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Man, woman, black, white, Christian, atheist—Ilabels we associate with identity. Can one
of these labels sufficiently and wholly describe each one of us? Should we be limited to one
label? Obviously, from the list I’'ve provided above, one can encompass several of these
identities, such as woman, white, and Christian or man, black, and atheist. What if | added to the
list twenty-three-year-old, graduate student, mother, daughter, sister, niece, friend, and
employee? While twenty-three-year- old, graduate student, friend, and employee can go with any
of the labels first mentioned, mother, daughter, sister, and niece can only be attached to woman.
We could sit here for hours combining labels to identify people, but what is the point, or rather,
is there a point? What happens to the identity of the twenty-three-year-old graduate student
within two years when he or she has become twenty-five and has graduated? What about the
female employee who goes home after a long day of work to be a mother to her three kids? The
obvious answer is time. Time changes identifying labels within years, months, days, and even
hours and minutes. Thus, going back to my original question, can any one label sufficiently and
wholly describe a person? | would argue no given the combination of examples listed above as

each one of us plays a certain identifying role at different times of the year, month, and/or day.

While it may not seem a big deal today for a woman to hold a job and be a mother to

three Kkids, this combination was not always practiced as it was not always acceptable. We have



come a long way from stay—at—home wives, mothers, and “maids” to today’s career women,
climbing the corporate ladder and managing a successful household of a husband, three kids, and
a dog. We are no longer stuck in the male/female struggle of active/passive roles in society.
From early feminist movements to today’s third-wave and post-feminist beliefs, the “female’s”
role has drastically changed. Concentrating on and fighting for equal rights for women, i.e.
women should be equal to men, early feminist movements succeeded in acquiring women’s
equality by rebelling against patriarchic society. However, | believe this change could have
occurred much sooner with the removal of strictly defined labels of man and woman and the
roles associated with each. In my analysis of the progression of feminism, I will exemplify key
concepts and differences between waves with particular emphasis on labeling and time by

examining Julia Roberts’ subversive roles in Mona Lisa Smile and Erin Brockovich.

| chose to further explore Julia Roberts because of the success of her career that spans
twenty—five years. On October 28, 1967, Julia Fiona Roberts was born into the second-wave
feminist era, a way of thinking that would greatly affect her early roles in film. One of Julia’s
most famous roles is Vivian Ward in Pretty Woman, a film exemplifying the backlash ideas of
late second-wave feminism in which the roles of women began to regress. Pretty Woman
achieved this notion by portraying a Cinderella story between a hooker and a business tycoon
with the ending result of Vivian’s conformity. Throughout her career, Julia has won many
awards, including an Academy Award for Best Actress for her role as Erin Brockovich in Erin
Brockovich, and she is one of the highest-paid actresses in Hollywood. Noteworthy of her many
accomplishments, in regards to this essay, is the fact that she “was the first actress to appear on
the cover of Vogue and the first woman to land the cover of GQ” (“Julia Roberts”). These two

accomplishments alone reinforce her status as a powerful and influential woman in Hollywood.



Her tall, slender body, striking red hair, and huge smile are some of the characteristics mostly
attached to her referral, which exemplifies the use of labels in conjunction with identity still

present today.

Spanning decades of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, first-wave feminism
commonly refers to the fight for women’s suffrage with a full-fledged starting point in the 1848
women’s rights convention in Seneca Falls, New York and a victorious ending in 1920 with the
passage of the 19th Amendment, giving women the right to vote (Kinser 127-28). Women’s fight
for equal rights continued to grow in the years after 1920, but it is not until the 1960s that a new

wave is coined.

Women in the 1960s and 1970s fought to end discrimination against women by
continuing the first-wave’s fight for political equal rights with the addition of a new fight for
equal cultural rights—a truly radical idea in the ‘60s and ‘70s. However radical it may have
been, most notable about this era is the naming, or labeling, of the separate waves of feminism
by Marsha Lear, which occurred as a result of the connection made by 1960s women between
their idea for equal cultural rights and the women’s suffrage movement of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. According to Amber E. Kinser’s article “Negotiating Spaces

For/Through Third-Wave Feminism,”

The labels “first wave” and “second wave,” then, were created at the same time as
a way of negotiating feminist space, [giving] women of the late ‘60s the double-
rhetorical advantage of cultivating new ideas while simultaneously rooting them

in older, more established ground. (129)



By marketing their new ideas with the past victory of women’s struggle for the right to vote,
second-wave feminists, with their new label, sparked a new enthusiasm in 1960s women because
their “attention to women’s rights, and more importantly, to women’s liberation, emerged
seemingly out of nowhere and needed to re-establish itself as neither particularly new nor
fleeting” (Kinser 129). Here, Kinser is referring to the gap in between first-wave and second-
wave feminism—a gap created by Marsha Lear’s definitions and labels of the first two waves,
which distinguished 1920 as the end of the first wave and 1960 as the beginning of the second.

The time separating the first and second waves is commonly referred to as the “postwar
era.” Coming off of a victory in 1920, there was little activity in the women’s movement during
these years; women were silent in retaining their hopes for equality. As men returned from the
war, women were forced to retire their rallying attire and return home to their roles as
housewives. Betty Friedan, author of The Feminine Mystique, explains, “In the postwar era, [...]
journalists, educators, advertisers, and social scientists had pulled women into the home with an
ideological stranglehold, the ‘feminine mystique’” (qtd. in Meyerowitz 1455). This regression of
women back into their traditional roles contributes to the postwar era’s second label—a backlash.
However, while most women complied with the “feminine mystique” idea that they would reach
their full potential and experience great joy through the wife and mother duties only, not all
women were so obedient, as many held on to their jobs or their pursuit of a rewarding career. It
is here, in the middle of a backlash of ideas and disorienting searches for identity, that Julia
Roberts is placed in the film Mona Lisa Smile.

In Mona Lisa Smile, Julia Roberts’ character, Katherine Watson, attempts to subvert
conventionally held beliefs of women’s role in society, and while we can see some progression

throughout the film, her overuse of labels and over-emphasis on the idea that women can



maintain a job and a household at the same time cause her and her subversive intentions to fail in
the end. Katherine’s progressive nature leads her to the top-ranked school for girls, Wellesley
College, a liberal arts college founded in 1870 with the goal to better “prepare women for ...
‘great conflicts [and] for vast reforms in social life’” (“A Brief History of Wellesley College™).
The first deceiving label is seen in the college’s founding goal, a reality we later realize when we
are introduced to a class of Stepford—like girls and the conservative leaders of the college. The
college and the girls attending, specifically the five featured girls in Katherine’s class, can be
viewed as metaphors for the great idea and movement for women’s rights and the inconsistencies
that arise in and between as a result of not being able to keep up with the waves of feminism.
Katherine is placed in the middle of these two forces, acting as an intermediary between her
preconceptions of Wellesley’s school of thought and the soon-realized false identity (label) of
the college and the girls’ disorienting pursuit for identity.

Subtext dominates the entire film in regard to feminism and a median placement, which
is fitting to the 1950s as this was a time of non-activity on the part of feminists following first-
wave accomplishments and preceding the rise of a new second-wave. The subtext of a heated
discussion between Wellesley leaders and Katherine over “Picasso” and “Michelangelo,” is soon
realized with respect to the “art” labels given to the women’s liberation and stride for progress
and the traditional and conservative beliefs synonymous with 1950s backlash. In the midst of this
argument over whether or not the work of Picasso is better than the work of Michelangelo,
Katherine responds, “I’m not comparing them.” This short statement sums up her beliefs and
intentions in teaching at Wellesley, which can also be seen as her downfall; her classroom
becomes a neutral zone, placed in the middle of the backlash conservative teachings of the

leaders and the bright youthful minds of the future, in which she challenges the girls (with



subtext) to look beyond the “textbook™ to answer such questions as: “What is art? What makes it
good or bad? Who says so?”

Katherine’s intermediary role continues outside of the classroom in order to showcase the
attitudes and beliefs of other women in the 1950s. At her home, we are introduced to her
roommates who occupy different sides of the feminist spectrum. Amanda Armstrong, if it is not
obvious already after hearing her name, represents the total opposite of conventional femininity
and domesticity. And as the subversive gender emphasis continues, we learn she sleeps in the
middle room, has recently lost her life partner, Josephine, is often referred to as “subversive” by
the other professors, and after distributing birth control to a student, she is immediately
dismissed from Wellesley in an obvious effort to punish subversive thinking. Conservatives of
the time, like the Wellesley leaders, believed “women and men differed fundamentally, and
attempts to diminish sexual difference would lead only to unhappiness” (Meyerowitz 1470).
Amanda’s role in the film fully exemplifies this statement as she is left without her life partner,
Josephine, and without a job. On the other hand, representing the epitome of femininity and
domesticity is Katherine’s other roommate, fittingly named Nancy Abbey; in case we ever doubt
her femininity, she reminds us with her double-girl name. Nancy teaches poise and etiquette
classes at Wellesley with an emphasis on “how to be the perfect wife,” and since she lost her
boyfriend in the war, the only enjoyment she gets out of life is from watching | Love Lucy.

In keeping with the name analysis, Katherine is the only character in the film with three
names: Katherine Ann Watson, which further emphasizes her intermediary role between the girls
and professors and her push for equal rights to men, as her name can be seen as “Katherine and

Watson” appearing together on the same line.



Similar to Katherine and her roommates, the girls represent different perspectives of a
woman’s role. Giselle Levy, the most progressive thinker in the group, believes in the women’s
movement for equal rights and freely expresses these beliefs by being the first in the group to
take birth control and also by sleeping with her professor; however, she does not over-emphasize
the significance of any of her actions. At the other end is Betty Warren, stuck under the
conservative and antifeminist shadow of her mother who constantly preaches the idea of
“domesticity as a woman’s only road to fulfillment” (Meyerowitz 1470), which leads Betty into
a loveless marriage and an eventual divorce. Joan Brandwyn and Connie Baker fit in the middle
of the previously mentioned characters. Connie is naive, insecure, and desperately wants to be in
love; going by her name alone, it is safe to assume she will end up a baking housewife. Joan
most resembles Katherine because she is smart, level-headed, and knows what she wants.
Katherine conflicts with each one of the girls’ characteristics; from Betty’s ignorant conservative
beliefs in becoming the model housewife and Giselle’s previous affair with the professor to
Joan’s decision to get married and raise a family instead going to Yale Law School, Katherine
continuously emphasizes the ability for a woman to have it all, especially in her last pitch to Joan
in which she repeats, “You can do both! You can do both!” after learning of Joan’s elopement. In
this last desperate plea for change, Katherine begins to realize her failure in trying to subvert
convention. However, Joan should be seen as more of a progressive thinker than Katherine as
she freely chooses to marry and raise a family instead of pursuing a law degree because of the
simple fact that she wants this lifestyle more than the other. Together, these girls represent the
woman Katherine strives to be and the woman she constantly encourages them to become—a

woman characteristic of third-wave feminism.



While Katherine Ann Watson fails to change conventional roles of women in the 1950s,
greatly because of her tendencies to apply labels, which is the very concept she was trying to
subvert, Julia Roberts succeeds in inspiring women of today by showcasing the inconsistencies
found in women’s roles during the postwar era. She does so fifty years later in a time of post-
feminism thinking—the first time following the second-wave of the 1960s and ‘70s. Just as the
first wave was followed by a backlash of ideas and regression, second wave feminist movements
were also followed by a brief backlash—a trend that can be found in the media of each era.
Susan Faludi explains these backlashes and the media’s role in them. “Women were finally
silenced in the ‘50s cinema by their absence from most of era’s biggest movies [and instead
were] relegated to mindless how-to-catch-a-husband movies,” (Faludi 115) a trend we see
exemplified in Nancy’s obsession with television and especially with the | Love Lucy show.
Faludi continues with a description of post-second wave backlash: “In late-‘80s Hollywood, this
pattern would repeat, as filmmakers once again became preoccupied with toning down
independent women and drowning out their voices—sometimes quite literally” (115). Men once
again looked at their wives as belonging to a second-class and believed they belonged in the
home, as director Adrian Lynn describes his opinion of femininity with regard to his wife:

My wife has never worked. She’s the least ambitious person I’ve ever met. She’s
a terrific wife. She hasn’t the slightest interest in doing a career. She kind of lives
this with me, and it’s a terrific feeling. I come home and she’s there. (qtd. in
Faludi 121)
Wow. It is amazing how much a society can regress in only forty years. Because of this, the
voices of repressed women in the 1950s had to wait for third-wave thinking, over fifty years

later, to be heard. Kinser explains the third-wave trend of exposing issues of the past:



Some of the goals of third-wave feminism have been to look back at the most
recent movement because it is still influencing our lives and distinguish its
triumphs from its challenges, identify where that wave might have done
something different to bring about other consequences, and consider how the
choices that were made influence our lives phenomenologically. (133)
Films like Mona Lisa Smile bring about a feeling of pride in young women and inspire many to
challenge conventions of today with lingering thoughts of postwar “‘I-want-to-be-a-Mrs.-hood’”
(Stasia 182) attitude.

Third-wave feminism, referring to the late 1980s through today, extends beliefs of
second-wave feminism without the emphasis of women’s victimization present in second-wave
thinking. According to Stasia, “Like the first and second waves of feminism, third wave
feminism is not a coherent movement: it is fractured into multiple feminisms from diverse
subject positions” (181). With increasing diversity and subversion in gender roles (especially
with the increase of transsexual operations performed every day), our current era leaves little
room for surprise, a fact | believe contributes to the decrease in the overuse of labels, roles, and
movements in regard to identification. Therefore, Mona Lisa Smile gives third-wavers a
perspective on the progression of the women’s movement by highlighting the strictly defined
gender roles common to previous eras.

From Mona Lisa Smile to Erin Brockovich, Julia Roberts’ role changes just as drastically
as the woman’s role changed from 1950 to 2000. In Erin Brockovich, Julia Roberts’ character,
Erin, picks up where Katherine failed and proves that women ‘“can do both,” as she manages a
household of three kids after two divorces and a car accident, takes down a powerhouse

company, and reverses gender roles, all of which I would argue is a result of her sense of



individualism and lack of emphasis on labels and subtext. She exemplifies Stasia’s description of
the “new female action hero” as she “manifests the girl power mantra ‘girls can do anything!’
without acknowledging how this action is mitigated by race, class, sexuality and, yes, gender”
(181). Instead of attributing her female characteristics to a victimization and lower-class status,
she values her feminine features and uses her femininity to get what she wants, a technique
exemplified in her quote: “They’re called boobs, Ed.” She is strong-willed and does not hesitate
to say what is on her mind; all of these characteristics embody the third-wave thinker.

In the beginning of the film, we see Erin applying for a job in a doctor’s office, in which
she explains her long-ago dream to become a doctor and her eventual failure in succeeding at this
dream because she married and had kids first—a lifestyle synonymous with many women raised
in the second-wave era. At the end of the first scene, we are left with another failure of
Katherine’s proposal that “women can do both.” However, the worst day of her life (complete
with patriarchal interferences of a failed interview, parking ticket, and car accident) soon turns
into the best job opportunity and helps her individual fight for respect. Erin’s hard work in
cracking the case linking contaminated water and serious health issues in a small town can be
seen as a second layer, or subtext, to her own motivation for success in her fight against the past
obstacles thrown at her from the patriarchal society. Her hard work achieves a switch in gender
roles as her boyfriend assumes the role of the “stay-at-home-mom,” watching her kids while she
is at work, cleaning, and cooking. When Erin comes home late one day after work, a neglected
and depressed George expresses his feelings on the reversal: “There may be a ton of guys that
don’t mind being a maid with nothing in return. But, I’m not one of them.” George’s statement
clearly exposes the reversal of their gender roles. Femininity, in turn, is seen as an underlying

debate throughout the film. When Erin is confronted with the question of whether a woman is



still considered a woman if she loses her uterus and breasts, Erin confirms with the reassurance
that she is still a woman, and probably a more liberated woman, because of the lack of maxi pads
and underwire. The underlying theme of women'’s liberation is made prevalent in this scene. Erin
closes a gap between femininity and masculinity as she proves one can truly encompass both
roles at the same time, and in doing so, she reinforces the third-wave feminism idea “that ‘we
need a consciousness of women’s place in society and of how the battles already won were
achieved’” (Baumgardner and Richards gtd. in Stasia 182).

While I believe in the importance of history and knowing where one comes from, | do not
believe in applying such history to one’s identity. The labels mentioned in the introduction have
consistently proved to be controversial topics in history as race, gender, and religion have been
central to many movements, wars, and revolutions. Therefore, | believe in the third-wave
feminist thought of letting go of preconceived or pre-established labels. With the removal of
labels, identity crises would lessen, discrimination would subside, and people would be able to
live the lifestyle of their choice without the insecure feelings of whether or not their lifestyle
choice is acceptable. Until that day comes, we will continue to strive for equality by
remembering the victories of the past and by watching and researching influential actors and
actresses dealing with controversial labeling, just as I have with Julia Roberts and two of her

roles that confront, expose, and challenge gender and subversion.
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Dr. Landrum’s Comments: In her essay, Heidi Toloudis effectively explains feminism’s
evolution from second-wave to third-wave through a detailed analysis of the actress Julia
Roberts and her roles in Mona Lisa Smile and Erin Brockovich. The success of the essay rests on
Heidi’s careful explanation of feminism, her lucid argument, and her well chosen examples. This

essay is a very good example of a theoretical reading of a star’s cultural impact.



