Return of the lady 
What do young girls today really, really want? To be feminine, apparently. Luisa Dillner reports  

Girls are boycotting sports lessons, according to research released last week, to avoid messing up their hair and the really serious problem of getting sweaty. A survey by Adidas found that while girls are happy to wear sports clothing, they think sport itself is deeply "unfeminine". 

Naomi Campbell, meanwhile, has her own thoughts on what's feminine. Not for her the "disgusting" baggy trousers worn by All Saints and the platform shoes favoured by the Spice Girls. Her preferred sole mates? "I like feminine heels," she says. 

Just when you thought femininity was a concept it was safe to grow out of, like Barbie dolls, it turns out to be what everyone wants to grow into. But the problem remains, no one's sure what you need to be feminine, apart from deodorant and stilettos. 

The word comes from the Latin femina, meaning "suckling woman", which doesn't shed much light. In the absence of a femininity rulebook, it may be in the eye of the beholder. 

In the 80s, there were nationwide debates among men as to whether Margaret Thatcher was feminine. Women, of course, knew she wasn't. Feminine qualities historically have been soft-spokenness, passivity, modesty. Jane Austen drew the perfect feminine heroine in Mansfield Park's Fanny Price, who was so modest and unassuming that it is hard for today's women to relate to her: the latest film of the novel is expected to be far racier in an attempt to appeal to modern audiences. 

Over the years, the acceptable range of feminine behaviour has relaxed. Femininity today is possible in a mini skirt (though PVC may be pushing it) and women no longer need to stay at home doing needlepoint: we are feminine at work as long as we pour the tea in meetings. 

While women don't automatically assume they are feminine, most would like an option on it, despite the fact that femininity suggests weakness while masculinity reeks of strength. As US feminist Susan Brownmiller said: "Femininity in essence is a romantic sentiment, a nostalgic tradition of imposed limitations." Specifically women don't want to break out of the femininity prison because we can't risk being unfeminine. We suspect, you see, that it's code for unattractive. 

If femininity is a set of physical characteristics, then they might include long hair (preferably blonde), petiteness (not essential), a button nose and soft bosom. No underarm or leg hair, thank you. Think Felicity Kendall in the Good Life, all little in dungarees with smut on her nose. Think Princess Diana, all doe eyes and submissive tilt of the head. Men will wax lyrical about Claudia Schiffer's femininity shining through her tatty jeans and sweatshirt. 

We learn something about femininity from an early age, when little girls are still called tomboys if they climb trees and refuse to wear dresses. The girls at my daughter's school mostly want long hair and high-heeled boots, stick-on nails and glitter. "Do I look pretty?" they ask. Femininity is always assumed to be a desired state. There is no insult in "You're so feminine" whereas there's a sniff of one in "You're so macho". But there is a downside. Cue Mary Archer, the fragrant definition of femininity. Where has being feminine got her? 

In the US, the National Institute for Child Health and Development is funding a study to see if feminine attributes increase your chance of unplanned pregnancy. The hypothesis is that traditionally feminine girls are less comfortable with their sexuality and may not make good decisions about relationships. It's just not feminine to insist on condoms. 

Maybe traditional femininity is more risky for personal happiness and reproductive health. Certainly we would be naive to believe it is simply clothing and hairdos when it's really about conforming to being a good woman as society demands. Concerns about sport being unfeminine, however, are likely to backfire. Along with a sedentary lifestyle come the extra pounds. And those are definitely unfeminine. 
