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Introduction

Male/Female Dichotomy is one of the most primitive
human dualities, which is based on biological
differences and is related to the field of gender. What
goes beyond the two concepts of female and male is
the definition of femininity and masculinity.
Masculinity and femininity are gender-related
cultural structures that apply to both individuals and
groups (Moreno-Bella, Willis & Moya, 2019).
Gender (as opposed to biologically dependent
gender) is recognized as a category of femininity and
masculinity that has a social structure and organizes
behavior (Zajdo, 2007). Kanel has conceptualized
gender as a set of social and fluid hierarchical
relationships, which are used by subjects to relate to
each other (Salazar, Guicolia, & Ohman, 2016).
Gender in all societies is one of the basic structures
that shape the identity and experiences of individuals;
however, its importance and role varies from one
society to another and from one culture to another.
Gender is one of the first social classifications that
children learn in their societies today, and therefore
the knowledge of gender stereotypes is evident from
early childhood. In adulthood, people identify
themselves with gender stereotypes that have been
internalized during childhood (Kachel, Stephens, &
Needlech, 2016). These gender expectations are met
through various social institutions such as the media,
law and school. Gender socialization also occurs
interpersonal, where family members, friends, and
peers teach the child appropriate gender behavior.
This process is known as the social construction of
gender and gives meaning to words such as girl/boy,
woman/man, and feminine/masculine  (Zayn,
Hindagno Sotlo, & Messner, 2011). In her research,
Nichols (2019) states that for women, ‘doing’ gender
means successfully ‘doing’ femininity, which means
that women consider traits, dispositions and
behaviors that comprise appropriate femininity.
Although the term femininity contains a set of
meanings, it generally refers to traits, behaviors,
interests, origins, appearances, patterns, and
expectations that are associated with being a woman
during the process of socialization (Shee et al., 2014).

1016

Vol. 20, No. 103, Autumn(October) 2021

The concept of female identity (femininity) is also
derived from social interactions with others. The
woman compares herself to social norms, including
common gender roles (Komatsu et al., 2014). Like
beauty, femininity is often in the eyes of the viewer,
too (Guillen Faby and Wilt, 2019). For example, in
the study conducted by Pereira et al. (2019), men find
great attraction to the characteristics of women's body
and their behavior such as feminine face, dancing and
voice. However, in the Hardy’s study (2014), there
was a weak or at best moderate correlation between
sound quality and femininity perception. At the same
time, certain characteristics are attributed to the ideal
feminine face. In a study on a Chinese population,
Han et al. (2020) stated that a woman's sexual
characteristics are a sign of her health and fertility
benefits, which are traits preferred by men. Other
studies show that health, fertility and parenting
abilities indicate women's femininity (Pereira et al.,
2019). Mahalik et al. (2005) define femininity as the
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral subordination of
women to a set of social norms that have been passed
down from generation to generation through culture.
Because these social norms vary among different
nations, races, social classes, and ethnicities,
femininity is defined differently in each social group.
In the field of cognitive manufacturing, there are
value-cultural systems that determine the importance
and relevance or the marginality of a subject. Also,
due to the dominance of patriarchal culture,
femininity has received less attention among various
theories. On the other hand, in the field of women's
studies, as part of the humanities, less attention has
been paid to the study of their tendencies, plans,
experiences, and feelings. However, effective
programs for their mental health cannot be developed
unless they have a precise and accurate knowledge of
what is in a woman's mind and psyche about her
feminine parts. Femininity as a scientific concept can
have  different  meanings  with  countless
interpretations. But when femininity is investigated
as a whole, individual statements of femininity
indicate different patterns. Given that so far no
research has systematically investigated the concept
of femininity, this study asks: what are the
components of femininity from the perspective of
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women in different countries? Through answering
this question, this study intends to review the different
meanings of femininity in different countries and
therefore to address the various parts of this broad
concept from the perspective of women.

Method

In the present meta-analysis study, which was carried
out systematically, Noblit and Harr’s (1988)
qualitative meta-ethnography approach was used in
several stages. In the first stage, the title of the
research, i.e. “The Perception of Femininity in
Different Countries” was considered. In the second
stage, only the studies qualified for entering the meta-
analysis were included in the study. For this purpose,
qualitative studies on the perception of femininity
were searched in three databases: Scopus,
Sciencedirect and PubMed, from 2000 to 2020, using
a combination of the following keywords: femininity,
feminine identity, being woman, perceived
femininity.

At this stage, the inclusion criteria were: articles that
examined femininity in women, directly measured
women's experience of femininity, talked about the
formation and criteria of femininity in a particular
country, were published from 2000 to 2020, and were
written in English. Exclusion criteria also included
the articles examining femininity in various physical
illnesses or specific psychological disorders,
femininity in adolescents and men, femininity in
literary, social, and historical works, as well as the
articles whose full text was not available.

A total of 381 articles were retrieved based on the
searches in the databases. After removing duplicate
articles (8), 373 articles entered the initial screening.
347 articles were removed from the review process
based on inclusion and exclusion criteria, and 26 ones
were selected for full-text review. At this stage, 7
articles were removed from the research process
because they were not in English or their full text was
not available, and finally 19 articles were included in
the final analysis (Figure 1).

Next, each of the selected studies was read carefully,
with a focus on details in order to identify their key
concepts and themes. In the fourth stage, the extracted
key concepts were put together and the relationship
between them was examined and considered. The
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fifth stage was to compare the key concepts extracted
from each study with the key concepts of other
studies, and finally in the last stage, the final result of
meta-analysis (i.e. the factors involved in women's
perception of femininity) was presented in six
different aspects.

Figure 1: the process of reviewing and selecting
articles (decision tree).
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Results

The information extracted from the selected articles
and their findings are given in the table below. The
factors discussed in these articles were classified into
six main areas: sexuality, motherhood, appearance
and body, caregiver or self-care, independence and
respect, and cultural factor, which will be discussed
below.
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Table 1. Information extracted from the articles reviewed in the meta-analysis

No. Title Journal Author(s) Date Sample characteristics Findings
Women implicitly or explicitly
resist the power of public discourse
. Qualitative research about femininity and sexuality. The
I;er:r:gln;% ;?d Sgﬁ‘;al Culture, conducted in Hanoi with 13 concepts of femininity can be
1 u%m a?ri ed ng’%/ en ir? Health & Quach 2008 unmarried, educated considered as a temporary tool for
Hanoi Sexuality women, aged from25t0 34  women to gain control over sexual
years relations. It is necessary to consider
sexual agency for single and
educated women
Performing
fer(:iitier:i(?[s?);leﬁgl e Women performed their femininity
agenc ar¥d role in Culture, 94 interviews with women by focusing on enabling their male
2 gs eXl}/aI life and Health & Kelly et al. 2016  of reproductive age (16-49 partner’s pleasure, while
contraceptive use — a Sexuality years) simultaneously ignoring their own
qualitative study in sexual desires, wishes or interests
Australia
Constructions of ; ‘Proper’ masculinity was defined in
masculinity and ADSDIES 01T LSS terms of stereotypical reproductive
- Culture, (between 22 and 79) about e
femininity and sexual ; faed oF norms and femininity was more
3 : - Health & Fiavehetal. 2014  femininity and masculinity . N
risk negotiation et T uniformly characterized in terms of
practices among y safet 9 physical attractiveness and beauty,
women in urban Ghana y responsibility and reproduction.
Two study cases of women
struggling to consolidate
The riddle of positive feminine This study includes observations
femininity: The identifications and, to that about ‘perverted’ fantasies in
interplay of primary Int. J. : end, working through women.
. femininity and the Psychanal e Etd. 2 conflicting feminine The tendency to prefer one situation
castration complex in identifications and defenses over another distracts analytical
analytic listening against a resolution of the listening.
awareness of gender
differences.
Intimate
Violence, 10 women’s narratives Definitions of femininity,
Family, and from counseling settings in marriage, and motherhood in
Femininity: Violence India to comment on the India that are hinged on women’s
Women’s : : cultural processes of responsibility toward holding a
5 : Against Mitra 2013 i :
Narratives on Wi explaining and family together have obstructed
: omen e . . ,
Their rationalizing domestic an understanding of women’s
Construction of violence that silence individual rights and of violations
Violence and women of these rights
Self
“I Have to Ten qualitative in-depth %Igiéa r ;zo‘gilufggie,',vgﬁzTg;g;?tg
Listen to This interviews and 10 focus y : {1 et
. : : between their physical limitations
Old Body™: The Rutagumirwa group discussions were :
6 Sl ; ; 2017 and the desire to perform
Femininity and ~ Gerontologist and Bailey conducted among women endered tasks affect the
the Aging aged 60 and older in \?vomen’s R
Body Tanzania identification
These biographies demonstrate
common narratives that young
; women employ in negotiating
fle?riﬁfl?r:?t%/ gender. While they commonly
claiming Women's Four young women, who _ escape certain UETITS @)
A : femininity, which they frequently
respectability: Studies - have unequal access to : o
7 . Alemdaroglu 2015 . describe as traditional, backward,
Culture, class International economic resources and bmissive. thev al |
and young Forum different cultural meanings or submissive, they aiso employ
I — alternative narratives such as
independence, career success,
Turkey
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No. Title Journal Author(s) Date Sample characteristics Findings
"It's just part of Why cervical screening
Vb’gmgn?._ Interviews with 35 women d'isrﬁgléﬁgzthﬁvﬁrgﬁﬁ?ge
8 cervical Sg:k'\a/ll e?j?é?:ge Bush 2000 f%r;ﬁr)](psgggﬁis cc:efr’v?ggl femininity? The meaning and
screening, the gscreenir’1 objective of mass screening
body and g programs must be brought into

femininity question
Islamic feminism might sound
like an oxymoron for some.
However, for an increasing

Formation of number of Muslim women, Islam
alternative provides a salient framework
femininities W within which they struggle for
through Islam: S e McGinty. A Feminist approaches of gender equality. A religious
9 Feminist International M (2036'7 . 2007 two Swedish female identity as "Muslim" lies not
approaches Forum ’ converts to Islam necessarily in the realm of
among Muslim patriarchy, as assumed by many
converts in feminists, perpetuating traditional
Sweden gender roles, but rather
constitutes a space in which
resistance against patriarchal
ideas can take form.
" The themes discussed include
“Being a woman is Inc;ﬁgﬁiiﬁ\/gﬂgmh employment, work-family divide,
different here”: observations of marriage, sexuality and parenting
Changing perceptions Women's everyday activities and practices, attitudes towards
10 of femininity and Studies Remennick 2007 interactions between Western feminism and American
gender relations International RUSSian i miarants sexual mores. Across these
among former Soviet Forum their families ?riendé different themes, the article
women living in and the mainstream juxtaposes the former Soviet and
Greater Boston American milieu Western notions of gender roles,
women's place and femininity.
Exploring 184 Asian Content analysis of responses
Asian American Journal of American female identified 5 categories of
Female College Multicultural college students' subjective femininity
11 Students' Subjective Counseling Chang 2017 subjective femininity conceptualizations: model
Femininity and conceptualizations and minority, physical attributes,
Conceptualizations Development their associations with  traditional femininity, subordinate
family conflict roles, and modern femininity
Participants assumed a range of
subject positions in relation to
these repertoires that suggests that
N Japanese society may be in a state
Investigating the ; :
The discursive gendered i%lterpgretative Sl LI e do_mmar_n SO
: : are undergoing discursive
COTELETON 11 Discourse TEENTEES HEL £ HroLT reformulation and change. Results
12 femininities in the Studies Charlebois 2010  of 20 Japanese women of this study indicate t%ét while
EERRLIIE U7 G (a3l 2050 Bl @ inter retativeyre ertoires constitute
women during semi-structured P P

cultural ‘common sense’,
individuals possess agency to
discursively deploy, resist, and
sometimes even reconstruct these
discursive resources.

interview
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No. Title Journal Author(s) Date Sample characteristics Findings
‘Two higher order themes are
presented: ‘the realization of new
motherhood’ and ‘coping with
new motherhood’. These themes
demonstrate how unprepared
formotherhood the women were
Supermum, and how their expectations were
superwife, Journal of Interviews with 24 based on various myths of
13 supereverything: Reproductive Choi et al 2005 primiparous and motherhood. This led to feelings
performing femininity and Infant ' multiparous women in of inadequacy as they struggled
in the transition to Psychology Great Britain with the myth versus reality
motherhood discrepancy. However, they could
not be seen to be inadequate and
therefore employed greater efforts
to portray themselves as
supermum, superwife,
supereverything and hide the
opposite
Searching for
lost Focus on the women’s concerns about
femininity: failing to engage in normative
Russian practices of self-care, including anti-
middle-aged Journal of " : ] ageing cosmetic procedures, and hence
14 women’s Consumer Davidenko 2017 ;ngedr \\I/:/%Vr\fe\r/mwftrgriol\r/]lgggcl)s\_/ failing to embody feminine
participation Culture g dispositions that had value in their
in the post- middle-class milieu. This helps discern
Soviet the ways different markers of identity
consumer (gender, class and age) interplay
culture
Femininity,
Masculinity, The current standard of femininity
and Body disproportionately associates women's
Image Issues worth with their bodies. Differing from
among : . . literature that suggests femininity
College-Age The Qualitative iﬁ\éegz'nhiﬁﬁgﬁi:gwga\évﬁ isassociated with physicality and
15 Women: An Report Leavy et al 2009 intervieves with college-age masculinity is not, our research
In-Depth and P women ge-ag suggests that masculinity is also partly
Written associated with physicality, but in a
Interview way that is linked to power and does
Study of the not reduce masculinity to only
Mind-Body physicality
Dichotomy
Marital Status
and the Involvement of single mothers in a
Influence of romantic relationship is seen as a
Emphasized transgression from the notion of
Femininity on E;Qtzr;?\%g% In-depth interviews with traditional femininity, which is a form
16 the Romantic ,Eam” Karupiah 2016 30 Malaysian Tamil of emphasized femininity in Tamil
Relationships Rese aré/h women society. Motherhood and karpu
of Tamil (chastity) are seen as central to the
Single traditional notion of femininity in
Mothers in Tamil society
Malaysia
Reproducing,
tr?:rzsstclgr? oﬁﬂg o Whereas hegemonic constructions of
discourses of Sualltatlv_e Interviews with 14 feml’nlnl.ty typlcal!y.ser\./e to forgs.tall ,
femininity: a esearch in women who regularly women’s leisure participation, palftlclpants
17 di Sport, Lafrance 2011 Aot o ot accounts here are shown to negotiate these
Iscourse Exercise EGHLETEELE I el el social meanings by reproducing, resistin
analysis of self-care 9s Dy rep Ing, 9
, and Health or transcending dominant discourses of
women s femininity.
accounts of
leisure
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No. Title Journal Author(s) Date Sample characteristics Findings
Respectable,
Disreputable,
or Rightful?
Young
Nicaraguan
Women’s
Discourses The findings show a dominant discourse
on Journal of Eight focus group that portrays femininity as enacting
Femininity, - - - : attributes habitually bestowed to men such
= Intimate I\':\glgt’rrg:tsr:enﬁt sl el e dlscusi\llgzqse\;]vnh &) as independence and agency, while still
Partner & Trauma upholding key patriarchal conceptions
Violence, (respectability) limiting women’s agency.
and Sexual
Abuse: A
Grounded
Theory
Situationa
Analysis
The The analysis suggests that their
Corporeality experiences of stress can be related to the
of Living renegotiation of gender constructions that
Stressful have occurred within the Swedish society.
Femininity: The doing of normative femininity resulted
A Gender- Strémbrick et interviews with 25 in an exhausting anddraining self-
19 Theoretical Young al 2014 women, aged 17-25, who evaluating circle. The experiences of
Analysis of : experience a stressful life  having a painful and collapsing body led to
Young a sense of loss of access to and confidence
Swedish in their bodies. This should be understood
Women's as a loss both of subjectivity and
Stress connectedness with the corporeality of
Experiences existence
Conclusion shows that they are discussing sexual risk. In many

The present study was conducted using a systematic
review method to survey the results of research on the
perception of femininity in different countries
between 2000 and 2020. From the findings of the
researches, six factors were extracted: sexual agency,
motherhood, appearance and body, independence and
respect, caregiver or self-care, and cultural factor,
each of which are discussed here.

Sexual Agency: Two of the studies reviewed in this
paper have dealt with the concept of sexual agency in
women and femininity in general. Participants in
Quach’s (2008) study on women in Hanoi, the capital
of Vietnam, provided a definition of femininity that
emphasized  sexual inexperience, obedience,
passivity, and low levels of desire. A 2016 study by
Kelly et al. in Australia found that women exercised
their femininity by focusing on enabling their male
partner’s pleasure, while ignoring their own sexual
desires and aspirations.

The research conducted by Fiaveh et al. (2016)
presents different results than previous researches and
informs about sexual agency in Ghanaian women and

African contexts (e.g. Ghanaian Ashanti, Senegalese
July Muslim, Ugandan Boganda, and Sentoku women
in South KwaZulu-Natal), women display extensive
sexual negotiation skills and are often sexually
expressive.

Motherhood: Choi et al. (2005) argue that marriage
and motherhood are central to femininity, and
therefore they act like a source for constructing
feminine identities as well as providing social and
material rewards for women.

In Karupiah (2016), which examines single mothers
in Tamil, they identified their responsibilities in such
a way that motherhood was the most important part
of their lives and involvement in a romantic
relationship was a transgression from the notion of
traditional femininity.

In  both studies, femininity, and especially
motherhood, is defined by the characteristic of
devotion, self-sacrifice, needlessness, and at the same
time, meeting the needs of the spouse and children.
Such a woman seem to be passive in meeting her own
needs.
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Appearance and body: In this research review,
many studies have addressed the issue of appearance
and body and its relationship with femininity. These
included the psychoanalytic view of the body, the
standard cultural issue of young women, and the
middle-aged view of their bodies.

In their paper, “The riddle of femininity: The
interplay of primary femininity and the castration
complex in analytic listening”, Fritsch et al. employed
a psychoanalytic view toward body, where penis envy
and phallic desire were discussed. They stated that
penis envy may be related to an attempt to merge with
a pre-Oedipal mother or a desire to please an Oedipal
mother.

Leavy’s (2009) study of cultural issues faced by
college-age women suggests that the current criterion
of femininity disproportionately relates women's
value to their bodies. Femininity is often associated
with physical characteristics, and the "good body" is
feminine. The message received from these various
sources is unshakable, and young women realize that
in order to be considered feminine, they must strive
to achieve this cultural standard.

A study by Stromback et al. (2014) shows that young
women investing in normative femininity, with an
emphasis on perfection, progress, and accessibility,
creates a grueling and eroding situation that leads to
a loss of subjectivity and connectedness with the
corporeality of existence.

The Bush’s (2000) study of cervical screening, the
body and femininity takes a different view of
women's bodies and considers it to be a problematic
and annoying issue. Women's fears about their bodies
are significant as a dangerous place that, if left
unchecked, can get out of control.

Rutagumirwa and Bailey (2017) examined the
importance of the body in older women, and this
study showed that older women perceive their aging
body as a "burden”. This way of describing the body
is due to the inability of the old body to have a life
similar to the sexual biographies of women. The
conflict between their physical limitations and their
desire to perform gendered tasks (internalized
feminine habits) affects the process of self-
identification.
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Davidenko (2017) also focuses her research on
middle-aged women and looks at the aesthetics of the
middle-aged body. The women in the study saw
beautification as a way to take care of themselves and
maintain their own unique advantage, but many did
not necessarily accept the need for radical reshaping
of their bodies. As middle-aged women get older and
think about their lives, they may resort to methods
other than beauty care (such as psychology) to get the
idea that women need to be feminine. They are
constantly working on their bodies and questioning
their sexual attractiveness from the masculine
perspective.

Independence and Respect: Studies that have
examined “femininity, respect, and independence”
also point to cases in which changes in social,
economic, religious, and even immigration
conditions have led women to gain greater
independence and respect. It also raises the issue that
the violent conditions of society have reduced the
respect and independence of women. These cases will
be discussed in detail.

Mitra’s (2013) study, which examines the impact of
domestic violence on Indian women, can be seen as a
loss of independence and respect for women. Because
this violence is experienced in private and imtimate
relationships, it causes emotional isolation of women
and loss of self-confidence, low self-esteem and high
dependence on aggressive husbands.

But other research indicates an increasing trend in
women's independence.

Remennick (2007), who studied former Soviet
women living in Greater Boston, points out that while
a large number of Jewish immigrant women live in
the United States (compared to their counterparts in
Israel and Europe) can leave employment and become
full-time housewives due to the high income of their
spouses, few of them choose this option. The need for
work experience, self-actualization and economic
independence is deeply rooted in the cultural/Russian
tradition of the Soviet Union, which includes at least
two generations of women.

In their study of Nicaraguan women, Salazar et al.
(2016) stated that economic and social change has
helped to create and promote an ideal young woman
who does not accept passivity and advocates (and to
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some extent seeks) independence, success and
resilience of women and girls.

McGinty (2007), in his study of the formation of
alternative femininities through Islam, quotes a
female Muslim convert in Sweden who believes that
converting to Islam creates a new sense of femininity,
which is defined by integrity, chastity, and respect,
without compromising one’s independence and
professionalism.

In 2015, Alemdaroglu published a study titled
“Escaping femininity, claiming respectability:
Culture, class and young women in Turkey”. The
narratives of the women interviewed in this study
indicate that young women actively distance
themselves from other women and escape from
certain forms of femininity. While young women
escape certain forms of femininity, they use
alternative narratives such as independence, career
success, moderation, chastity, and religiosity to attest
self-value and respectability.

Caregiver or self-care (responsibility for oneself
and others): Research in this area has pointed out that
the mental assumption of different societies is that the
task of caring (oneself and others) is associated with
women, which is a psychological pressure for
women.

In  Charlebois (2010) study, Japanese women
expressed their gender identity through the
interpretative repertoires of women as natural
caregivers, mothers as primary parents, and gender
equality. This study witnessed a discourse conflict
between "mothers as the main parent” and "gender
equality”, which shows that their collective wisdom
is entering a state of discourse change and
reformulation.

In Choi et al.'s (2005) study of women in the UK, in
addition to the role of mother and child caregiver,
housework and caring others are also assigned to
women.

In a study of Canadian women participating in self-
care and leisure programs, LaFrance (2011) referred
to a kind of Western patriarchal culture that presents
discourses of femininity that make women inherently
caring (e.g. Maternal instinct).

Cultural factor: In researches conducted in this field,
we can see historical and cultural differences in the

Vol. 20, No. 103, Autumn(October) 2021

definition of femininity. Remennick’s (2007) study of
Russian immigrant women, mentioned in the section
on “independence and respect”, refers to the history
of the role of women in the Soviet Union in the 1980s,
when discriminatory attitudes and behaviors toward
women led to lower or middle-class jobs for them.
With the economic instability of 1990 and the
faltering jobs of men, many women became the only
direct breadwinners of the family. Instead, many
women, tired of multiple roles, established traditional
femininity through a slim and attractive (sexy) look
taken from the suburban housewives of American and
French films. In this atmosphere in 1990s, many
young Russian women who were in their twenties
believed that their youth and beauty were the
mainstays of investing. The traditional divisions
between male and female occupations were re-
established, and women returned to services,
secretarial work, sales, and the beauty industry while
leaving business, technology, and finance to men.
Chang et al.’s (2017) study of Asian American
women showed that when family conflict is greater,
femininity is more likely to be described in terms of
obedient roles.

Charlebois (2010) also stated in his work on Japanese
women that being at home and family is an essential
element of middle class femininity in post-World War
Il Japan. It is noteworthy that the role of a
professional housewife is not seen as a form of
imprisonment in house, but is still popular among
many women.

Interestingly, the main focus of the mentioned
researches is on East Asian women and Russian
women, which in fact covers North Asia. However,
there are still significant differences in the definition
of femininity among these people, and this confirms
the importance of understanding the culture and
history of a country in examining the concept of
femininity.

According to the results of the present study, it can be
said that femininity does not include one or two
specific factors and there is a set of factors that form
the concept of femininity. Identifying and studying
these factors can help in the developing programs for
women's mental health and research in the field of
women's studies.
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Like any other studies, this study also had its own
limitations, the most important of which were the lack
of access to the full text of a number of studies, and
languages other than English, which inevitably fell
out of analysis.

It is suggested that researchers study and compare the
concept of femininity in Iranian women who belong
to different groups of Kurdish, Turkish, Lori and
Persian language, and thus take an important step to
study and help women in this region.
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