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Author’s Note: Why This Book
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This collection began as part of the book and course series entitled, He’s Scared to Love You, You’re Scared to Love Yourself, currently scheduled as part of Feminine Soul Reset at sqsoul.com. However, due to the layered complexity of the topic of “performing femininity”—which is arguably the most common form of emotional self-abandonment and fear of self-love in women—I decided to extract from my manuscript and course-notes those parts that relate to this aspect of the wounded feminine.

Because of my desire to make this current discussion as simple, straightforward, and beneficial as possible, I intentionally keep the chapter sections relatively short. As such, the reader might find that she (or he) has deeper questions or reflections about a topic after completing a particular section or even after completing the book itself. This is intentional. 

For this particular topic, it is not my goal to offer definitive answers or conclusions about the phenomenon of performing femininity in women. Instead, the goal of this publication is to inspire within the reader inner examination, self-awareness, and compassionate accountability. As you self-reflect on what this discussion brings up for you, you might find that many of the answers and conclusions you seek are already deep inside of you—or at least within your reach through resources such as therapy, support groups, or loving relationships around you. 

Even still, I pray that this book’s brief glimpse into the topic of performing femininity proves more inspirational, informative, and beneficial than you could have ever imagined or hoped for when you first began reading.

Sincerely,

Your sister in faith and hope,
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Umm Zakiyyah

January 17, 2025

17th of Rajab 1446AH

 


Dear Reader: How to Read This Book
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“To learn life-changing material is much more than an intellectual exercise; it involves your mind, body, emotions, and ultimately your spirit…This material is the work of a lifetime. Give yourself plenty of permission to learn, make mistakes, correct, and relearn. In short, be easy with yourself as you work with these new ideas.”

—Gay and Kathlyn Hendricks, PhDs, Conscious Loving: The Journey to Co-Commitment 

As you begin this book, feel free to read the parts, sections, and chapters in any order that feels most authentic, most beneficial, or most enjoyable for you. For some readers, this will mean reading chronologically, beginning with the Introduction and Part One and then going on to Part Two and then Part Three. For other readers, this will mean reading Part Two (or Three) first and then going back to Part One and the Introduction. For still other readers, this will mean browsing the Table of Contents and then reading only the chapters, sections, or parts that appeal to them specifically. 

Nevertheless, for the greatest benefit and understanding of what is being discussed, I strongly encourage readers to read the book in full, even if the parts and chapters of the book are not read in chronological order. At the same time, I do believe reading the book in the order that is presented allows for the greatest understanding and benefit of the topics discussed. 

Additionally, I encourage readers to read and respond to (or at least sincerely reflect on) the prompts at the end of each section in the second part of this book which details the ten reasons why performing femininity never works in love. These interactive prompts are entitled “RE-CAP” (Review of Essentials and Compassionate Accountability Prompts), as explained below.

 


RE-CAP:

Review of Essentials and

Compassionate Accountability Prompts
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In Part Two in particular, I break down the ten reasons why performing femininity never works in love. In this second part of the book, you’ll notice that each section/reason ends with what I call a RE-CAP. This is an acronym that stands for Review of Essentials and Compassionate Accountability Prompts. These recaps of the essential points of each section, along with journal prompts and activities, are designed to provide the female reader with foundational tools for shifting away from performing femininity and beginning her journey toward embodying femininity. These prompts and activities should be done in a space of self-compassion while also holding yourself accountable for the self-awareness, personal honesty, and self-correction necessary to transition from performative womanhood to embodied womanhood. However, for the purposes of this book, we’ll be focusing most on self-awareness, as this is the foundation of all healing and transformation.

Naturally, completing these RE-CAP compassionate accountability prompts are not required or necessary, and you can certainly benefit from this book without them. At the same time, I do encourage the female reader (and even the male reader, wherever relevant) to at least mentally engage with these prompts. Also, I encourage the reader to skip any prompt that she (or he) finds too upsetting, overwhelming, or triggering. 

Most importantly, after responding to any prompt (even if only mentally) that brings up sadness, agitation, or emotional overwhelm; I strongly encourage you to implement some simple steps (e.g., slow deep breaths and exhales, box-breathing, meditation, etc.) to bring your mind, body, and nervous system back to a state of anaah (inner calm).

I also encourage every reader to additionally seek the assistance of a trauma-informed mental health professional, especially for any persistent distressing thoughts, feelings, or overwhelming emotions that come to the surface as you read this book and/or participate in the RE-CAP prompts and activities. While I’m confident that this book can be beneficial to any reader committed to self-honesty and self-betterment, it is important to remember that it cannot take the place of professional therapy.

Also, as you read and reflect, remember to take care of yourself and take your time. There’s no rush. And remember, there’s no better version of you that needs to exist right now. The only thing you need at this very moment is to compassionately accept yourself for who you are and where you are on your journey, even if it’s not where you want to be. Then go from there. 

Or just sit still without trying to go anywhere right now—except insomuch as you do the bare minimum that your soul needs to connect to your Merciful Rabb each day. Then read this book from that space of compassionate presence and inner acceptance. In other words, as I like to remind myself when I’m feeling overwhelmed, anxious, or overly self-critical: Just be and let it be.

To the Non-Muslim Reader

Naturally, because I am a Muslim woman navigating the reality of this topic in my faith community, significant portions of this book will be shared through the lens of Islamic spirituality. However, due to the universality of the topic of performative womanhood, even outside the context of religion, I’m confident that readers of all backgrounds, even those without a faith tradition, can benefit from this discussion. 

For most relatively unfamiliar religious terminology or commonly used Arabic words, I’ve provided a Glossary at the end of this book. Also, whenever you come upon a word you don’t understand, feel free to do a quick internet search for its definition, especially if the context doesn’t make the meaning clear.

To the Grammar Police

In certain sentences and sections in this book, you’ll notice that I deviate from what is technically correct from a grammatical point of view. I do this to lean more into what I call “the language of the heart.” So, no, my occasional switching of tenses, mismatched pronoun-antecedent usage, sentence fragments, and use of certain verbs as nouns (e.g., overwhelm) isn’t an oversight. It’s aimed at inspiring the reader to open their heart to the enigmatic world of love and their own human nafs (inner world). So, relax your mind, put down your proverbial “red pen” and allow your heart to humbly receive whatever benefit your Merciful Creator has already written for you.

 


For the female soul seeking to love herself in all her beautiful imperfection. May you forever embrace your quirky uniqueness for the divine gift it is.
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Introduction: Overcoming Roadblocks to Embodying Femininity 
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“Make every effort to change things you do not like. If you cannot make a change, change the way you have been thinking. You might find a new solution.”

―Maya Angelou, Letter to My Daughter

 


i. Two Sides of Performing Femininity
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Because this topic is admittedly complex, I dedicate Part One of this book to discussing the question “What Is Performing Femininity?” During this initial discussion, I mention some brief points from the mental health perspective while also briefly touching on the Islamic point of view regarding woman’s full personhood. However, in this part, as in the rest of the book, I intentionally avoid delving too deeply into mental health research or Islamic evidences surrounding certain points. This is to preserve the relatively lighthearted tone of this book and to make the book more accessible to a wider audience, as extensive scholarly discussions, whether secular or religious, tend to become cumbersome to the average reader. 

In Part Two, I divide the discussion into ten sections, corresponding to the ten reasons that performing femininity never works in love. The ten sections in Part Two focus on two sides of performing femininity: (1) how it is cultivated by emotional trauma, personal experience, and cultural programming and (2) how it is inherently contradictory, problematic, and self-destructive by nature. 

In Part Two, I begin the first side of this discussion by sharing how my own life experiences, as well as those of other women, shape our earliest ideas about ourselves, about the world around us, and about how we should show up for the men in our lives (or for the men we hope to be in our lives). Amidst these reflections, I share very specific reasons why performing femininity doesn’t have the ability to work in a healthy relationship rooted in true love, which by definition is mutually nourishing to both the man and the woman.

Finally, in Part Three I discuss five steps that both men and women can implement individually, as a couple, and as a community to cultivate mutual love and intimacy amongst us. I also briefly discuss the importance of men, wherever possible, taking the lead in this collective healing between men and women, and I also discuss why I make this suggestion. 

In the next few sections of this introduction, I discuss the foundations of shifting from performing femininity to embodying femininity. I also briefly discuss the importance of understanding why the essence of masculinity is not limited to the male experience and the essence of femininity is not limited to the female experience, although in this book I dedicate most of the discussion of performing femininity (and masculinity) to the male-female dichotomy.

 


ii. Performing Femininity Can Shift within a Relationship
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Given the sensitive nature of this book topic as it relates to the personal lives of many readers, it is important to note, in fact emphasize the following point: Performing femininity certainly can be transformed into true femininity within a relationship itself. In other words, it is not necessary for a woman to leave her current relationship, cancel any wedding plans, or dissolve her marriage when consciously shifting from performing femininity to embodying true femininity. 

This is the case even if a woman finds herself feeling “trapped” in cycles of performing femininity in her current circumstance. In the context of marriage, the woman’s personal transformation becomes possible when two variables are present: (1) the woman is in a safe relationship and environment and (2) the woman is fully willing and committed to doing her own inner work. (For Muslim women interested in investing in this personal transformation, I encourage them to seek the guidance of professional therapy along with joining our Feminine Soul Reset membership at sqsoul.com where they are guided step-by-step through this process). 

With regards to number 1, by “safe relationship” I mean the woman is not being actively harmed or abused by her husband, whether physically, verbally, or spiritually. I do not mean the woman must be in an environment of deeply felt emotional safety, as this emotionally attuned relational state occurs only after both the man and woman heal their underlying emotional wounding (which was inciting them to perform masculinity and femininity in the relationship).

Ideally, the woman shifting from performing femininity to embodying spiritual femininity (i.e., taqwaa-centered womanhood) will also have a supportive, emotionally secure man by her side who is also doing his own inner work. However, at the very least, her husband should not be resistant to this positive, soul-nourishing upgrade in her life and their relationship. And by resistant, I mean he is unsafe and/or consistently oppositional to her efforts toward emotional self-investment (with the operative words being both “unsafe” and “consistently oppositional”). I do not mean he is occasionally resistant to her changes in moments of friction, triggers, or disagreements, as all efforts toward positive transformation will hit roadblocks and resistance, not only in the relationship itself but also within the person herself (or himself). 

Nevertheless, it is important to note, in fact emphasize, that a woman successfully shifting from performing femininity to embodying femininity almost never requires the enthusiastic approval, support, or participation of another person, not even her own husband. If a woman feels that she does in fact require this level of support, again (as aforementioned), I encourage a combination of professional therapy along with the compassionate accountability community of women at Feminine Soul Reset. When a woman seeks her most intensive support outside the context of her relationship, she often finds that her husband himself becomes fully supportive of her efforts. Additionally, while witnessing the positive changes in his wife’s private life and relationship with him and the children, it is not uncommon for a man to become genuinely curious as to how he himself can benefit from a similar upgrade in his life, mindset, and relationship with his soul.

As I hope will become clear by the end of the book, the reason that it is unnecessary (and often unwise) for a woman to make a life-altering decision such as dissolving an entire relationship in an effort to eliminate performing femininity from her life is quite simple: More than anything, shifting from performing femininity to embodying true femininity is an individual emotional and spiritual journey rather than a joint relationship journey. Therefore, this transformation almost never requires that you take this personal journey along with another person (unless, of course, you are in need of professional therapy or a support group designated for this purpose).

Nevertheless, it is absolutely true that this individual journey is certainly enhanced when you are blessed with a man who is also consciously shifting from performing masculinity to embodying spiritual masculinity (i.e., he is becoming more intentional about implementing taqwaa-centered manhood at home and in community). Fortunately, however, many sincere men are inspired to make this conscious shift after witnessing the woman they love make positive changes in her own life.

 


iii. The Essence of Masculinity and Femininity
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Before beginning this book’s discussion on performing femininity, it is important to highlight this point: It is in the practical manifestations of wounded masculinity and wounded femininity that we begin to witness the immense complexity and multiple nuances of this topic. These nuances and complexities go far beyond the male experience with himself and the world around him and far beyond the confines of the female experience with herself and the world around her. 

In a nutshell, we can think of both masculine wounding and feminine wounding as causing harm in how they manifest in the world. Both masculine and feminine wounding stem from unhealed emotional wounds that incite us to consciously or unconsciously fixate on external ideas of what it means to be a “real man” or a “good woman.” This external fixation often comes at the expense of our own wellness and inner contentment and ultimately disconnects us from—and shames us away from—showing up as our full authentic selves.

However, masculine wounding causes the most obvious harm to realities and experiences outside the self, and feminine wounding causes the most obvious harm to realities and experiences within the self. This is why, for example, a man’s wounding can often be seen in how poorly he treats his loved ones, and a woman’s wounding can often be seen in how poorly she treats herself. In their extreme forms, masculine wounding manifests as verbal or physical abuse of others, and feminine wounding manifests as severe depression, stress-induced illness, toxic victimhood, or any other mental or physiological state that makes it extremely difficult or impossible to healthily complete daily tasks and responsibilities. Nevertheless, both types of wounding cause harm to the self and others (e.g., masculine wounding is rooted in a toxic relationship with oneself, and feminine wounding leads to neglecting one’s children and/or to the parentification of them).

Though a detailed discussion of masculine and feminine wounding is beyond the scope of this book, it is crucial to understand this point: Manifestations of wounded masculinity are not confined to men, and manifestations of wounded femininity are not confined to women (e.g., a man can be severely depressed to the point of immobility, and a woman can be verbally or physically abusive of others). This is mainly because in both the human experience and in the nature of the world itself, the essence of something is different from the essence of someone. Evidence of this universal law, which applies to everything in existence (seen and unseen), is inherent in the classical Arabic language that Allah has chosen for His final revelation to humankind, as discussed briefly in the next section.

 


iv. The Essence of Something vs. the Essence of Someone
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In the Qur’an itself we see how the essence of something like the human nafs, which is the human’s inner world, is grammatically feminine. However, we also see how the essence of someone whose body holds this nafs, is either grammatically masculine (in the case of a male) or grammatically feminine (in the case of a female). Similarly, every noun and verb in the Arabic language has an essence that is either masculine or feminine depending on the practical way that this thing or person shows up in its world, whether that world is apparent or hidden (or seen or unseen). 

As it relates to Arabic nouns in particular, there are no exceptions to this. Even the word Allah in Arabic is grammatically masculine. However, Allah Himself is neither male nor female, because being male or female is a characteristic of creation, and the Creator is nothing like His creation.

How is all of this relevant to the discussion of performing femininity? Well, let’s mention five (5) points that are either directly or indirectly related to the various discussions of emotional wounding on the male and female nafs that are explored later in this book: 


		The wounded masculine needs to feel that he is providing safety and protection to the female soul (even though he is, in fact, not providing it). In fact, the wounded masculine’s entire identity as a man is rooted in feelings of manhood as opposed to actual manhood as defined and assigned by God.

		Due to point number 1, the wounded feminine is absolutely essential to the unhealed man’s identity and sense of self. This is because it is only the wounded feminine—the woman who is performing femininity instead of authentically embodying it—who is more invested in making a man feel like a “real man” than in actually benefiting from a real man of taqwaa in truth. 

		Both the wounded feminine and the wounded masculine perform for the male gaze. This performative behavior isn’t about the essence of who these women and men really are deep inside; rather it is about the essence of their very real wounds (and all of us, without exception, will have very real emotional wounds that need our compassion and healing at some point in our lives). 



For the unhealed man in particular, his emotional wounding incites him to use the collective male gaze (and subsequent male approval of his “good performance” of masculine behaviors) as a standard for his own manhood while simultaneously (and sometimes desperately) also seeking admiration and desirability from women. For this reason, a woman who does not center men or the collective male gaze and instead chooses to live in embodied femininity (e.g., an “independent woman” who is emotionally healthy and secure in the life that she is living) is a threat to this man’s very identity and sense of manhood (which is rooted in his wounding instead of the essence of his fitrah)—just as she is a threat to the unhealed woman’s very identity and sense of womanhood (which is rooted in her wounding instead of the essence of her fitrah). 

As a result, a healthily independent woman living in true femininity and personal authenticity, for example, becomes the scapegoat for all the low self-worth that lives inside the unhealed nafs of the wounded masculine and wounded feminine alike. Thus, they project onto this emotionally healthy woman their own inner feelings of low worth and inauthenticity, claiming that she is not a “good woman” or that she is “un-feminine.”


		As mentioned in the previous section, manifestations of wounded masculinity are not confined to men, and manifestations of wounded femininity are not confined to women. Therefore, a woman can externalize her emotional pain by treating her loved ones in obviously harmful and abusive ways (while simultaneously claiming her behavior is inspired by love and protection). Similarly, a man can internalize his emotional pain by “closing in on himself” and becoming immobilized by depression and anxiety until he, for example, becomes neglectful of his loved ones (while simultaneously telling himself and others a story of victimhood that absolves him from showing up fully and responsibly to his own life).

		This (i.e., point number 4) is mainly because in both the human experience and in the nature of the world itself, the essence of something is different from the essence of someone.



You Are Not Your Challenges

Here it is relevant to note that the above five points are not about blaming or shaming anyone for their very real personal challenges or mental health issues. The truth of the matter is that every single one of us—without exception—has personal challenges in our lives and varying levels of unwellness that negatively affect our mental and physical health, and even our spiritual practice. In this, some of us are struggling with much deeper challenges than others. 

Moreover, some of us have even been diagnosed with very specific physical illnesses or mental health issues, many of which began as unhealed emotional wounds stemming from childhood. In any case, no matter our individual struggle, challenge, or diagnosis (known or unknown), it is important to remember this point: You are not your struggle, you are not your challenge, and you are not your diagnosis. In other words, you are not your wounds.

The essence of your challenge is not equal to the essence of you. As such, not a single one of your underlying struggles, challenges, or diagnoses is your fault. Your accountability—like the accountability of every daughter (or son) of Adam in this world—rests in how you respond to these struggles, challenges, or diagnoses. Thus, the essence of you is reflected in how sincerely and consistently you show up for yourself (and others) amidst these divinely decreed worldly trials. The essence of you is not reflected in the intricacies or darknesses of the trial itself. 

And please remember these two (2) points as you embark on this path of self-healing and personal transformation: 


		Your journey is less about perfection than it is about commitment. 

		Your success is less about “winning” than it is about never giving up. 



Thus, your success lies in your perseverance in nurturing the beautiful essence of you, not in any external measurement of success—or with any “happily ever after” relationship with someone else.

Understanding Performative Roles in Men and Women

In the context of this book, it is important to understand the essence of “performing” as distinct from striving for good. 

In this discussion, I use the terms performing and performative to mean that the woman (or man) is showing up to life similar to how an actress (or actor) shows up to a theatre production. So, the woman’s (or man’s) life becomes effectively about putting on a performance similar to how a stage performer’s job is to put on a good show. Here, the only difference is that in performing femininity (and masculinity), the “theatre stage” is the person’s own life.

Consequently, the woman shows up in a performative role of womanhood and the man shows up in a performative role of manhood with the sole (or primary) intention of getting a good “performance review” based on some external manmade checklist of femininity and masculinity. As a result, fulfilling the authentic role of being one’s true self as an individual woman or man isn’t only not in the job description; it further contradicts it. Thus, the job of “femininity” and “masculinity” is something entirely different from personal authenticity.

Nonetheless, it is important to note that from a semantic point of view, there is a healthy, positive meaning of the term job performance as it relates to womanhood and manhood in this world. For example, when we are sincerely studying what it means to be a “good woman” or “good man” in truth—e.g., by reading the Qur’an, learning about the prophetic example, and reflecting on the lives of righteous women and men of the past—we are using these descriptions and lessons as external guideposts and sources of inspiration for our own journeys of womanhood and manhood in this world. As a result, we naturally aspire to “perform” our own roles of wife and mother (or husband and father) well. 

This specific meaning of successfully performing a particular feminine or masculine role in life is not only praiseworthy but also necessary and reflects taking personal responsibility for our lives and how we show up as spouses and parents. As a matter of fact, every sincere human being who is striving for goodness and self-betterment in this world needs external examples to help them along the way. These external examples serve as guidance to help us see how well we are “measuring up” to what or whom we aspire to be.

Nevertheless, this particular definition of a good “job performance” is not what is being discussed through the term performing femininity (or masculinity) in this book—except insomuch as our intentional, sincere embodiment of true femininity and true masculinity manifests in healthy, soul-nourishing ways that align with the external guideposts given to us by our Creator and His Messenger (peace be upon him). In that case, we would not be discussing performing femininity or masculinity; we would be discussing embodying it.

 


v. The Ten Sections and Why Performing Femininity Is So Harmful
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The ten sections of this book deal with both sides of performing femininity (i.e., women’s real-life experiences and why performing femininity simply cannot work in any healthy, loving relationship). As such, this book comprises the following ten reasons why performing femininity never works in love:


		True love requires authenticity (i.e., showing up as your true self) while performing femininity, by definition, requires showing up while performing an “act” that has been scripted for you.

		Love is about being fully seen (and heard) while performing femininity is about hiding and suppressing your voice.

		Performing femininity asks women to show up empty while true love asks women to show up full.

		Healthy love supports living a full, joyful life while performing-for-love stunts inner fulfillment and extinguishes joy.

		True love always starts within, yet performing femininity requires an external, manmade script.

		You cannot perform femininity and embody femininity at the same time.

		If you don’t love you, he can’t love you.

		Love is about connection while performing is about entertainment.

		Love requires trust while performance implies distrust.

		Love and unsafety cannot coexist in a healthy, loving relationship (and performing femininity is often rooted in women feeling emotionally unsafe to show up as their true selves).



Perhaps the most serious harm of performing femininity is found in reason number 10, because it keeps women locked in a space of feeling unsafe—within herself and within her relationship. Moreover, when this lack of safety is precisely what a man wants (or demands) from a woman—as is the case with men living in an extreme form of the wounded masculine—then equating performing femininity with praiseworthy things like piety, female goodness, and being a righteous wife can cost a woman her life, literally. 

Whether this loss of life is due to the “slow death” incited by the steady shutdown of her nervous system over time, or due to sudden external physical harm inflicted by her husband; almost nothing good comes from a woman living in perpetual harm (emotionally or physically) while imagining she’s just being a good, “feminine” woman. When a woman lives in this constant state of emotional and/or physical unsafety to gain the approval or pleasure of the man she loves, her experience gets to the very heart of the central question of this book: But do you feel safe with him? 

 


Part One: What Is Performing Femininity?
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“So often as women, we spend so much of our lives auditioning and performing for a man’s heart, wondering if he’ll be the one to finally choose us. It is only after years of this exhaustive tap dancing that we come to realize we should have focused on winning our own hearts and choosing our own selves.”

—from the journal of Umm Zakiyyah
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