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Abstract: Still today, in the early 21st century, the majority of women come up against with a brick wall, meaning that even 
if technology and sciences daily take a step further in leading humanity to a better future, unfortunately there is still 
prejudice against female population in the workplace and the family. There is still something missing from the picture. This 
realization was the starting point from which this research paper derived. In order to make specific conclusions and 
assumptions on the subject, in this paper two movies were used for analysis in accordance with the position of women in 
different time periods. The first movie is Mona Lisa Smile and the second movie is Educating Rita. It is intended that 
through this examination readers will be able to view today‟s concept of women in a broader social perspective. 
Furthermore, there will be a critical investigation in the position of women in Greece and specifically on women who live in 

its rural areas. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

More than half of the world‟s population is female. 

Yet despite that fact, in many cultures females have 

been treated like a minority group. They have been 

excluded from economic and political power; they 

have been the subject of strong negative stereotypes 

and they have faced overt discrimination in many 

areas of life – jobs, higher education and 

politics.“Equal opportunities”: We hear this concept 
everywhere and every day, but actually it is ridiculed; 

it doesn‟t really exist. There are many invisible 

barriers in the difficult way women decide to follow 

because they want to be recognizable for their abilities 

and their spirit. Women are expected to have their 

traditional role in the family and society; to marry, 

have children and raise them. This tradition is still 

“alive”. The question is: where do we stand?  

 

II. MONA LISA SMILE AND THE POSITIN OF 

WOMEN IN THE ‘50s 
 

“Have dinner ready, prepare yourself, prepare the 

children, minimize all noise, be happy to see him, 

listen to him, make the evening his”, here is what 

young women learned at school in the 1950‟s in 

America [1]. Maintain the house, prepare meals, take 

care of the children, help them with their homework, 

be the perfect wife, do the dishes and the laundry 

while remaining elegant; that made the day of most 

American women in the 1950‟s [1]. In reality 

American social culture at the time was entirely based 

onfamily. In that respect, the social organization 
relied on the traditional ideas of the male and female 

roles in the family: it was a model of community 

based on stereotypes. Marriage was an incredibly 

powerful institution during those years; people didn‟t 

ask themselves if they were going to get married, but  

 

when and to whom? Young women didn‟t have a 

doubt about having babies, but simply about how 

many babies they would give birth to. Americans 

were getting married earlier than ever: “the median 

marriage age dropped from 24.3 to 22.6 for men and 

from 21.5 to 20.4 for women” [2]. That was 

thetypicalway of standards which society was based 

on;a strong distinction between the masculine and 

feminine roles was clearly conceived by the 

government and propagated by the means of 
communication of the time [1].   

So, during that time of history a progressive, free-

spirited teacher called Katherine Watson appears at 

Wellesley College in Massachusetts in 1953-

1954(Mona Lisa Smile, starring Julia Roberts). A 

prestigious, conservative all-women college in which 

Kathrine Watson is hired as an instructor of Art 

History. In her first lecture, she realizes that her 

students have absorbed the course book and the 

supplement material but don‟t know how to think 

without instructions. Bearing this in mind, Katherine 
puts the syllabus aside and introduces them to modern 

art without notes or referencing experts, her only goal 

was to make them develop their critical ability. She 

challenges her students‟ stereotypical way of thinking 

not only by her unorthodox teaching methods but also 

by making them “to open their minds to new ideas”, 

to have their own views, wishes, aspirations, 

decisions [3]. She also questions “high art” as being 

the only art form and opens the way to contemporary 

art and transforms her lesson into interesting 

discussions[4]. However, her students‟ main aim is 

not to gain an education, but the “greater” prize of a 
husband [4].The ideology of the “perfect housewife” 

kept women from developing all their potential and 

from knowing the world outside the house and the 

family.  The consequences of this “golden cage” were 

felt all over the country. An increasing number of 
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frustrated and overpowered women were a threat to 

the image of perfection that this social ideology 
wanted to impose. Women had no personal identity, 

they were lost betweendishes, diapers and their 

husbands [4]. They were “the wife”, “the mother”, 

“the housewife”, their own identities were a 

reminiscence of the past, of a time when they knew 

who they were and what they wanted in life: a family, 

a “perfect” family. This desperate search for a 

husband was every young woman's goal. After 

finding a husband and founding a family they could 

live the “American Dream”; but they no longer knew 

who they were, what they wanted or what they liked. 

Young women approaching adulthood were 
constantly submersed in this powerful inducement to 

early marriage, but their insecurity about themselves 

and about what they wanted in life was also a 

significant part of this premature decision. They were 

taught to pity the neurotic, unfeminine, unhappy 

women who wanted a professional career, higher 

education and political rights – the independence and 

opportunities feminists had fought for some decades 

earlier. Then American girls began to get married in 

high school.Colleges of that time built dormitories for 

married students: by the end of the fifties, the United 
States‟ birthrate was overtaking India‟s [4]. Where 

once women had two children during the „50s  they 

were having four, five, six; women who could have 

careers were now making careers out of having 

babies and being the “perfect” housewife. On 

thesubject of women‟s isolation and on the ideal of 

the suburban family, Friedan insists:  

“In the fifteen years after World War II, this 

mystique of feminine fulfillment became the cherished 

and self- perpetuating core of contemporary 

American culture. Millions of women lived their lives 

in the image of those pretty pictures of the American 
suburban housewife, kissing their husbands goodbye 

in front of the picture window, depositing their 

station wagons full of children at school, and smiling 

as they ran the new electric waxer over the spotless 

kitchen floor. They baked their own bread, sewed 

their own and their children’s clothes, kept their new 

washing machines and dryers running all day. They 

changed the sheets on the beds twice a week instead 

of once, took the rug-hooking class in adult 

education, and pitied their poor frustrated mothers, 

who had dreamed of having a career. Their only 
dream was to be perfect wives and mothers; their 

highest ambition to have five children and a beautiful 

home, their only fight to get and keep their husbands. 

They had no thought for the unfeminine problems of 

the world outside the home; they wanted men to make 

the major decisions. They gloried in their role as 

women, and wrote proudly on the census blank: 

“Occupation: Housewife” [5].  

Katherine Watson argues that women could do more 

things in life than solely adopt the roles of wives and 

mothers. Moreover, Katherine is sure that woman can 

actually do both, be a wife and a mother and pursue 

her carrier as well. She is the one who encourages her 

students to continue their studies and establish 
themselves instead of doing what others (society) 

want them and expect them to do. When she reads 

Betty Warren‟s attack, Katherine is so disappointed 

and obviously irritated that she is on the way to give 

up. She is disappointed because she thought that 

Wellesley college was “a place for tomorrow‟s 

leaders, not their wives” and being only a wife and a 

mother is not a priority she can agree with [6].  

“Today you just listen. What will future 

scholars see when they study us, a portrait of women 

today? There you are ladies: the perfect likeness of a 

Wellesley graduate, Magna Cum Laude, doing 
exactly what she was trained to do. Slide - a Rhodes 

Scholar, I wonder if she recites Chaucer while she 

presses her husband’s shirts. Slide - hehe, now you 

physics majors can calculate the mass and volume of 

every meatloaf you make. Slide - A girdle to set you 

free. What does that mean? What does that mean? 

What does it mean? I give up, you win. The smartest 

women in the country, I didn’t realize that by 

demanding excellence I would be challenging…. the 

roles you were born to fill…” (Katherine Watson, 

Mona Lisa Smile, [4]) 
The 1950s signal the beginning of the second wave of 

the feminist movement, a time of crucial shifts in 

women‟s understanding of their subjectivities and 

significance in society, which set the ground for the 

normative changes over women‟s rights achieved in 

the 1960s and onwards, such as the right to abortion, 

equal pay, and paid maternity leave. One fundamental 

book in this learning process was Simone de 

Beauvoir‟s The Second Sex, published in 1949, where 

the authoress described how the identity of the 

woman is essentialized through the myth of the 

“eternal feminine” [4]. Beauvoir‟s purpose in that 
book was to promote liberation for women but she 

shows thatliberation is a very complex achievement. 

Women are taught how to be as women, i.e., passive, 

object-like, free beings mystified into believing that 

they are confined to particular “natural” laws which 

limit freedom. So, a girl is raised to believe that her 

destiny is to be a wife and mother and that she will 

experience satisfaction in these roles. Her freedom or 

her ability to act on her freedom is truncated [7].  

Katherine Watson is a woman ahead of her era. Her 

power is knowledge through education. She tries to 
reveal to her students‟ other aspects of their already 

planned life, that there are other choices in life as 

well. Something more than merely being a wife and a 

mother. She says “let‟s open our eyes to a new idea” 

in order to “awake” the girls to explore some 

different possibilities about their lives. She gives 

them the power of choice. A power which was given 

to her through education. One of the most 

inspirational scenes in the movie is when a student 

asks her the reason she is still single. She didn‟t say 

that she is against marriage but she stated clearly that 

she won‟t build her life around this. Such a 
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declaration discloses her strong sense of personal 

identity as a woman. As a dynamic, modern woman 
who has aspirations beyond the ordinary; beyond the 

ambitions social norms have imposed. Katherine 

Watson succeeded on her goals. She made a 

difference at the traditional system in that College. 

She made a difference to her students‟ lives and at the 

same time she was also transformed by her 

interaction with them as well as with the rest of the 

people she met. As a result, she became more open-

minded, more mature and empowered to move to 

Europe. Betty Warren depicts in a delicate and 

beautiful way her teacher‟s character in her last 

editorial. It should be kept to mind as an ambitious 
plan, as a lesson which should be studied from every 

woman even in our days: 

My teacher, Katherine Watson, lived by her 

own definition, and would not compromise that. Not 

even for Wellesley. I dedicate this, my last editorial, 

to an extraordinary woman who lived by example and 

compelled us all to see the world through new eyes. 

By the time you read this, she’ll be sailing to Europe, 

where I know she’ll find new walls to break down and 

new ideas to replace them with. I’ve heard her called 

a quitter for leaving, an aimless wanderer. But not all 
who wander are aimless. Especially not those who 

seek truth beyond tradition; beyond definition; 

beyond the image. [4] 

 

III. EDUCATING RITA 

 

Mary Wollstonecraft, a leading figure of the first 

wave of feminism states: “the woman who has only 

been taught to please will soon find that her charms 

are oblique sunbeams, and that they cannot have 

much effect on her husband‟s heart when they are 

seen everyday, when the summer is passed and gone 
[…] the chaste wife, and serious mother, should only 

consider her power to please as the polish of her 

virtues, and the affection of her husband as one of the 

comforts that render her task less difficult and her life 

happier.- But , whether she be loved or neglected, her 

first wish should be to make herself respectable, and 

not to rely for all her happiness on a being subject to 

like infirmities with herself” [8].  So, here, comes 

Rita or Susan White, a 26 years old, married 

hairdresser from Liverpool who is deeply dissatisfied 

with her life choices. Rita wants to “know meself” as 
she declares openly before she takes the next steps in 

her life, i.e., have a child. To begin with, “Educating 

Rita” is a play written by Wiley Russell and it was 

performed in 1980. In 1983, it came out as a movie 

starring Julie Walters and Michael Caine with great 

success. As we understand, we have transferred 30 

years ahead from the 1950s and we will examine the 

challenges of a woman during the „80s.  

Rita is born and raised in a bred working-class, she is 

sickened by the limited choice in life available to her 

class and her limited position she has in it and in the 

world in general. So, she decides to seek education in 

an effort to advance on herself and her life and she 

enrolls in an Open University literature programme 
[9]. Her husband, Denny, disapproves of her 

resolution to acquire options in life. His “choices” are 

limited to the different beers he can freely choose in a 

local pub. He burns her books when he finds out that 

she is taking the contraceptive pill and is not willing 

to have kids. He believes that Rita should become a 

mother and that‟s all she needs. He thinks that 

through motherhood she will be satisfied and pleased 

from her life. Rita‟s determination to pursue with the 

study costs her the marriage when Denny eventually 

leaves her [9].  Mary Wollstonecraft believes that 

women needed liberty in order to develop their 
rationality and moral virtue. In a similar way, another 

feminist Virginia Woolf high lightened the many 

obstacles standing in the way of women‟s intellectual 

achievements. Both understood humans to be 

autonomous and insofar as women were kept from 

acting autonomously by custom or social mores, they 

were treated as less than human. [7]. Feminists like 

Wollstonecraft and Woolf illustrate how the social 

expectations, laws and economic structures keep 

women from acting on their autonomy [7]. 

As a working-class woman, Rita is socially as well as 
sexually confined. Her social background limits her 

choice of work as well as of all other things in life – 

circles of friends, language, romance, etc. 

Furthermore, her gender subjects her to the 

domination of her husband, whose social backdrops 

demand constant display of masculinity, which 

results in occasional domestic violence. The first time 

Denny is presented on screen, he is seen 

“demolishing the house” despite the fact that Rita 

tries to write an essay on Ibsen‟s Peer Gynt, therefore 

suggesting his objection to her study as well as 

chauvinistic dominance that is susceptible to physical 
violence [9]. This is confirmed when Denny burns 

Rita‟s book and sides with Rita‟s father, his male 

ally, during a father daughter row. However, Rita is 

extraordinarily exceptional in that she refuses to 

submit to the limitations forced upon her by her birth 

and upbringing. She rebels against the convention of 

her gender, of social norms and bravely breaks away 

from it. Instead of having babies and settling down as 

her culture dictates, Rita decides to get an education, 

not just to get a better job or more pay, but to live a 

completely different kind of life [9].  
Rita‟s assigned professor is Frank; a man who openly 

admits that he doesn‟t like this Open university 

program andhe doesn‟t feel useful. He illustrates this 

in his remark about Rita‟s enrollment in an Open 

University literature programme: “Why a rown adult 

wants to come to this place after putting in a hard 

day‟s work is totally beyond me.” [9]-[10]. His 

internal feeling of emptiness, this thought that he has 

nothing to offer to his students is obvious from the 

time we “meet” him. In fact, he despises them in the 

same way he despises literature and the intellectual 

world. Rita‟s preference, stubborn persistence on 
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wanting him to teach her all he knows as well as her 

naturalness towards him, trigger him to acquire his 
lost self-esteem and transfuse her with his knowledge. 

Rita “fights” for him too. She demands not only his 

knowledge but also his friendship. Rita is genuine, 

spontaneous and intelligent, a set of qualities which 

turn the possibility into capability and choice. 

“You‟ve got to change from the inside,” as Rita 

herself puts it. And higher education, if anything, 

provides basic training in critical thinking [9].Rita is 

a developing character throughout the movie; she is a 

hairdresser who decides to lead differently her life so 

she absorbs as much as possible from literature. She 

becomes acquainted with the basic literary theories 
and critical thinking. She starts questioning literary 

works and approaches these works through objective 

lens and critical “eyes”. The established capacity to 

question provides a broader view of her opportunities 

in life and gives her what she has set out to look for – 

choices. While Rita gains self-confidence from the 

knowledge that her options are no longer limited by 

the choice of detergents in a supermarket, Frank 

regains self-esteem via Rita‟s respect for him ([9]-

[11]. Generally speaking, Educating Rita focuses on 

the importance of education which gives the freedom 
of choices in live along with important qualities such 

as critical way of thinking, self-respect, self-esteem 

and by extension social acceptance. Rita needs to 

discover herself first in order to find the missing 

balance. Liberal education comes into serious 

consideration as it is a kind of education that will 

expose her to a variety of choices in life, therefore 

offering her new paths to discover.She belongs to the 

that kind of people who do not compromise but 

always looking for directions [9].     

 

IV. A MIRROR TURNING INTO WINDOW 
 

Between the two protagonists one won‟t find 

common ground. Katherine Watson is an Art History 

lecturer and Rita is a hairdresser. Different 

backgrounds, different stories, different eras in 

history. What unites women in history and ages is 

that they face the same problems, the same obstacles 

to their self-fulfillment as human beings and not as 

social pawns. The ceiling glass is there; it takes many 

forms as society changes but it is still there and the 

challenges for women are there, too. In the late 
1990‟s, the situation started to change in at least some 

countries and to some degree. Overt discriminatory 

practices have been banned by laws in many nations, 

and there has been at least some weakening of 

negative gender-based stereotypes. As Nigerian 

writer, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie puts in in her 

book “We Should all be Feminists” [12]:  

Men and women are different. We have 

different hormones and different sexual organs and 

different biological abilities—women can have 

babies, men cannot. Men have more testosterone and 

are, in general, physically stronger than women. 

There are slightly more women than men in the 

world—52 percent of the world’s population is 
female— but most of the positions of power and 

prestige are occupied by men. The late Kenyan Nobel 

peace laureate Wangari Maathai put it simply and 

well when she said, the higher you go, the fewer 

women there are […] A man is as likely as a woman 

to be intelligent, innovative, creative. We have 

evolved. But our ideas of gender have not evolved 

very much. 

Gender issues are still here. What is binding here and 

now and in movies examined in this paper is the 

choice that education gives, far from the molds set by 

society. The two protagonists remind me Robert 
Frost‟s poem “The Road Not Taken”, they choose to 

lead a path “less traveled and that has made all the 

difference” [13].  Katherine Watson is a source of 

inspiration even for the 21st century woman. A free-

spirited, non-conformist, gifted, strong woman who is 

not afraid to make the waves while at the same time 

can foresee what the future scholars will study. What 

is the position of women? What are her choices? And 

yes, she has the freedom of choice; the choice which 

derives from education. Rita, on the other hand, 

brings to mind Robert Fischer‟s book entitled “The 
Knight in Rusty Armor” because she has been 

wearing a “panoply” for too long until the day her 

mind comes to the realization that this life is not for 

her. She meets Frank and literature and she doesn‟t 

hesitate to step out of her “armor”; step by step and 

piece by piece. In the end, Frank asks Rita to go to 

Australia with him, thus suggesting a fresh beginning 

for both of them: “It‟d be good for us to leave a place 

that‟s just finishing for one that‟s just beginning.” 

Rita, nonetheless, is evasive about starting life anew 

with Frank. She is now educated. She has choice. 

And she will choose: “I might go to France. I might 
go to me mother‟s. I might even have a baby. I 

dunno. I‟ll make a decision, I‟ll chose. I dunno.” [10].  

Back to stereotypes and choices. In the case of 

Greece, women are able to vote, educate and work 

but there‟ s still something missing. It can be easily 

observed that stereotypical way of thinking is present 

in all aspects of life. In many cultures, such as Greek 

culture, males are assumed to possess such desirable 

traits as forcefulness, confidence, ambition, 

rationality. On the other hand, the corresponding 

assumptions about females include less desirable 
traits such as passivity, emotionality, dependence, 

submissiveness. Are such gender stereotypes 

accurate? Do men and women really differ in the 

ways these stereotypes suggest? This question is 

complex, for such differences between the sexes, 

even if observed, and may be more a reflection of the 

impact of stereotypes and their self-confirming nature 

than of the basic differences between sexes. Existing 

evidence comes up with the following conclusion: 

There are some differences between males and 

females with respect to various aspects of behavior, 

but in general the magnitude of such differences is 
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much smaller than prevailing gender stereotypes 

suggest [14]. The fact that gender stereotypes are 
inaccurate to a large degree, however, doesn‟t prevent 

them from exerting harmful effects such as 

preventing females from obtaining some jobs, some 

promotions and equal pay for the jobs they manage to 

obtain. Greek women have made impressive progress 

in academia – the majority of university graduates are 

females. But there is still a long way to go before they 

achieve absolute equality with their male counterparts 

in the work force. Few women hold high-end and 

decision-making posts in the corporate world, even 

fewer in political affairs [15]. Motherhood plays a 

major role in Greek women so it is usual that the life 
of the woman will change after the birth of her child. 

It is expected to take care of her child, stay at home 

and devote herself to her little one for a year or more. 

Greek women have greater family responsibilities and 

many shoulder an unequal distribution of work in the 

home. In fact, studies show most men spend much 

less time than women on domestic chores. And, 

women significantly reduce their time spent in paid 

employment after the birth of a child. "The role of 

men and women in marriage remains traditional," 

HarisSymeonidou, research director at the National 
Centre of Social Research, told the Athens News, 

"Few men do housework and care for children. They 

mostly do outside repairs [15]. Women handle the 

chores." Women are expected to have their traditional 

role in the family; to marry, have children and raise 

them. This tradition is still “alive” mostly in villages 

where people are narrow-minded and can‟t 

understand the internal need of a person (women) to 

find a job and be creative. Greek women nowadays 

have the desire to educate themselves, find a job and 

follow the male-way model but still can‟t escape from 

their traditional role. So, the question is where do we 
stand in the 21st century? This paper was an idea to 

explore the position of women throughout the 

decades and find an answer to how far have we come.  

All over the world, wherever opportunities appear, 

women seize them. Women in the family are 

supposed to behave and “work” as before they got a 

job. There are some men, of course, who help women 

in the house chores, but is it really enough? The 

problem remains where there is a lack of solutions to 

the conflicts of modern lifestyles and traditional 

expectations.  The Nigerian author Chimamanda 
Ngozi Adichie states [12]: 

“Some people will say a woman is 

subordinate to men because it’s our culture. But 
culture is constantly changing. Culture does not make 

people. People make culture. If it is true that the full 

humanity of women is not our culture, then we can 

and must make it our culture.” 

The only way out is change. That‟s the key to 

develop equality in society. Change the existing 

cultural beliefs beginning from the reformation of the 

family. Nourish our children‟s mind outside the 

stereotype box. All children, girls and boys, have the 

right to every possibility, to every chance given in 

life; so, why are we still holding back? 
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