Catholic Colleges Start Saying No to 'Monologues' 
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PORTLAND, Ore. - A campus-wide e-mail from Holy Cross Father David Tyson, president of the University of Portland, Ore., made it clear: "It is my judgment that the University of Portland is not a proper venue for 'The Vagina Monologues.'"
The decision by Father Tyson marks the fifth time this year the controversial play - which in one scene depicts a young girl's recollection of being raped by another woman - has been rejected by a Catholic college campus.
"I have just read 'The Vagina Monologues' carefully and thoroughly," Father Tyson said in his e-mail. "In conscience, I cannot approve of its performance on the campus. The play is offensive, questionable in its portrayal of violence and not in keeping with the respect accorded the human body in this institution's religious tradition."
Marchilla Lucero-Miner, student director of the play, speculated that Father Tyson's decision could have been motivated by the Cardinal Newman Society, the Falls Church, Va.-based organization whose mission is to restore Catholic identity to Catholic colleges and universities.
She noted the organization placed names and phone numbers of each college president whose school was on the official list of performances on the Web site of V-Day, an organization that coordinates college groups to put on the play.
The Web site initially listed 42 Catholic colleges, but five have since pulled the plug. Last year, 28 Catholic colleges allowed the play on campus.
Two New York Catholic colleges were among the first to ban the play. The College of New Rochelle told students Jan. 30 the play "is not an appropriate vehicle for the college."
Iona College, also in New Rochelle, told students in December the play was inconsistent with the college's "history, traditions and community composition."
At Loras College in Dubuque, Iowa, the student organizer canceled plans for the play after the college refused permission to present it on campus. Rivier College in Nashua, N.H., also told a student the play could not be performed there.
Christian Jenner, a student at Georgetown University, a Jesuit-run school, said he wishes the play were kicked off his campus.
"On the days before the production, there was a table in the Leavey Center where women were hawking T-shirts saying 'I *heart* vaginas,'" Jenner said.
He said two years ago an organizer of the event used a bullhorn to shout "vagina!" at unsuspecting students heading to class.
The Cardinal Newman Society encouraged people to contact the presidents of the five colleges that banned the play to "congratulate them on their sound judgment and leadership."
In addition to the five cancellations, an additional eight Catholic colleges pledged that performances of the play would be cancelled.
But the Cardinal Newman Society noted 31 Catholic colleges would still have the play performed on their campuses.
"This kind of vulgarity has no academic or social value to students at a Catholic college, and it's spiritually destructive," said Patrick Reilly, president of the Cardinal Newman Society.
Opposition to the play exists at non-Catholic colleges, too.
SheThinks.org, an online magazine written by and for female college students, placed several "free cupid" ads critical of the play's message in major college newspapers, such as the one at University of California-Los Angeles.
The ad reads: "Feminist groups are turning Valentine's Day into 'V-Day' - a time to promote female victimology and tedious performance of 'The Vagina Monologues.' SheThinks.org says, 'Take back the date!' Wouldn't you prefer to restore mutual respect and a dash of romance to your school on Valentine's Day?"
Susan Ceila Swan, a spokeswoman for V-Day, said women usually don't react to the play in the way SheThinks.org claims.
She defended the scene in which the young girl recalls being raped by an older woman, which she noted was based on a real-life experience of a woman interviewed by Eve Ensler, author of the play.
"While it is clear that the character feels her experience with the older was positive, the play does not judge this experience [or the woman's other experiences] as either positive or negative," Swan said. "As in much art, there are ambiguities that cannot be comfortably or simply resolved."
Kate Kennedy, associate editor of SheThinks.org, disagreed.
"So what is rape - is it good or bad? How can you have it both ways?" she asked.
Kennedy said the play has negative consequences. 
"To paint a picture that all men are rapists, [that] all women will suffer violence at the hands of men, is a dangerous position to take," she said. "Valentine's Day used to be about bringing the two sexes together, and we worry that the V-Day message drives a stake between the sexes with this underlying notion in their campaign: that all men are potential perpetrators of violence."
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