alongside these shifts in self-performance, expectations of gender roles also evolved
over time. WA, the wife of RI, acknowledged that her expectations regarding gender roles
changed from before marriage, after seeing her husband’s CV, during ta’aruf, and following
marriage. Initially, she believed that an ideal wife must be entirely obedient to her husband
so that he would treat her well and fulfill her material needs, a belief reinforced during the
ta’aruf process. However, after marriage, her perspective shifted; she realized the
importance of having personal financial independence, as her husband could not always
meet all her desires. This shift in expectations is not only based on performative choices or
discursive negotiations, but also on responses to material constraints. Butler (1993)
explains this as the fluidity of gender identity that can be changed and negotiated, but Butler
cannot explain it adequately due to the lack of analytical tools for these material constraints.

Furthermore, Bourdieu (1977) revealed that "humans are motivated to fulfill their
needs in a hierarchical order." The differences in life after marriage and her husband's
inability to fulfill WA's desires forced her to face economic realities that necessitated a
renegotiation of gender roles. Bourdieu (1977) reveals what is known as the "dialectic of
objective structures and incorporated structures.”" WA, who previously believed that a good
wife was one who stayed at home, obeyed her husband, and did not work, collided with the
objective structure, namely her husband's inability to fulfill her material needs. Ultimately,
what caused WA's habitus to change was not only because she "chose" to display a different
gender, but because she was "forced" by material reality.

According to Rl on May 10, 2025, differences in gender performance and expectations
are believed to stem from the limited time couples have to truly understand one another. In
Butler’s terms, gender can be likened to clothing in a wardrobe—something that can be
selected in the morning and put back at night. In the case of online ta’aruf, the gender
performed through self-descriptions in the CV and during interactions can shift depending
on the image one wishes to project, a process made even more flexible in the dynamic nature
of virtual spaces (Butler, 1993b). However, the changes that occur in gender performance
in this case are not as simple as changing clothes, as Butler suggests. Goffman (1959)
characterized this transition in his theory of Dramaturgy, distinguishing between the "front
stage" and the "back stage." The "front stage" is the portion of the performance during taaruf
thatis displayed by the informants. Marriage facilitates the expression of an alternative facet
of the self, which is referred to as the "back stage." These findings also align with (Lavner et
al, 2018), who assert that individuals characteristics naturally evolve and become more
transparent as the duration of marriage increases.

3.5 Polygamy from the perspectives of women and men among online ta’aruf participants

Islam permits polygamy under specific conditions, including a limitation on the number
of wives, the obligation to ensure equitable treatment among them, and particular
circumstances that may justify the practice (Bature & Abba, 2025). These conditions
indicate that polygamy is not an unrestricted right, but rather a regulated institution
embedded within ethical and social responsibilities. However, the interpretation and
implementation of these requirements often vary across cultural and legal contexts, leading
to different practices and justifications. As a result, polygamy remains a subject of ongoing
debate, not only within Muslim communities but also in broader society, particularly
concerning issues of gender justice, equality, and the potential for misuse (Ritonga et al,,
2025).

Akad Project also serves as a platform that accommodates members who are interested
in practicing polygamy. This is evident in the CV form participants are required to complete,
which includes a question about their openness to polygamy. The rationale behind this is
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that Akad Project is an online ta’aruf platform grounded in the manhaj Salafi, a branch of
Islam whose doctrinal foundations are limited to three primary sources: the Qur’an, Hadith,
and the consensus (ijma’) of the salaf al-salih (Saparudin & Emawati, 2023). Salafi Muslims
tend to view polygamy as an act of faith, falling within the category of sunnah that
approaches obligation, and often regard it as a spiritual test for women in demonstrating
steadfastness and willingness to share their husbands with others. Numerous scholars and
kyai within the Salafi manhaj have actively promoted polygamy as a means of upholding the
teachings of the Qur’an and the Sunnah (Wahyudi & Wahyudin, 2021). This differs from the
views of some other Muslims, some of whom impose strict conditions, while others prohibit
it unless it is unavoidable. Some scholars argue that the commandment of polygamy was
actually intended to reduce the number of polygamous marriages in Arab society, where
men often married dozens or even hundreds of women (Sugiyono & Al-Hakam, 2025)

All informants acknowledged that polygamy is a sunnah of the Prophet Muhammad and
is legally permissible both in religious and state law. However, although none of the
informants had personally practiced polygamy, differing attitudes toward the willingness to
engage in it were evident between male and female participants. Most of the male
informants, all of whom were employed and earned more than Rp.1,000,000 per month,
viewed polygamy not merely as a religious teaching but as a noble form of shari’a that should
be practiced when the necessary conditions are met.

They not only accepted polygamy in a normative sense but also expressed an
affirmative desire to practice it once they considered themselves ready. The male
informants agreed that polygamy constitutes a sunnah of the Prophet that is challenging to
fulfill, as it requires preparedness in terms of financial capacity, time management, and
mental resilience. In particular, T and S, both of whom are married, stated that while they
are not yet ready to practice polygamy, their wives have not granted permission and even
tend to threaten them whenever the topic arises. Nevertheless, they maintain the aspiration
to engage in polygamy, believing that, in time, their wives will eventually come to accept it.

“My wife has strictly forbidden it and even threatened me about it. Once, jokingly, I said,
‘Dear, what if I practice polygamy?—but she immediately refused. She even warned me
not to bring it up again. So, for now, I've been threatened already,” S explained. “But we
never know what the future holds, right? Everything is in Allah’s hands; He can change
hearts at any time. I keep praying that, little by little, her heart will be convinced. We can
never predict what lies ahead.” (S, May 13, 2025).

Another male informant, AR, who works as a private employee, and W, who works as a
gardener, stated that polygamy is a difficult practice that cannot easily be carried out by
ordinary men. Both agreed that polygamy is a Sunnah practiced by the Prophet Muhammad,
yet they expressed no desire to engage in it themselves due to the moral burden it entails.
They also acknowledged that men are given the option to practice or refrain from polygamy;
however, the very existence of this choice, they argued, increases men’s moral and religious
responsibility.

Meanwhile, the female informants generally agreed with the religious legitimacy of
polygamy but expressed a personal unwillingness to be in such a marriage. Their reasons
included emotional unpreparedness to share a husband, a perceived lack of spiritual and
moral maturity, the belief that polygamy is suitable only for exceptionally pious women, and
the conviction that there are many other Sunnah practices to follow. The most common
concern among them was the fear that their husbands might fail to act justly, which could
lead to harm (mudharat). This aligns with Aminah's (2023) assertion that many women
reject polygamy due to fears of injustice within the family structure.

Except for WA and SU, the other informants stated that they were not ready to be
involved in a polygamous marriage, even if it promised the reward of paradise. Some of them
even expressed strong rejection when a man they were engaging with in the ta’aruf process
indicated his desire to practice polygamy. They also tended to decline proposals from men
whose CVs explicitly stated their openness to polygamy.
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“Yes, polygamy is part of the Sharia, right, Mbak? Personally, I don'’t see it as a problem,
and I don’t hate it or anything. Polygamy is meant for extraordinary women—>but I am not
one of those women, so I cannot do it.” (SI, April 25, 2025).

Meanwhile, WA and SU expressed their willingness to engage in polygamy. SU, an active
member of Akad Project, stated that she had initially rejected the idea of being in a
polygamous marriage. However, she is now willing to be the first wife in such an
arrangement, although she is not ready to become a subsequent wife (second, third, or
fourth). Her reason is that she does not want to cause emotional pain to the first wife if she
were to assume that position.

Interestingly, the researcher found a distinctive perspective in the case of WA, a
member of the Akad Project who is married to RI. She expressed her wholehearted
acceptance of polygamy and even stated that she would support her husband if he chose to
pursue it. However, RI, her husband, admitted that he is not yet financially capable of
engaging in polygamy. WA explained that her willingness stems from her desire to seek
Allah SWT's pleasure (rida). She also acknowledged that she might not be able to fully serve
her husband in old age and therefore hopes that another woman could later fulfill his marital
rights more fully.

WA'’s view aligns with (Al-Tkhayneh & Nser, 2019) findings, which indicate that many
women who consent to polygamy do so because they perceive themselves as lacking the
capacity to serve their husbands adequately as they age.

From these findings, a clear difference emerges between male and female perspectives
on polygamy. This reinforces Butler’s assertion that gender is constituted through the
repetition of actions grounded in social norms (Butler, 1993b). In this context, the repeated
religious discourse surrounding polygamy, through weekly discussions, question-and-
answer sessions within the Akad Project, and ongoing Salafi teachings, functions as a
performative act in the construction of gender. The study reveals that the tendency among
men to desire polygamy, even when constrained by certain factors, stems from the
internalization of religious norms that are continuously reinforced.

In contrast, although the female informants conceptually acknowledged polygamy as
one of the sunnah practices, indicating an internalization of the religious norm related to it,
they personally rejected the idea of being in a polygamous marriage for various reasons.
This rejection constitutes a performative act that challenges the gender expectations
embedded within the religious norms surrounding polygamy. (Butler, 1990) highlights this
phenomenon by asserting that the dynamic nature of gender allows individuals to resist and
even subvert prevailing gender norms and cultural expectations, thereby creating new
expressions of gender aligned with their own values. Furthermore, the researcher found no
significant relationship between the informants’ occupations or income levels and their
perspectives on polygamy, among either male or female participants.

4. Conclusions

Online ta’aruf has increasingly become a popular trend among young Muslims in
Indonesia, involving both men and women. One of its platforms, Akad Project, has gained
thousands of followers on social media. This study found that women tend to present
themselves as modest, natural, and obedient, emphasizing traits such as nurturing, humility,
financial management, and household competence. Meanwhile, men tend to present
themselves as authoritative, responsible, capable leaders, and caring figures. This aligns
with Butler’s argument that individuals tend to perform in accordance with the norms they
adhere to. In the context of online ta’aruf, religious norms appear to be more dominant than
cultural ones, as reflected in how participants’ performances are more grounded in Islamic
principles than in local cultural expectations.

After marriage, noticeable changes in gender performance emerged among couples
who met through online ta’aruf. These changes occurred gradually, beginning from the
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nazhor stage (face-to-face introduction) to post-marriage interactions. The performances
initially presented in the CVs often differed from those exhibited during nazhor, and
continued to shift after marriage.

Furthermore, this study identified distinct differences between male and female ta’aruf
participants in their views on polygamy. Although none of the informants had direct
experience with polygamy, they all acknowledged it as a legitimate Islamic teaching.
However, most male participants not only accepted polygamy normatively but also
expressed a willingness to practice it when conditions allowed. In contrast, most female
participants rejected the idea of being in a polygamous marriage, citing various personal
and emotional reasons, while a few accepted it out of obedience or to ensure their husband'’s
happiness. Over time, the internalization of Islamic norms appears to shape men'’s sense of
authority in making personal decisions and women’s inclination toward obedience and
acceptance, often without prioritizing their own comfort or agency.

This study has initiated a discourse on gender relations in the digital age, particularly
within the context of religiosity. The findings of this study can serve as a foundation for all
parties involved in online ta'arufto initiate an open, secure, and equitable dialogue between
women and men to discuss sensitive issues in marriage, thereby reducing the potential for
performance and reality gaps, as well as differences in perspective between couples. This
study also opens opportunities for developing gender-based digital literacy that focuses not
only on cybersecurity but also on awareness of identity construction and gender relations
in the digital space. The aforementioned implications ultimately support efforts to establish
more egalitarian and equitable gender relations in contemporary Muslim marriage.

This study is limited to a single online ta’aruf platform, which may not fully capture the
broader dynamics of online ta’aruf practices in Indonesia. Future research is encouraged to
enrich the discussion by exploring multiple ta’aruf communities, thereby gaining a more
comprehensive understanding. Additionally, it is important to further investigate polygamy
from a gendered perspective within specific Muslim communities as a focused area of
inquiry.
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