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NO BOYS 

ALLOWED: Julia 

Roberts and Julia 

Stiles in Mona  

Lisa Smile, set at 

Wellesley College.

BY LOUISA KASDON SIDELL

n early dusk 
is settling on 
Wellesley Col-

lege. Students with ponytails and back-
packs walk in knots of twos and threes 
back to their dorms for dinner, their 
high-pitched laughter echoing across the 
college green. Above them, the full moon 
silhouettes the spire that rises from the 
top of the gray-stone Gothic chapel. The 
stained-glass windows glow yellow. The 
campus looks so much the part of an idyllic 
New England college, it seems straight out 
of a movie set.

Little wonder, then, that the produc-
ers and screenwriters of Mona Lisa Smile, 
the highly anticipated film out this month 
about a nonconformist professor (played 
by Julia Roberts) who rattles the teacups of 
a group of 1950s-era Wellesley undergradu-
ates, picked the college to star as itself. The 
school is utterly gorgeous—something I 

  A

With a star-studded 
film, out this month, 
taking a nostalgic look 
at Wellesley College, the 
question arises: Does 
the world still need an 
all-women’s college? 

never paid much attention to when I was 
an irritated undergraduate there in the 
tumultuous years from 1968 to 1972. 

Today, when coeducation is the rule in 
higher education—when even dormitory 
bathrooms at other schools are coed—all-
female Wellesley College remains one of 
the few enduring exceptions. Other all-
women’s colleges have been folded into 
their Ivy League brother schools (Rad-
cliffe and Pembroke into Harvard and 
Brown), admitted men (Wheaton, Vassar, 
Lassell, Fisher, Emmanuel), or closed 
(Trinity College of Vermont). There are 
now 67 women’s schools, compared to 298 
in 1960. Even the Seven Sisters are down to 

Ivory Tower

five. Yet applications to Wellesley were up 
20 percent this year and 34 percent over 
the last five years. US News & World Report 
consistently ranks Wellesley among the top 
five U.S. liberal arts colleges of any kind. 
Which has also proven to be good for fund-
raising: By portraying itself as the most 
successful bastion of essentially all-female 
higher education, Wellesley has doubled 
the size of its endowment over the last 10 
years to more than $1.2 billion.

Yet the question remains: If Welles-
ley women are so smart and talented, if 
they’re destined for the best jobs and 
graduate schools around the world, why 
do they need to sequester themselves on 

 The   
 Feminine   
 Mistake?
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an all-female campus conceived in the 
19th century—a place that’s such a 
throwback it’s being used as the set for 
a nostalgic film? With all the progress 
women have made since I enrolled at 
Wellesley more than 30 years ago, why 
can’t female students finally coexist 
with and compete against male class-
mates? Politically correct to a fault, 
Wellesley boasts of its diversity; non-
whites actually now comprise more 
than half of the school’s enrollment. So 
how can it  justify excluding nearly 50 
percent of the population: specifically, 
all those with a double-Y chromosome? 
Has Wellesley College become a con-
tradiction of itself?

“Women’s colleges have outlived 
their original purpose,” says Smith 
alumna and social critic Wendy 
Kaminer. “They were formed in the 
19th century to provide high-quality 
education to women, who at that point 
had none available to them. But once 
the top-tier male colleges went coed in 
the late ’60s and early ’70s, that purpose 
became unnecessary.” Besides, adds 
Kaminer, a self-described integration-
ist, “it’s a coed world. Can a women’s 
college really prepare girls for that?”

It’s obvious on meeting Wellesley 
undergraduates that they are bright 
and assertive—certainly not the kind of 
women who need protection from the 
hurly-burly world of coed competition. 
In fact, the way Jenna Bressel, Class of 
2004, tells it, there’s plenty of rivalry on 
campus—just of a different sort. “It’s 
a very different dynamic than at other 
schools,” she says. “Because there are no 
men in the classroom, I think students 
are more likely to raise their hands and 
speak up. If anything, the competition 
exists for finding men.”

I chose Wellesley because at the time 
it was the college of choice for a smart 
girl—the diamond in the tiara of the 
Seven Sisters. But in 1969, when the 
all-male Ivy League bastions began to 
accept women, we at Wellesley became 
restless. We all wanted to transfer. It 
seemed like a whole lot more fun to go 
to school with boys than to meet them at 
mixers or on blind dates. We loved our 
female friends, to be sure; lifelong bonds 
were forged in the corridors of Beebe 
Hall, Tower Court, and everywhere else 
on campus. But we missed boys. During 
that era more than 30 years ago, I served 
on a committee that recommended the 
school become coed. (The board of 
trustees begged to differ.)
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After graduation, I became one of the 

whiny alumnae. Wellesley had been too 
much of an ivory tower. Too girly, white, 
and WASP. Too much hoop-rolling and 
step-singing. The faculty made us feel 
like intellectual pretenders—not rigor-
ous enough in our thinking, not careful 
enough in our research. (Nothing was 
ever good enough for a Wellesley profes-
sor.) At Wellesley, goaded by our own  
perfectionism and a demanding, pre-
dominantly female faculty, we worked 
hard—harder than many of us ever 
had to work again. (Evidently, Wellesley 
women are still grinding away. At gradua-
tion this year, one of the biggest applause 
lines in the commencement address by 
NPR’s Linda Wertheimer, ’65, was her 
declaration that “nothing in your life will 
ever be harder than Wellesley.”) 

But then I went to my fifth reunion, 
and my tenth, and my fifteenth. And I left 

the campus each time blown away by the 
stellar successes of my classmates—both 
professionally and personally. It isn’t  
just the famous graduates (Madeleine 
Albright, Hillary Rodham Clinton, Diane 
Sawyer); Wellesley women in general just 
have a habit of making it. 

Wellesley grads top many lists of  
business achievement for women—
including top executives, CEOs, and 
directors of Fortune 500 corporations. 
The collective impact of Wellesley alum-
nae is well out of proportion to their 
numbers, given that, with just 2,273 
students, it accounts for a tiny fraction of 
the nation’s female college graduates. 

Of course, if these students are such 
overachievers, wouldn’t they also have 
excelled at coed schools? Proponents 
respond that Wellesley hard-wires 
achievement into its undergraduate 
women—in large part, apparently, 
because they’re free to be students 
and thinkers first, and girls and girl-
friends later. Nationwide education 
studies in the ’90s famously showed 
that, while boys and girls are equally 
assertive during early childhood, most 
girls still become insecure and less 
ambitious than their male peers once 
they approach middle school. Polls 
from those studies also found girls 
were “systematically, if unintentionally, 
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If Wellesley women are 
so smart and talented, 
why do they need to 
sequester themselves on 
an all-female campus?
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discouraged from a wide range of aca-
demic pursuits—particularly in math 
and science.” Since then, whole librar-
ies of  books have spelled out how girls 
learn to behave differently around boys, 
and how their own expectations tend to 
recede during and after adolescence. 

A new study on the status of women at 
Duke University found that at that pres-
tigious coeducational school (which, 
it should be noted, has a woman presi-
dent—she’s the former president of 
Wellesley, at that—and a well-respected 
women’s studies program), female stu-
dents even today report spending much 
of their time on campus concerned with 
clothes, shoes, workouts, and dieting. 
They say they are expected to “hide 
their intelligence in order to succeed 
with their male peers.” The report con-
cludes that “being ‘cute’ trumps being 
smart for women in the social environ-
ment.” Sounds a lot more prefeminist 
than postfeminist. So much for coming 
a long way, baby.

But at Wellesley, says former dean of 
admission Janet Rapelye, that dynamic 
doesn’t exist. “Our mission is to educate 
the women who will make a difference in 
the world,” Rapelye says. The motto on 
the college’s crest reads, “Non ministrari 
sed ministrare.” Roughly translated, that 
means “Not to be ministered to, but to 
minister.” Since its founding, Welles-
ley has always had a woman president 
(except for one interim aberration in the 
’70s), a faculty in which females are in the 
majority, and a campus on which gender 
isn’t a barrier to success.

 Of course, an all-female 
environment can carry an 
equally unfortunate flip side: 

a distinct lack of any social life. That has 
always been one of Wellesley’s biggest 
drawbacks—at least as far as its students 
are concerned. “It’s very quiet here 
on the weekend,” says Andréa Nich-
ols. “You go off campus to have fun.” 
Just back from a junior year abroad at 
Oxford, senior Yelena Biberman says 
that the transition back to single-sex 
Wellesley was tough. “Boys are fun, and 
after having been in class with them last 
year I miss their presence. I love Welles-
ley—I’d send my daughter here—but I 
have to get off the campus all weekend 
every weekend.”

Wendy Kaminer sees more damning 
effects to the separation of social and aca-
demic life. “What happens to these young 
women after they leave college?” she asks. 
“Instead of coming from an environment 
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that teaches men and women to date, live 
with each other, or be friends, they’ve 
been in one that teaches women and 
men to view each other as sex objects on 
the weekends. And let me tell you,” she 
says, recalling her undergraduate days at 
Smith, “you haven’t experienced real sex-
ism until you’ve gone to a mixer.”

On school nights, the work ethic 
at Wellesley doesn’t make things any 
easier. Nichols can give you the date of 
the one time this semester that she let 
herself slack off on a school night. “It 
wasn’t much,” she says. “Maybe watching 
TV in the dorm—but it was a big deal 
for me. When I think of what happens 
at most schools on weeknights. . . .” And 
what of Wellesley’s famous reputation, 
reinforced by a 2001 Rolling Stone story 
titled “The Highly Charged Erotic Life 
of the Wellesley Girl,” that the college 
is a haven for lesbians? Students dismiss 
it. “The gay presence at Wellesley is no 
different than at any other school,” 
Jenna Bressel says. “It’s part of the diver-
sity of the community.” The college’s 
president, Diana Chapman Walsh, also 
says she doubts that “there is a palpa-
bly stronger gay presence at Wellesley 

than at other colleges and universities, 
including coeducational ones.” 

Are lesbians welcome at Wellesley? 
Sure. Just about everybody is. The class 
of 2006 is 5.6 percent black, 25.9 percent 
Asian, 3.5 percent Hispanic. In fact, fewer 
than half the students identify themselves 
as white. The school calls itself the most 
diverse college outside California.

Isn’t it hypocritical for a single- 
gender community like Wellesley to talk 

about its stellar record of diversity in 
admissions and still be resolutely against 
admitting men? “How can you embrace 
the idea of diversity and justify single-sex 
colleges? It’s a contradiction,” says Peter 
Wood, professor of anthropology at 
Boston University and the author of the 
book Diversity: The Invention of a Concept. 

Not really, says Susan McGee Bailey, 
another alumna and director of Welles-

ley Centers for Women, one of the coun-
try’s preeminent gender studies centers. 
Women in higher education, she argues, 
while not a numerical minority, are still 
challenged by obstacles that men gener-
ally are free from: sexual discrimination, 
glass ceilings, and sexual harassment, to 
name a few. As long as those barriers to 
success remain, Bailey says, women will 
have a better chance of achieving their 
potential if they learn in an environment 
among other women.

That will remain true, she says, until 
“women have the same full range of 
options as men. When the average woman 
can do just as well as the average man, 
then we will know that we have achieved 
something like equality.” 

So then what happens? Won’t Welles-
ley put itself out of a job? Or will it 
remain a single-sex school? “The board 
of trustees at Wellesley made a very 
careful, conscious, thoughtful decision 
in 1971 to remain a women’s college,” 
responds Walsh, the president. “We’ve 
been very successful at fulfilling this 
mission for 128 years. We have no rea-
son to change or even consider chang-
ing our mission.”  B
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Women say they have to 
“hide their intelligence 
in order to succeed with 
male peers.” So much for 
coming a long way, baby.


