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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines Paula Vogel's 1998 Pulitzer Prize 

winning play How I Learned to Drive. While Vogel intended 

her play about sexual abuse to be a critique of society's 

sexualization of children, the reviews of the play suggest a 

different interpretation. The play has been praised for its 

depiction of sexual abuse as a love story and its lack of 

social critique. By looking at the play in the context of 

sexual abuse myths, one can see how this kind of critique 

has occurred. How I Learned to Drive is written so 

ambiguously that it is difficult to tell whether Vogel is 

critiquing sexual abuse myths or endorsing them. When 

presented in a society in which confusion abounds regarding 

sexual abuse, Vogel's ambiguity lends itself to the danger 

of upholding myths about sexual abuse. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

Paula Vogel's How I Learned to Drive opened to rave 

reviews in February 1997 at the Vineyard Theatre in New York 

City. Since then the play has been produced over sixty-five 

times in regional theatres across the country, making How I 

Learned to Drive the most popularly produced new play in 

America in 1999.^ How I Learned to Drive has received 

several awards, including the 1998 Pulitzer Prize for Drama, 

the Obie Award for Playwriting, the New York Drama Critics' 

Circle Best Play Award, the Drama Desk award, and the Outer 

Critics' Circle Award. Recognizing the immensely positive 

reception of the play, Frank Rizzo, theatre critic for The 

Hartford Courant. noted that How I Learned to Drive has been 

"embraced around the country as if it were Our Town" (2). 

Vogel utilizes a non-linear structure in How I Learned 

to Drive to tell a story about child sexual abuse and 

incest. The play is written in memory format as a 35-year-

old woman nicknamed "Li'l Bit" looks back on the sexual 

abuse she endured from her uncle Peck. In a series of non-

^This statistic comes from the New Dramatist Play Service 
and has been mentioned in several articles, including Frank 
Rizzo's "Driving Force: Play About Incest Gaining Wide 
Acceptance" in The Hartford Courant. 
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linear scenes, Li'l Bit's memories unfold backwards from 

ages 17 to 12, then jump forward to 18 and then backwards to 

11. Li'l Bit's memories of adulthood experiences after the 

abuse are interspersed throughout the childhood memories. 

Li'l Bit in all stages of her life is played by one 

actor. Besides Li'l Bit, the only other character who has a 

stable role throughout the play is Uncle Peck. Vogel also 

uses a Greek chorus consisting of two women and one man to 

play other roles in the play. The male Greek chorus member 

plays the grandfather, a waiter, and various adolescent male 

roles in the play. The teenage Greek chorus member plays 

the grandmother and one of Li'l Bit's peers at school. The 

female Greek chorus plays the mother. Aunt Mary, and another 

one of Li'l Bit's friends in the play. The chorus also 

provides transitions from one scene to another. 

Vogel introduces each scene in the play with titles in 

the form of driving instructions which she has indicated are 

to be divided up between members of the Greek chorus and 

spoken with a flat expression, as in driver education films. 

The instructions are generally simple, such as "you and the 

reverse gear," however for some scenes, more elaborate 

instructions are given, like "Good defensive driving 

involves mental and physical preparation. Are you 
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prepared?" Occasionally scenes are framed with driving 

instructions such as "Are you prepared?" and, at the end of 

the scene, "Were you prepared?" These kind of 

"instructions" serve to comment on the scenes between them. 

After the "instructions" are given, designated characters 

provide the date of the scene. 

In an August 1998 interview with American Repertory 

Theatre's Arthur Holmberg, Vogel discussed her political 

purpose behind the play. Citing Jon Benet Ramsey as an 

example, Vogel said that the play was "a way of looking on a 

microcosmic level at how this culture sexualizes children" 

(2) Vogel noted how our society sexualizes children at an 

early age through various mediums including advertisements, 

entertainment, and beauty pageants. According to Vogel, 

"children's bodies are sexualized all the way down from 

Madison Avenue to the wealthy suburb of Denver where the 

Ramseys lived" (2). 

Many feminist writers and psychologists have begun to 

express concern over the sexualization of children which 

-Vogel was specifically referring to the tape that was shown 
on television after the murder of Jon Benet Ramsey of the 
five-year-old Jon Benet performing in a beauty pageant. Jon 
Benet was killed one night in her home on December 26, 1996. 
The case has still not been solved. 
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Vogel observes. The issue has been brought up in the last 

decade in books on feminism, child sexual abuse, female 

sexuality, and adolescent sexuality. Both Susan Faludi in 

Backlash (1991) and Naomi Wolf in The Beauty Myth (1991) 

commented on the prevalence of the sexualization of female 

children. Judith Daniluk in her book Women^s Sexuality 

Across the Life Span observed, "It is becoming common for 

children of 9 to 13 years to be dressed up in advertisements 

to look like sensual, adult, women" (115). According to E. 

Sue Blume in her book Secret Survivors : Uncovering Incest 

and Its Aftereffects in Women. "We dress 7-year-old models 

to look 15, and 15-year old models to look 21" (209). 

Chris Bagley in his book Children. Sex, and Social Policy 

believes that "adolescent sexuality in its various forms of 

erotic media and erotic display, seem to be here to stay" 

(43-4). 

From a feminist perspective on incest, Vogel's choice 

to illustrate the sexualization of children through an 

incestual relationship makes perfect sense. Louise 

Armstrong, author of Rocking the Cradle of Sexual Politics, 

connects the sexualization of children directly to incest. A 

feminist analysis of incest looks at the ways society 

promotes "the development of incest" (Courtois 119). 
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Feminist points of view such as Amstrong's assert that "men 

are conditioned into roles of power and domination with 

regard to females, who are conditioned to be passive and 

dependant" (Courtois 119). 

In the 1970s, many feminists began speaking out about 

child sexual abuse (including incest) along with the 

discussion of rape and other acts of violence against women. 

According to Christine Courtois, author of Healing the 

Incest Wound, feminists began trying to dismantle incest 

myths which implied that the victim seduced the perpetrator 

and that the mother of the victim was more responsible for 

the abuse than the actual perpetrator (Courtois 119). 

In understanding this perspective, Vogel's subject of 

incest seems like the perfect way to illustrate how children 

are sexualized in our society. As incest has been a concern 

of feminism and Vogel acknowledges that she is a feminist, 

one might consider How I Learned to Drive as a feminist 

play. The format Vogel utlizes in the play also seems to 

fit a feminist political goal. Vogel's play is similar to a 

Brechtian format in its use of a non-linear format and 

titled espisodes. Many feminist theatre theorists and 

critics have advocated Brecht's form as being an ideal form 

for feminist theatre. 
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In her book The Feminist Spectator as Critic. Jill 

Dolan gives a concise discussion explaining the feminist 

support of a Brechtian format. Dolan asserts that Brecht's 

framework encourages audiences to think about the 

"relationships played out" in a play and to question what 

might otherwise appear to be "normal" (106). This format 

contrasts with realism, which Dolan suggests "imposes a 

conservative sense of order by delivering its ideology as 

normative" (106) . A Brechtian framework "discards linear 

narrative, presenting instead a series of episodes heralded 

by titles that unsettle the spectator's expectation of 

suspense" (107). 

Despite Vogel's political goal and the Brechtian format 

of her play, the reviews for How I Learned to Drive do not 

recognize the play's use of such techniques to critique 

socialized incest from a feminist perspective. Despite the 

play's subject matter. How I Learned to Drive has repeatedly 

been called a "love story" by theatre critics all across 

America. The abuse Li'l Bit endures has been described as 

"empowering" and "beneficial" in the midst of what appears 

to be her otherwise rotten family life. Some reviewers have 

even gone so far as to describe the victim as a 

"seductress." 
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The reviews from the Vineyard Theatre's production 

which featured Mary Louise Parker as Li'l Bit and David 

Morse as Uncle Peck seem to support incest myths rather than 

suggest a feminist reading, Michael Feingold of the The 

Village Voice praised the -play for being, "the sweetest and 

most forgiving play ever written about child abuse" (2). 

Reviewers implied that Peck's sexual abuse of Li'l Bit 

appeared less harmful than the harassment she received from 

her family, particularly her mother. Stefan Kanfer of The 

New Leader discussed the damage Li'l Bit's mother caused 

her, rather than Peck's abuse. Kanfer further confirmed 

incest myths by calling Li'l Bit a "seductress" and seemed 

to accept Peck's affection for Li'l Bit as love (2-3). 

Dolan, who reviewed the play for Theatre Journal, praised 

the play for its non-linear format, which she believed 

depicted the "complexity" of the relationship. Dolan felt 

that Peck's attraction towards and objectification of Li'l 

Bit empowered her in the midst of a bad family life (127). 

When the play moved from the Vineyard Theatre to the 

Century Theatre, the reviewers echoed much of the previously 

expressed praise for the show and called the play a "love 

story." Laurie Stone of The Nation reduced the sexual abuse 

in the play to "a lousy deal" and praised the play for 
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suggesting that Li'1 Bit controlled Peck and "li}ce[d] the 

power" (2). Robert Brustein of The New Republic wrote that 

the play is "neither a polemical play nor a feminist tract. 

Rather, it is a strange, exotic love story" (2). Dick 

Scanlan noted the "seductive" victim and complimented the 

play for being "steeped in nostalgia —and forgiveness—" 

(2). Scanlan felt that Peck was "uncontrollably attracted 

to—and eventually in love with—Li'l Bit" (1). 

At various productions across the country, the play has 

been praised in much the same way for the same reasons. 

Jayne M. Blanchard of The Washington Times called Arena 

Stage's 1999 production of How I Learned to Drive "big-

hearted" and praised the format of the play for its 

"fragility" and for avoiding "social commentary" (2). 

Blanchard also complimented the actor Deirdre Lovejoy for 

"experiment[ing] with Li'l Bit's sexual power . . . making 

her less the victim and more the typically sexually curious 

girl who gets in way over her head" (2)• 

Kyle Lawson, who reviewed Arizona Theatre Company's 

1999 production of How I Learned to Drive for The Arizona 

Rf^pnblic. called the play "a love story" (2) . Kate 

Goerhring, the actor who played Li'l Bit, talked to Lawson 

about the interest that college students have shown in the 
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play. She noted that at post-show discussions, students 

wondered if Li'l Bit intentionally "seduced" Uncle Peck (3). 

Goehring felt that it was not her job as an actor in this 

play to provide the answers to these questions, but simply 

to ask questions. 

How has a play about child sexual abuse that was 

intended to critique the way in which society sexualizes 

children been received as a love story? How has the play 

encouraged a romantic critique of abuse? What in our 

society has enabled us to embrace a play which confuses love 

with abuse, rather than resist its imagery and its 

romanticization of abuse? 

Interviews with Vogel on How I Learned to Drive reveal 

that some of her ideas behind the play may have contradicted 

her original goal of illustrating how our society sexualizes 

children. Vogel says the play is not really about abuse but 

is a "love story" (Berson 2). She feels that the play 

"celebrates the gifts people who hurt us give us" (O'Quinn 

1). She has also mentioned that she wants to "seduce" the 

audience and see if they will allow themselves to be aroused 

by Uncle Peck (Heilpern 135). Vogel feels that the most 

important aspect of the play is that the audience "come[s] 

out loving Uncle Peck," the perpetrator (Berson 2). In 
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contrast to her political goal of illustrating the v/ay 

society sexualizes children, Vogel seems to be romanticizing 

abuse. 

Confusion about rape and the victimization of women 

runs rampant in our society. Rape myths appear to be 

prevalent particularly among high school students (both male 

and female). A survey about rape given to teenagers in 

Rhode Island in 1994 reported that over fifty percent of the 

teenagers felt that a man was justified in raping a woman if 

she had "led [him] on." Sixty-one percent of the students 

felt that if a man had been sexually involved with a woman 

in the past, he had the right to rape her if he wanted to 

sleep with her again and she resisted. Thirty percent of 

the students felt that a man had a right to rape a woman if 

he knew she had had sex with other men, if he was so aroused 

by her that he could not "control himself," or "if the woman 

was drunk" (Pipher 206). Not only did a certain percentage 

of the teenage males believe that they as men had the right 

to force sex upon women and that women sometimes deserved 

it, the girls thought that if they were attacked, they must 

have deserved it. When one considers that "one-third of the 

victims of reported rape are under age twenty," the 

prevalence of rape myths suggests a definite danger (O' 
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Toole 310) . 

In 1993, high school girls in California revealed how a 

group of high school boys who called themselves the Spur 

Posse had been competing with each other, using a point 

system, over how many "sexual 'conquests'" they had made. 

When the girls reported the group, many of the members of 

the Spur Posse were charged with "crimes ranging from sexual 

molestation to rape" (Tolman 207). This incident was highly 

publicized, featured on news and talk shows across America. 

The reactions to the exposure of the boys' group varied. 

While many people recognized the boys' activities as "an 

example of unchecked adolescent sexuality," others seemed to 

condone and even defend their behavior, blaming the girls 

(Tolman 207). According to Deborah Tolman and Tracy 

Higgins, for some people, "whether or not the boys in the 

Spur Posse were considered to have acted inappropriately 

depended upon an assessment of the sexual conduct of the 

girls involved" (Tolman 207). A father asserted that his 

son had not done anything that a normal healthy boy would 

not do. Another mother felt that the girls were to blame as 

they were sexually promiscuous and "trashy" (Tolman 207). 

College students as well seem to be struggling with 

rape myths. The high school students at the Arizona Theatre 
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Company's production of How I Learned to Drive who wondered 

if Li'l Bit was responsible for her own abuse are not alone 

in accepting, or at least considering, rape myths. A study 

done in 1997 surveying college students reflected that 

thirty percent of all the men surveyed felt that if a woman 

had been raped, "she had probably asked for it" (Caron 575). 

In an effort to change these beliefs, education is 

increasing for men and women regarding sexual assault. A 

group of male undergraduates at Duke university "started a 

discussion group and slide show asking their male colleagues 

to think about what sort of effect pornography had on their 

lives" (Wolf, Fire with Fire 103). Many of the men 

expressed that "being exposed to the Playboy ideal since 

childhood had made them less able to relate to women" and 

had encouraged them to ignore female resistance to sexual 

aggression (Wolf 103). The group was featured on 20/20. 

Another group of male undergraduates at the University 

of Wisconsin-Madison led by Joe Weinberg began meeting to 

analyze how "men perceive women" in our society, 

"challenging the types of attitudes that led men to be 

motivated by rape" (Kamen 137). Weinberg has led groups 

like this at college campuses all over the country and has 

even begun similar group discussion with high school males 
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(Kamen 138). 

Unfortunately, the importance of this education has 

been undermined by the media's popularizing of a few third 

wave feminists, which has perhaps led to greater confusion. 

According to Paula Kamen, most of the discussion in the 

media (particularly in magazines) in 1993 and 1994 

surrounding acquaintance rape "take the angle that date rape 

is mostly hype, and seriously question the extent and even 

the existence of the problem" (Kamen 140) , Katie Roiphe 

and Camille Paglia have received incredible attention for 

scoffing at rape myths and other concerns of feminism. 

Paglia suggests that rape is simply part of the risk women 

take in being free individuals who venture out in the night 

(185). Roiphe claims that women cry rape when it's really 

just "bad sex" (Kamen 141). While these writers have been 

critiqued and contested by other feminist thinkers, the 

reactions against them have not been nearly as publicized or 

hyped by the media as has the support for them. The 

influence of third wave feminists such as Paglia and Rophie 

has been disturbing. The media has labeled feminists such 

as Paglia and Roiphe as "pro-sex" and "pro-male" feminists, 

suggesting that other feminists who do not feel the same way 

as Roiphe, Paglia, and other "pro-sex" feminists are "anti-
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sex" and "anti-male." 

Roiphe and Paglia are extreme examples of how some 

third wave feminists have tried to move out of a "victim" 

stance, stressing the "power" of women instead of the way 

women have been victimized. While most feminists who 

advocate "power feminism" do not fall as far to the extreme 

as Roiphe and Paglia, a stigma has been created against 

claiming one's self a "victim." As Kamen notes, people need 

to be able to identify when they have been victimized. The 

only time when claiming one's self a victim becomes a 

problem is if a person dwells in it. 

A growing trend in feminist theatre in performance has 

been for the object of sexual attention to own her 

objectification and claim it as empowering. Judith Lynne 

Hanna in an article entitled "Undressing the First Amendment 

and Corsetting the Striptease Dancer" supports the act of 

striptease as a feminist movement. Because the dancer is 

subject as object, she controls her objectification. Hanna 

asserts that this kind of objectification is empowering to 

women (61). 

This emphasis on power and empowering sexuality that 

comes from being a sexual object has no doubt influenced the 

critics who felt that Li'l Bit's objectification by Uncle 
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Peck was "empowering." The suggestion that Li'l Bit 

controlled Peck surely comes from a combination of this 

power emphasis along with the promotion of rape, incest and 

child sexual abuse myths which claim that the victim of the 

assault was seductive and was "asking for it." 

Whether or not claiming subject as object status is 

truly sexually empowering for an adult or not, the fact 

remains that an adult's sense of sexuality and a child's 

sense of sexuality, especially an abused child's sense of 

sexuality, are radically different. Teenage girls, 

particularly ones who have been sexually abused, have a 

different relationship with sexual empowerment than 

autonomous women. 

Among the writers who have focused on or included 

female adolescent sexuality in their writings are Judith 

Daniluk, Mary Pipher, and Naomi Wolf. All three writers 

look beyond a biological perspective and into the way 

society contributes to the shaping of female sexuality, 

while also considering differences in personal development 

based on personality and family. Daniluk provides a 

comprehensive study of research on female adolescent 

sexuality. Pipher's work is based on her experience as a 

psychologist working with adolescent females and clinical 
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research, and Wolf's book is based on interviews with women 

in different stages of life. 

In Women's Sexuality Across the Life Span. Daniluk 

devotes a number of chapters to female adolescent sexuality. 

She focuses a great deal on the female adolescent's 

realization that she is seen by many as a sexual object. As 

the female adolescent begins to witness how society promotes 

images of girls which place their sexual appearance and 

behavior as their primary value, she may begin to struggle 

with her sexuality. She sees herself simultaneously as 

object and subject. Her body often becomes her number one 

source of concern. If she learns that she can get what she 

wants through her sexual appearance, she often begins to see 

her body as a source of manipulation rather than a source of 

joy. Instead of feeling empowered from within, she feels 

empowered from without and loses touch with her own sense of 

aliveness in her body. Very often she will begin to develop 

a separation between her body and her mind, which encourages 

her to see sex as a means of obtaining a sense of power over 

others rather than an expression of her own sexual desires. 

In Reviving Ophelia. Pipher discusses the various 

experiences female adolescents go through, including 

relationships with family and friends, possible experiences 
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with drugs and alcohol, and sense of sexuality. Pipher 

observes that while most female adolescents are extremely 

knowledgeable about sex, including sexual diseases and 

protection, very few of them have a positive relationship 

with their own bodies and sexuality. Pipher focuses a great 

deal on peer pressure and sexual harassment in schools and 

states that many girls simply accept that their bodies will 

always be a target for violence. 

In Promiscuities. Wolf focuses on society's treatment 

of female adolescent sexuality. She discusses the ways 

females are treated as sexual beings and objects as soon as 

they begin to develop physically. She observes that many 

girls begin to develop physically long before they are 

emotionally able to deal with themselves as sexual objects, 

which leads them to develop a negative relationship with 

their bodies. Wolf observes how society encourages female 

adolescents to believe that they deserve to be abused 

physically and sexually. According to Wolf, our society 

teaches girls to "forget themselves sexually" (27). 

Incest and sexual abuse further complicate the female 

adolescent's relationship with sexuality. In Rocking the 

Cradle of Sexual Politics. Louise Armstrong chronicles 

society's treatment of incest from Freud to the 1990s. 
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Freud at first found that much of the trauma his female 

patients suffered seemed to be linked to sexual abuse by 

their fathers. However, after being jeered by his 

colleagues and having his ideas contested, Freud recanted 

his claim, deciding that the abuse was in the women's 

imagination. The desire for their fathers had led them to 

develop guilty feelings, which were really the cause of 

their pain. Freud then asserted that if incest happened, 

which seemed unlikely, the victim was probably to blame for 

seducing the perpetrator. Up through the 1950s, incest was 

accepted, or explained, by psychoanalysis in the terms of 

victim blame. In the fifties, the blame shifted from the 

victim to the mother. It was not until the late 1970s that 

feminists began addressing incest as political and as an 

abuse of power, equating it with rape. In the eighties the 

political agenda behind the discussion of incest was 

dropped, and society began to move into a focus on healing 

the victim and healing the perpetrator rather than 

preventing abuse. 

Armstrong also discusses the re-silencing of incest in 

the therapeutic nineties. Armstrong believes that the 

emphasis on healing has been so great that the political 

drive to stop incest has been downplayed. Armstrong also 



24 

notes how the laws in the United States place keeping the 

family together as a top priority, often trying to place the 

incest abuser in therapy and trying to work out the 

"problem," which is considered a family problem, not a 

perpetrator problem. In many situations like this, the 

"problem" is not solved, and the victim is continually re-

abused. 

Christine Courtois's book Healing the Incest Wound 

takes a look at the feminist theory surrounding incest, 

exposes statistics, examines multiple diffrent kinds of 

incest and their effects, and discusses the healing process. 

According to Courtois, uncle/niece incest may be the most 

prevalent kind of incest. However, she notes that little 

research has been done investigating the specific effects 

and nature of this particular kind of incest. Most work has 

focused on father or stepfather incest, stepfather incest 

occurring just a little less frequently than uncle incest, 

and father under stepfather. Regardless of the specific 

type of incest, Courtois asserts that incest is often the 

most difficult kind of child sexual abuse to recover from in 

that the sense of betrayal by a loved one is so great. 

Therapist E. Sue Blume's Secret Survivors: Uncovering 

Incest and Its Aftereffects in Women provides a radical 
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feminist perspective on incest. The book discusses the 

prevalence of acceptance of incest myths regarding mother 

and victim blaming and discusses the effects of incest. 

Blume discusses the perpetrator and how he gains the 

confidence of the child victim and makes her feel 

responsible. She emphasizes the incest victim's need to 

heal and provides a discussion on the stages victims go 

through in the healing process. 

Susan Forward and Craig Buck's Betrayal of Innocence 

provides an excellent analysis of the perpetrator and the 

problems with becoming sympathetic with the perpetrator. 

Forward discusses her own difficulties as a therapist in 

developing sympathy for perpetrators in her work with them. 

She also observes that society's sympathy for perpetrators 

has diminished the feeling of anger towards them, which she 

feels had diminished the political nature of the crime of 

incest. 

Elly Danica's Beyond Don't examines the way society 

perpetuates incest as well as the material issues that 

prevent many women from taking their children and leaving an 

abusive situation. Danica provides an in-depth discussion 

of mothers who enable abuse. She asserts that many women 

who know their children are being abused are financially 
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dependant on the perpetrator and know that if they leave 

with the child they will not be able to provide for them. 

In discussions of incest, the question of love is often 

addressed. Some therapists argue that abuse can come from a 

perpetrator who loves his victim, while others argue that 

the so called love expressed in an incesutuous relationship 

is not really love. Due to this confusion, it is necessary 

to establish a clear definition of love. In his article 

entitled "Sexual Values Revisited," Jeffrey Weeks provides a 

clear definition of love. According to Weeks, love should 

be "based on care, responsibility, respect, and knowledge" 

(58). Weeks calls this idea a "love ethic" and advocates 

that this ethic be applied to all relationships. 

With Weeks's love ethic in mind, an adult who loves a 

child would not engage in sexual activities with a child 

(even if the child expressed interest) in consideration of 

the child's welfare. Knowing that sexual abuse could 

significantly harm the child physically and emotionally, the 

adult would respect the child's needs and care for the child 

by expressing his love through non sexual actions. The 

adult would accept his own responsibility in caring for the 

child. This illiminates the argument that justifies abuse 

on the grounds that the child "wanted" it. Weeks' love 



27 

ethic serves as a definition of the term love as used 

throughout this thesis. 

In this thesis, I will offer a reading of Vogel's How I 

Learned to Drive in the context of research on incest and 

female adolescent sexuality. I suggest that Vogel 

perpetuates incest myths by creating sympathy for Peck and 

blaming Li'l Bit's mother while not clearly showing how the 

perpetrator makes the victim feel responsible. Vogel's 

theatrical techniques are so ambiguous that it is difficult 

to tell whether she is critiquing the way in which the 

victim is made to feel responsible or implying that the 

victim is responsible. It is also unclear if Vogel is 

romanticizing abuse or if she is critiquing the way in which 

our society romanticizes abuse. At the end of the play, 

Vogel denies the importance of healing for the victim and 

normalizes the abuse rather than encouraging a political 

response. 

Chapter Two deals with the way Vogel portrays how 

society's messages about sex confuse female adolescents and 

allow the perpetrator to function easily within this 

society. In doing this, Vogel actually raises Peck above 

society, making his abuse of Li'l Bit seem better than the 

abuse she suffers from boys at school and the mixed messages 



28 

she receives about sex and love from her mother and 

grandmother. The scenes chosen for analysis illustrate how 

a cause and effect relationship between the effect of 

society's messages on Li'l Bit and Peck's abuse is not 

clearly shown in Vogel's play. This chapter also emphasizes 

specific transitions which romanticize the abuse Li'l Bit 

endures from Peck. 

Chapter Three deals specifically with the way in which 

Vogel perpetuates incest myths which imply the 

responsibility of the mother and the child over the 

perpetrator. Vogel depicts Li'l Bit as having choice and 

control in her victimization, rather than clearly 

illustrating that Peck creates for her the illusion that she 

has choice and control. Vogel illustrates the way in which 

some mothers enable abuse; however, she does not question 

why such enabling occurs. Her failure to ask questions 

results in a perpetuation of the myth that implies the 

mother is to blame even more than the perpetrator is to 

blame. 

Chapter Four focuses on Vogel's portrayal of the 

effects of sexual abuse and the healing process. Vogel 

denies Li'l Bit the right to heal in the play. She 

dismisses the severity of the effects with humor and 
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avoidance, and romanticizes the audience into believing that 

Li'l Bit has healed when in fact she has not. Vogel 

emphasizes the need to forgive the perpetrator over the need 

for the victim to heal herself. 

In Chapter Five, I consider directing possibilities 

that might encourage the audience to see the way in which 

they too are being seduced. Because Vogel's techniques are 

ambiguous, a director and a scene designer might be able to 

create action and an environment which would help to 

critique the romanticization and implied responsibility 

rather than support them. I will also consider different 

ways in which the actor may be able to critique incest myths 

from within a performance. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REPRESENTING ADOLESCENT CONFUSION 

In How I Learned to Drive. Vogel illustrates the 

confusion female adolescents go through in trying to 

decipher society's messages about sex and love. Adolescence 

can be an extremely confusing time for girls, even for girls 

who are not sexually abused by their uncles, as Li'l Bit is 

in How I Learned to Drive. The confusion that girls 

experience about their own sexuality, and their beliefs 

about love and sex, may play a part in how some girls are 

drawn to an abuser and why they stay in abusive situations 

(Blume 206-7). In the midst of adolescent confusion, 

perpetrators may manipulate adolescents with ease by talcing 

advantage of normal adolescent confusion. While Vogel 

illustrates the confusion many adolescents go through in the 

character of Li'l Bit, she also diminishes the way the 

perpetrator manipulates the victim and operates within her 

confusion. Vogel does this dramaturgically by praising 

Uncle Peck in the scenes and by failing to clearly draw a 

connection between the messages Li'l Bit receives from 

society and her actions with Peck. Vogel also diminishes 

the honest confusion of adolescents by belittling them 

through Li'1 Bit and encouraging the audience to do the 
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same. 

Abuse situations reported by adolescents are often not 

validated by adults because "children lie," are thought to 

have bizarre fantasies, and may be prone to over-dramatizing 

actual situations (Blume 23). Our society generally lacks 

respect for adolescents, and Vogel does not encourage the 

audience to think any differently. In How I Learned to 

Drive. she encourages a belittling attitude towards young 

girls. This attitude, with which Vogel begins the play, 

allows the audience to take Li'1 Bit less seriously than 

they should. In the very first monologue in the play, the 

adult Li'l Bit introduces the first scene the audience sees 

between Qncle Peck and herself as a romantic fantasy. Vogel 

immediately encourages the audience to question the 

adolescent Li'l Bit's credibility: "It's 1969. And I am 

very old, very cynical of the world, and I know it all. In 

short I am seventeen years old, parking off a dark lane with 

a married man on an early summer night" (7-8) . Vogel begins 

the play belitting Li'l Bit as a child by poking fun at the 

credibility of a teenager who thinks she is very wise, thus 

already jaded about the world, and "know(s) it all." In 

using the adult Li'l Bit to make fun of her own teenage 

"know it all" attitude, Vogel discredits the child Li'l Bit 
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through the adult Li'l Bit and encourages the audience to do 

the same. This technique allows the audience to easily 

dismiss Li'l Bit, her confusion, and her pain. In the world 

of the play Vogel creates, there is an atmosphere in which 

Li'l Bit's adolescent behavior does not have to be taken 

seriously. Thus, most of the abuse she experiences in the 

play does not have to be taken seriously. Discrediting the 

victim is one of the ways in which society dismisses abuse, 

and Vogel's play sustains that tendency. 

As we will see, Vogel's use of the adult Li'l Bit to 

introduce scenes often serves to romanticize the abuse, 

acknowledging to the audience that it is okay for them to do 

so as well. Rather than using the adult Li'l Bit to comment 

on the pain she suffered as a child, Vogel seems to use her 

to downplay the pain adolescents go through. The pain 

itself is not even depicted in the scenes, rather it is 

downplayed with humor. Vogel's depiction of an abusive 

relationship as not simply horrifying is understandable in 

that some abuse victims feel some sort of malignant power or 

even arousal during their abuse; however, her failure to 

employ either the adult Li'l Bit as a means of commenting on 

her pain or the child Li'l Bit to illustrate the damaging 

immediate effects of the abuse allows the audience to relax 
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and enjoy the show. 

Throughout this chapter, I will be looking at a group 

of scenes that are placed together in the middle of the 

play, which illustrate the confusion of female adolescence. 

We will look at them in the order in which they appear as 

the order is important in understanding the audience's 

understanding of cause and effect. While Vogel could 

illustrate that perpetrators work easily in the system in 

which girls are receiving negative and confusing messages 

about sex, she misses the critique by depicting the scenes 

with Peck as non abusive scenes of love, or as Vogel would 

say, "abuse simultaneously with a kind of affirmation and 

reassurance" (qtd. in Holmberg 4). However, as British 

theatre critic Sarah Flemming noted, the result of this 

portrayal of abuse as non abuse is that Li'1 Bit's 

relationship with Peck looks like anything but abuse (2). 

Vogel provides the audience with a scene that 

illustrates how girls receive confusing messages about sex. 

In two scenes entitled "Men, Sex, and Women Part I" and 

"Men, Sex, and Women Part II," Li'l Bit receives mixed 

messages about sex and love from her mother and grandmother. 

In "Part II," the female Greek chorus as Mother and the 

teenage Greek chorus as Grandmother fight over sexual 
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information given to Li'l Bit who is with them. Vogel 

illustrates a number of the confusing messages girls receive 

about sex: 

TEENAGE GREEK CHORUS. Tell her it hurts! It's 

agony! You think you're going to die! 

Especially if you do it before marriage! 

FEMALE GREEK CHORUS. Mama! I'm going to tell her 

the truth! Unlike you, you left me and Mary 

completely in the dark with fairy tales. . . 

LI'L BIT. It's not fair! Why does everything 

have to hurt for girls? Why is there always 

blood? 

FEMALE GREEK CHORUS. Don't be scared. It won't 

hurt you—if the man you go to bed with really 

loves you. (Vogel 43) 

This scene effectively illustrates that girls learn that 

pain is tied to sex, which according to mother is supposed 

to be tied to love. This association could imply that pain 

is tied to love, a message which illustrates the way in 

which our society romanticizes abuse. What mother and 

grandmother neglect to tell Li'l Bit is that sex is not 
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necessarily an expression of love and that abuse is never 

love. As Li'l Bit seems very disturbed in this scene, Vogel 

clearly illustrates the confusion and fear many girls face 

towards sex. 

Appropriately, the very next scene is between Li'1 Bit 

and Peck. By placing a scene with Peck immediately after 

the sex education scene, Vogel could illustrate the way in 

which a girl's confusion about sex could lead her into 

abusive situations. After all, if a girl is expecting love 

and sex to hurt, abuse seems almost appropriate. However, 

Vogel misses clearly making the connection in several ways. 

She denies the impact of the last scene through the adult 

Li' 1 Bit and denies the manipulation that is going on in the 

following scene by romanticizing the audience into it. Also 

in her depiction of abuse as non abuse, she misses making 

the connection. 

In transitioning from the sex education scene to a 

scene in which Peck teaches Li'l Bit to drive, the adult 

Li'l Bit dismisses the sex ed scene and seems to look 

forward to the scene with Peck. The adult Li'l Bit 

dismisses the sex ed scene as silly saying, "Oh please! I 

still can't bear to listen to it, after all these years—" 

(Vogel 44). This statement undercuts the dangerous ideas 
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that this scene may have in some way helped to create. The 

chorus then interrupts with three-part harmony singing 

Motown lyrics like "Dedicated to the one I love," 

romanticizing the audience into the next scene (Vogel 45). 

While this romanticization could serve as a critique on how 

we romanticize abuse, many of the audience members may relax 

into this scene for the adult Li' 1 Bit romanticizes it 

herself: 

MALE GREEK CHORUS: "Do-Bee-Do-Wah!" 

FEMALE GREEK CHORUS: "Shoo-doo-be-doo-be-doo. . 

LI'L BIT. Ahh. That's better. (Vogel 45) 

As the adult telling the story seems to feel warmly about 

her situation with Peck, the audience is encouraged to do so 

as well. Also the chorus could function to make fun of Li'1 

Bit who seems to adore her uncle. Making fun of, rather 

than illustrating the dangers inherent in Li'1 Bit's 

adoration allows the audience to do the same. 

And this scene seems to be far from dangerous or 

serious. Vogel considers this scene as the scene in which 

Peck gives Li'l Bit the "gift to survive," failing to miss 

or point out that giving any kind of gifts is part of a 

perpetrator's charm and a technique into drawing the victim 
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in (Bluitie 111) . Peck teaches Li'1 Bit to drive in this 

scene. While Li'l Bit's fear was clear in the last scene 

(albeit depicted as annoying and whiny), her fear is 

downplayed in this one and masked with humor: 

PECK. Now come on. What's the first thing you're 

going to adjust? 

LI'L BIT. My bra strap? 

PECK. Li'l Bit. What's the first important thing 

to have control of on the inside of a car? 

PECK. . . . Make sure all the doors are locked. 

LI'L BIT. (Making a joke of it) But then I'm 

locked in with you. 

PECK. Don't fool. 

LI'L BIT. All right. We're locked in. (Vogel 

49) 

By playing the moments with humor, Vogel downplays Li'l 

Bit's fear. Then the audience sees Peck giving Li'l Bit the 

gift that Vogel referred to: 

PECK. There's something about driving—when 

you're in control of the car, just you and the 

machine and the road—that nobody can take from 

you. A power. I feel more myself in my car than 
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anywhere else. And that's what I want to give to 

you. (Vogel 50) 

This gift giving is part of the way perpetrators engage 

their victims; however Vogel misses making the connection by 

portraying the scene as loving, not as abusive or 

manipulative. Li'l Bit is the one in the scene who seems 

interested in sex, not Peck. Peck seems serious and 

committed to helping Li'l Bit, who is merely endangering 

herself with her silly jokes, not taking her driver's 

education, or her life, seriously. As Jayne Blanchard 

remarked in The Washington Times, the play seems less like 

abuse and more like the case of a "sexually curious girl who 

gets in way over her head" (2). 

The placement of this scene is important to analyze as 

well. By choosing to depict a scene in which Peck does not 

abuse Li'l bit immediately after the sex ed scene "On Men, 

Sex, and Women Part II," Vogel fails to make the clear cut 

distinction that confusing messages about sex and love may 

allow the perpetrator to easily manipulate and abuse the 

adolescent. Instead this scene, as critics observed, makes 

Peck look like an angel in the midst of an otherwise 

destructive environment. 

In the next couple of scenes, Vogel depicts the sexual 
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harassment that girls face at school and contrasts that 

harassment with Li'l Bit's relationship with Peck, Sexual 

harassment occurs with alarming frequency in elementary, 

junior high, and high schools all over the country. The 

harassment is generally ignored by teachers and 

administrators, and sometimes the girls are treated as if 

they are responsible for the harassment that they must 

endure(Pipher 290). Vogel frames these scenes with driving 

instructions, beginning the scene with "Good defensive 

driving involves mental and physical preparation. Are you 

prepared?" and ending the scene with "Were you prepeared?" 

(51). These questions imply that the girl being harassed is 

indeed responsible. As Peck has taught Li'l Bit how to 

drive, the driving instructions announced could serve as an 

interesting critique on how Peck has made her feel as if she 

is responsible for her harassment. However, through the 

adult Li'l Bit, Vogel lets the audience know that the scene 

takes place back in time, before Peck's driving lessons--not 

after. This information implies that had Li'l bit known how 

to drive, had she had the benefit of Peck's lessons earlier, 

perhaps she could have avoided this sexual harassment at 

school. 

Vogel begins this scene with the voice announcing. 
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" . . .  G o o d  d e f e n s i v e  d r i v i n g  i n v o l v e s  m e n t a l  a n d  p h y s i c a l  

preparation. Are you prepared?" (Vogel 51). Vogel has 

suggested in the introduction to the play that the voice be 

a "neutral voice" as in "driver education films" (5). Vogel 

has indicated that for this scene a "beeping sound" that 

only Li'l Bit can hear plays as the male Greek chorus member 

as a young boy pretends to have an allergy attack: 

LI'L BIT. What's wrong? Do you want me to get 

the school nurse? 

(The male Greek Chorus member wheezes, grabs his 

throat and sniffs at Li'l Bit's chest, which is 

beeping away.) 

MALE GREEK CHORUS. No—it's okay--I only get this 

way when I'm around an allergy trigger— 

LI'L BIT. What are you allergic to? 

MALE GREEK CHORUS. (With a sudden grab of her 

breast) Foam rubber (Vogel 52-3). 

Again, the voice interrupts, "Good defensive driving 

involves mental and physical preparation. Were you 

prepared?" (Vogel 53) . 

In the very next moment, Li'l Bit waits to take a 

shower after gym class with two other girls played by the 

female and teenage Greek chorus members. When the two other 
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girls urge her to take her shower before them, she agrees 

and drops her towel as the female Greek chrous member makes 

a remark about Li'l Bit's breasts saying, "Told you! It's 

not foam rubber! I win! Jerome owes me fifty cents!" 

Immediately following this remark is the voice, "Were you 

prepared?" (Vogel 54). 

The voice framing both of these scenes seems to have a 

haunting effect. The cold bluntness of the question does 

not seem to be a critique of society, rather an implication 

that Li'l Bit is responsible for preventing others' abusive 

behavior. This argument that objects of harrassment are 

responsible for their abuse has served to protect many boys 

who have sexually harassed girls in school (Stein 317). 

In those two sections, Vogel has also reduced sexual 

harassment in schools to overt situations in which girls are 

really quite naive and even stupid, thus belittling the 

female adolescent once again. Vogel's depiction of a ninth-

grade girl naive enough not to realize that someone sniffing 

at her breasts may have negative intentions makes the 

reality of sexual harassment in schools look ridiculous. In 

reality, the sexual harassment girls face often comes to 

them quite unexpectedly as boys assault them as they pass 

each other walking down the hall between classes (Pipher 



42 

70) . 

Vogel portrays one more scene in school in which it is 

clear that, while Li'l Bit is not harassed in any way, she 

feels uncomfortable with the attention she receives from 

boys who gape at her chest. In this scene, Li'l Bit is at a 

school dance with the female, teenage, and male chorus 

members. The female and teenage chorus members are trying 

to talk her into dancing with the male chorus member, but 

Li'l Bit does not want to: 

FEMALE GREEK CHORUS. Take pity on him. Someone 

should. 

LI'L BIT. But he's so short. 

TEENAGE GREEK CHORUS. He can't help it. 

LI'L BIT. But his head comes up to (Li'l Bit 

gesturess) here. And I think he asks me on the 

fasts dances so he can watch me—you know— 

jiggle. (Vogel 56) 

Clearly Li'l Bit is uncomfortable with this situation. But 

her discomfort begins to appear more like pain as she 

describes the way the staring makes her feel to the female 

Greek chorus member. Vogel has indicated that Li'l Bit is 

"trying to joke but feels on the verge of tears": 

I guess you're right. But sometimes I feel like 
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these alien life forces, these two mounds of flesh 

have grafted themselves onto my chest, and they're 

using me until they can "propagate" and take over 

the world and they'll just keep growing, with a 

mind of their own until I collapse under their 

weight and they suck all the nourishment out of my 

body and I finally just waste away while they get 

bigger and bigger and— . (Vogel 59) 

While Li'l Bit's description of the attention she receives 

seems very bizarre, Vogel's suggestion that she is on the 

verge of tears during it implies how upset she is over boys 

staring at her. It is important to note her discomfort in 

this scene because in the following scene she is not 

uncomfortable with Peck gaping at her. 

In this next scene. Peck takes pictures of Li'l Bit 

based on fantasy images from men's magazines. He encourages 

her to move to music and coaches her into coquettish 

positions with her hair thrown back and chest thrust 

forward, etc. Vogel has suggested that pictures out of 

models "*a la Playboy, Calvin Klein and Victoriana/Lewis 

Carroll's Alice Liddell" be projected onto the set above and 

behind Peck and Li'l Bit (Vogel 62). Considering Vogel's 

goal to illustrate how our culture sexualizes children. 
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Vogel probably meant for this scene to be a critique of that 

phenomenon. As the sexualization of young girls is so 

prevalent and seems normal to some, she has her job cut out 

for her. Unfortunately, she does nothing to point out that 

this is a critique, not a celebration of yet another one of 

Peck's gifts. 

Once again, Vogel romances us into the scene with Peck. 

Again, it is the adult Li'1 Bit who does this—this time 

without the help of the chorus, encouraging the audience to 

do the same. Li'l Bit describes the basement in which her 

Uncle took sexually suggestive (and perhaps explicit) 

pictures of her: 

Here, away from the female eyes, lace doilies and 

crochet, he keeps his manly toys: the Vargas 

pinups, the tackle. A scent of tobacco and WD-40 

(She inhales deeply) A dash of his Bay Rum. Ahhh 

. . . (Li'l Bit savors it for just a moment more). 

(Vogel 59) 

Again, by depicting the adult Li'l bit as fondly remembering 

the upcoming photography scene, seeming to enjoy the 

atmosphere she is about to enter as she '^savors" the mood, 

the audience romanticizes the Playboy images of females 

along with Peck and Li'l Bit. This introduction allows the 
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audience to find the scene positive rather than negative, 

especially as any critique is unclear. 

While Peck is talcing pictures of Li'l Bit, Vogel makes 

the connection with the sexual harassment scenes in school. 

Compared to the boys in school. Peck seems harmless. While 

this could be seen as part of Peck's appeal to Li'l Bit, 

there is nothing in the scene to indicate that that appeal 

and their "relationship" is damaging to Li'l Bit. 

PECK. —you're a very beautiful young woman. Do 

you know that? 

LI'L BIT. No, I don't know that. 

PECK. . . . Well you are. For a thirteen year 

old, you have a body a twenty year old woman 

would die for. 

LI'L BIT. The boys in school don't think so. 

PECK. The boys in school are little Neanderthals 

in short pants. (Vogel 62) 

As Li'l Bit does not "know" that she is beautiful. Peck does 

seems to make her feel better in light of the abuse she 

suffered at school. Critics seemed to think that this was 

another example of how Li'l Bit benefitted from her 

"relationship" with Peck. Dolan claimed that this scene 

"instills in Li'l Bit a sense of her own allure, a glimpse 
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of a budding sexuality that's powerful to her in a family 

life in which she is otherwise naive and powerless" (127). 

As objectification is now considered empowering for 

women by many people and the sexualization of adolescents is 

so prevalent, Vogel's subtle implications that Peck's is 

harming her by objectifying her fail to make an impression. 

The scene works to further sexualize female adolescents, not 

critique the sexualization. 

Towards the end of the scene Li'l Bit begins to 

unbutton her blouse for pictures, without Peck even asking 

her (or even hinting for her) to do so. The ominous voice 

once again delivers a judgement onto Li'l Bit's action with 

the line, "Implied Consent. As an individual operating a 

motor vehicle in the state of Maryland, you must abide by 

implied consent" (Vogel 66) . Instead of supplying the 

audience with any kind of way to critique what they have 

just seen with regard to the way teenagers are sexualized in 

this society, Vogel suggests Li'l Bit's responsibility, 

making her seem guilty and taking the emphasis off Peck. 

What exactly does, "Implied Consent" mean? Does this 

suggest that by unbuttoning her blouse, Li'l Bit invites 

Peck to abuse her, suggesting the responsibility of the 

child in her own abuse? Vogel diminishes the possibility 
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for a critique on the sexualization of children by providing 

the opening into it as relaxing to the adult Li'l Bit, and 

she diminishes the critique at the end by implying Li'l 

Bit's responsibility. 

Dolan's suggestion that this scene is "empowering" to 

Li'l Bit misses the fact that sexual objectification is 

simply another confusing experience girls face as teenagers, 

an experience which has damaging ramifications to girls who 

feel that their sexuality is their only positive attribute. 

While Dolan observes that sexual attention is the only 

attention and thus empowerment Li'l Bit has, she fails to 

see (as the play does not encourage her to see) that sexual 

attention is not empowerment if it is the only source of 

empowerment. 

Girls' sexuality has been the subject of many recent 

books. Daniluk provides a concise understanding of the way 

in which girls are sexualized and the feelings many girls go 

through as they learn that much of the world around them 

values them for their appearance first over everything else. 

Daniluk describes the media's depiction of adolescent 

feminine success as sex object: 

Current media images reinforce the messages that a 

girl's inherent value is in her ability to 
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adequately package and sell herself. They promote 

a vision of feminine success and adaptability 

based on sexual objectification and physical 

desirability rather than female agency, (Daniluk 

84) 

As girls begin to witness the ways in which they and other 

girls around them are objectified, an overwhelming majority 

of girls "develop a relationship with their bodies at 

adolescence that is at best ambivalent and at worst highly 

conflictual and self-destructive" (Daniluk 86) . 

Conflict and self destruction are often a result of the 

physical and psychological split that many girls experience 

in adolescence as a result of an awareness that they are 

first and foremost valued for their sexual appeal. A girl's 

own experience of her body contrasted with the image she 

feels she is supposed to project results in a body / mind 

split (Daniluk 87). Daniluk provides a quote by Bartky 

which explains this split: 

The adolescent girl, just beginning to grasp the 

role she is to assume becomes an object and sees 

herself as object; she discovers this new aspect 

of her being with surprise: it seems to her that 

she has been doubled; instead of coinciding 
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exactly with herself, she now begins to exist 

outside. (qtd. in Daniluk 87) 

The split begins with the female adolescent observing 

herself being observed in contrast to her own actions. If 

the body and mind continue to separate from one another due 

to a constant awareness of being objectified, the "body 

becomes numb and begins to feel alien to her" (Daniluk 87). 

The innate joy she once felt in the aliveness of her body 

may exist only in spurts or cease to exist altogether. 

As Daniluk also observes, there are very few positive 

examples of self-empowered sexuality for adolescent girls. 

Unfortunately, How I Learned to Drive does not appear to 

critique this strongly enough for everyone to see. Rather, 

the play offers an ambiguous look at the sexualization of 

girls open for positive or negative interpretation. As the 

audience never sees the adult or adolescent Li'l Bit 

struggle with Peck's objectification. Peck's photo session 

may seem harmless, or even to some, empowering. 

While Vogel's careful placement of these five scenes 

could have illustrated the way the perpetrator can easily 

manipulate young girls in the context of our society, her 

transitions into the scene romanticize her relationship with 

Peck. The scenes with Peck seem to illustrate how their 
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relationship was less damaging and even beneficial in the 

context of the other abuse she suffered. Laurie Stone of 

Nation magazine, felt that the play illustrated the 

"benefits" of the abusive relationship with Peck that were 

"available nowhere else" and claims that Li'l Bit makes "the 

most of a lousy deal" (2). Looking back on this chapter, 

one can easily see how the play led Stone to this 

conclusion, reducing child sexual abuse to a "lousy deal" 

(2) . 
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CHAPTER THREE 

PERPETUATING SEXUAL ABUSE MYTHS 

"Female children whose fathers rape them are seen as 

^seductive,'" writes Phyllis Chesler, "or the mothers are 

blamed for not preventing the incest, or for secretly 

^wanting' it" (110). While Chesler's remark specifically 

concerns father/daughter sexual abuse, the same attitude 

holds true for all kinds of sexual abuse inflicted upon 

children. Just as some people believe rape myths which 

suggest the victim of the rape "asked for it," some people 

also believe that the victim of the abuse is somewhat 

responsible for her own abuse, that she must have led the 

perpetrator on or seduced him. Society also holds the 

mother responsible for the abuse her child suffers to the 

extent that mothers are often charged "in conjunction with 

the perpetrators . . ." (Danica 104). In the midst of these 

myths, sympathy is often generated for the perpetrator to 

the point that he is occasionally excused. 

According to Blume, the perpetrator is the only person 

who should be held accountable for the abuse (171) . 

Implying responsibility on the part of the child ignores the 

power difference that is inherent in child sexual abuse 

situations and further aggravates the guilty feelings from 
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which the victim suffers. While the child is not 

responsible, she often feels that way out of a natural 

tendency to blame the self and from the perpetrator's 

ability to make her feel guilty for her own abuse (Blume 

109) . 

Very often the mother is recognized as an enabler in 

child sexual abuse situations, particularly in abuse 

situations within the family. While many mothers do not 

know about the abuse (and are blamed anyway), some mothers 

do knowingly allow the abuse to occur and continue. 

Research indicates that about sixty percent of the mothers 

who are aware of the abuse recognize and try to stop the 

abuse legally. In some cases of mother- reported abuse, the 

legal system intervenes and helps the mother protect the 

child. However, sometimes the mother is held responsible 

for allowing the child to be abused and the child is removed 

from the mother's care and placed into foster care. At the 

same time, many mothers who report abuse are not believed 

over the perpetrator they accuse (Blume 171). 

Mothers who knowingly allow their children to be abused 

often do so out of legitimate fear. Many of these mothers 

economically depend on the perpetrator and realize that 

without the perpetrator's financial support, she will not be 
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able to support herself or her child. While financial 

dependance on the perpetrator does not excuse the mother 

from not stopping the abuse, it provides some insight into 

the system that allows child abuse to take place. Danica 

points out that many mothers do not have the resources 

available to them to stop the abuse and until society 

enables them and protects them, we cannot even begin to 

think about accusing them (105). 

As it is necessary to understand why mothers enable 

abuse, it is also necessary to understand why perpetrators 

abuse. Blume suggests that if our society understands why 

perpetrators abuse, we can begin to prevent abuse and have 

better ability to treat perpetrators. At the same time 

Blume observes that understanding the perpetrator often 

leads to "excusing" the perpetrator, which diminishes the 

drive to prevent and treat abusers (34). Forward discusses 

the difficulty of sympathizing with abusers at the same time 

as working to stop abuse and heal victims: 

After treating over one hundred molesters, some 

disturbing things began to happen to me. First I 

began to lose some of the clarity of my outrage. 

After all, these were for the most part such 'nice 

guys'—in their three-piece suits, or jeans, or 
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policeman's uniforms, or clerical collars. Some 

would cry, others would plead for understanding, a 

few even acknowledged that what they had done was 

horrible. One evening, one of the women in one of 

my victim's groups asked me how I could expect 

the victims to get to their outrage (the first 

essential stage for their treatment) if I was 

losing mine. . . . There was no way I could serve 

both groups. (31) 

While Forward's remark refers to a therapist's situation, it 

still rings true for society. If we become sympathetic to 

perpetrators, we lose our rage, our initiative to build a 

society which does all it can to prevent abuse. 

The reviews from How I Learned to Drive suggest that 

spectators receive very different messages regarding the 

responsibility of the child and the responsibility of the 

perpetrator. Karen Neilsen, a member of the research staff 

at the Arizona Rape Prevention Center, felt that Vogel 

illustrated how the perpetrator makes the victim feel 

responsible in the abuse situation. Neilsen told Kyle 

Lawson, the theatre critic for the Arizona Republic, that 

Peck "makes Li'l Bit believe that everything is her choice. 

We know a teenager does not have the maturity to make those 
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decisions" (3). However, Neilsen, who is well versed in 

child sexual abuse issues, assumes too much of her fellow 

spectators. College students who attended the same 

production Neilsen witnessed wondered if Li'l Bit was 

responsible and asked, "did she want it to happen?" (Lawson 

4). Steve Kanfer, reviewer for The New Leader, felt that 

Li'l Bit was "a mixture of victim and unwitting temptress, 

not exactly complicit in the affair, but not entirely 

blameless either" (2). Laurie Stone's opinion stated in The 

Nation completely contradicts Neilsen's and suggests that 

Li'l Bit controls Uncle Peck, noting that "she likes the 

power . . (2). Power certainly suggests choice and 

responsibility. From these vastly different interpretations 

we can derive that it is unclear in the play if Vogel is 

suggesting that the victim of abuse is responsible or if she 

is critiquing the way in which the perpetrator makes her 

feel responsible. 

Vogel herself even implies responsibility on the part 

of the child. Vogel said in an interview with Arthur 

Holmberg, "I'm not comfortable being a victim. As a woman, 

I want to see how I'm responsible" (6). As an autonomous 

adult, Vogel's effort should be applauded on one level; 

however, to suggest the same responsibility for a child 
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risks affirming rape and sexual abuse myths. Vogel makes it 

clear that she wishes to create sympathy for the 

perpetrator, even going so far as to request that the 

audience "always comes out loving Uncle Peck" (qtd. in 

Berson 4). 

Vogel's discomfort with being a victim is 

understandable in light of third wave feminism and of incest 

psychology. There are situations, however, in which women 

are victimized and cannot do anything to prevent sexual 

abuse. When children are victimized, it is highly suspect 

to assign responsibility to the victim. Blume observes that 

it is easier for victims to cling to the assertion of some 

responsibility than to admit that they were in fact 

powerless in a certain situation, an admission which forces 

them to face the tremendous pain of their abuse (110). 

In How I Learned to Drive. Vogel portrays the 

perpetrator sympathetically and suggests that the mother and 

child share responsibility for Li'l Bit's "affair" with 

Peck. While Vogel asks the audience to understand Peck by 

presenting nuances in his character, she blames the mother 

for enabling without exploring the reasons why some women 

enable abuse. Her critique of the victim's responsibility 

through Li'1 Bit is more ambiguous. It is unclear whether 
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Vogel is implying that Li'l Bit is responsible or critiquing 

the way in which perpetrators make victims feel responsible, 

leaving the audience open to draw their own conclusions 

based on their own ideas, which may include belief in or 

confusion about sexual abuse and rape myths. In this 

chapter, I will be looking at scenes which increase 

perpetrator sympathy, blame the mother unquestioningly, and 

suggest the responsibility of the victim. 

As discussed in Chapter Two, Vogel portrays Peck as 

less damaging to Li'l Bit than the harassment Li'l Bit 

suffers at school. Vogel also suggests that the abuse Li'l 

Bit suffers from Peck is not as bad as che abuse suffered 

from other family members. In the third scene of the play, 

Vogel portrays a dinner scene in which everyone is harassing 

Li'l Bit except Peck, who defends her constantly and tries 

to get the family to change the topic. This is the first 

scene with Peck where Vogel really starts to work on getting 

the audience to like Peck: 

MALE GREEK CHORUS. (As Grandfather) Yup. If Li'l 

Bit gets any bigger, we're gonna haveta buy her 

a wheelbarrow to carry in front of her— 

LI'L BIT. —Damn it— 

PECK. —How about those Redskins on Sunday, Big 
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Papa? (Vogel 15) 

While Grandfather harasses Li'l Bit, Peck is the only one 

who tries to avert his attention, which allows Vogel to 

create sympathy for the perpetrator. After trying to avert 

Grandfather's attention to no avail. Peck asks him to "let 

it go" (17). When that does not work, he tries to boost 

Li'l Bit's esteem as Grandfather harasses her about going to 

college, where she will be taking a class on Shakespeare: 

MALE GREEK CHORUS. Shakespeare. That's a good 

one. Shakespeare is really going to help you 

in life. 

PECK. I think it's wonderful. And on 

scholarship! 

MALE GREEK CHORUS. How is Shakespeare going to 

help her lie on her back in the dark? (Vogel 

17) 

In the midst of a demonic fam.ily dinner. Peck looks like a 

salvific angel. 

Admittingly, Vogel does provide a monologue in the play 

which, if directed a certain way, could diminish an 

audience's sympathy for Peck. This two page monologue 

delivered by Peck is entitled, "Uncle Peck teaches Bobby how 

to Fish." In it. Peck is talking to the imaginary Bobby 
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while the two of them fish. Most of the monologue portrays 

Peck in a sympathetic, harmless light as he comforts Bobby 

who is crying over the dead fish: "I don't want you to feel 

ashamed about crying. I'm not going to tell anyone, okay? 

. . . You know, men cry all the time," (Vogel 34-5). 

However, the last few lines of the monologue suggest that 

Peck's intentions with Bobby are perhaps not as honorable as 

they seem. In an effort to comfort Bobby, Peck tells him 

that he will take him to a special tree house. Peck says, 

. . it's a secret place—you can't tell anybody we've 

gone there—least of all your mom and sisters.—This is 

something special just between you and me" (Vogel 35). 

These few lines could hint of danger, suggesting to the 

audience that Peck is going to abuse the young boy, which 

could diminish the audience's sympathy for Peck. However, 

critics rarely mention this monologue, and it seems 

strangely out of place. As Li'l Bit does not appear in or 

even introduce the monologue, the audience's attention is 

taken off of her. Also, since Bobby does not appear in the 

scene and seems to be happy to go along with Peck, Vogel may 

perpetuate the myth that the child is responsible for 

allowing the abuse to happen. And, as we will continue to 

see, Vogel proceeds to create so much sympathy for Peck 
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throughout the rest of the play by asking the audience to 

understand why Peck abuses that the audience may be lead to 

dismiss this monologue as well as his abuse of Li'l Bit, 
N 

Vogel creates sympathy and understanding for Peck in 

asking questions as to why he abuses while she 

simultaneously unquestioningly blames Li'l Bit's mother for 

Peck and Li'l Bit's relationship. As we have already seen. 

Mother is responsible for Li'l Bit's poor sex education. 

Not only that, but we know that the time spent with Peck is 

much more appealing to Li'l Bit than time spent with Mother. 

In addition to these scenes, two other scenes clearly place 

the blame on the mother and help to excuse Peck without 

exploring why mothers sometimes enable abuse. 

The first scene we see in which Mother really looks at 

fault occurs in the end of the first half of the play: the 

drinking scene. In this scene Peck has taken Li'l Bit to a 

restaurant in celebration of her first legal long distance 

drive. In other words, Li'l Bit has driven Peck to dinner. 

Peck proceeds to buy drinks for the sixteen-year-old Li'l 

Bit—three martinis—getting her so drunk that she perceives 

the room is spinning and he has to help her to the car. 

While it is clear that Peck is doing something he should not 

do, Vogel employs two techniques which de-emphasize Peck's 
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involvement. The most obvious of these techniques is 

bringing monologues by the mother in and out of the scene as 

she instructs Li'l Bit on how to drink with a man. The 

scene is very funny and has been praised by critics. This 

scene is problematic in the context of abuse and incest 

research because the mother gets unilateral blame for Li'1 

Bit's conditioned responses on this "date." For even as she 

instructs Li'l Bit in a memory scene, Li'l Bit immediately 

responds within the scene with Peck to do what her mother 

told her to do. After Peck offers to buy Li'l Bit a 

cocktail and she agrees after only a little hesitation, the 

female Greek chorus member appears out to the side as 

Mother. She announces, "A Mother's Guide to Social 

Drinking" and proceeds to provide directions in a 

stereotypically southern trashy style on how to drink 

socially: 

A lady never gets sloppy—she may, however, get 

tipsy and a little gay. Never drink on an empty 

stomach. Avail yourself of the bread basket and 

generous portions of butter. Slather the butter 

on your bread. . . . Stay away from ladies 

drinks: drinks like pink ladies, slow gin fizzes, 

daiquiris, gold Cadillacs, Long Island Iced teas 
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• • . In short, avoid anything with sugar, or 

anything with an umbrella. Get your vitamin C 

from fruit. Don't order anything with . . . 

sexual positions in the name like Dead Man Screw . 

. . . Drink instead, like a man: straight up or on 

the rocks, with plenty of water in between. . . . 

(24) 

The very next moments in the scene are between Uncle Peck, 

Li'l Bit, and the waiter: 

LI'L BIT. ... is there any sugar in a 

martini? 

PECK. None that I know of. 

LI'L BIT. That's what I'd like then. . . . And 

could we maybe have some bread? (Vogel 25) 

Li'l Bit has followed her mother's instructions exactly, and 

the audience sees how her mother has indirectly encouraged 

the abuse by directly encouraging Li' 1 Bit to drink 

extensively before she is mentally or physically prepared to 

do so. I should also note that while Peck has invited Li'l 

Bit to drink, he also is the one to stop the drinking. 

After Li'l Bit has her third martini. Peck tells her, "this 

is your last one" (Vogel 28). 

The mother appears two more times in the scene relating 
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equally funny and damaging anecdotes, instructing Li' 1 Bit 

on how to force herself to throw up in the ladies room and 

how to avoid sexual assault by wearing a tight girdle. 

Vogel juxtaposes her appearances with techniques that create 

sympathy for the perpetrator. One of these techniques also 

furthers the line of thought that mothers are to blame for 

everything. Vogel lets the audience know that Peck had a 

bad mother too: 

LI'L BIT. I think your mother should be proud of 

you. 

PECK. . . . she wanted me to do—to be everything 

my father was not . . . 

LI'L BIT. But you have! . . . 

PECK. I'm just a very ordinary man. 

LI'L BIT. I'll bet your mother loves you . . . 

(Peck freezes a bit). (29) 

Vogel's effort to create sympathy for Peck by 

illustrating that he had a negative relationship with his 

mother reflects the way many people excuse perpetrators of 

abuse. As Blume has observed, "we excuse or minimize [the 

perpetrator's] responsibility in many ways, such as when we 

analyze the offender as being hurt by his mother" (171). In 

fact some critics have taken this scene to indicate that 
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Peck has been sexually abused by his mother. In addition to 

creating sympathy for Peck by letting the audience know he 

had a bad mother, Vogel also manages to squeeze in the fact 

Peck is a war veteran: 

LI'L BIT. What did you do in the service . . .? 

PECK. (Suddenly taciturn) I ... I did just this 

and that. Nothing heroic or spectacular. 

LI'L BIT. But did you see fighting? Or go to 

Europe? 

PECK. I served in the Pacific Theater. It's 

really nothing interesting to talk about. 

(Vogel 26) 

While the audience is led to understand Peck's abuse of 

Li'1 Bit in recognizing that Peck too had a bad mother and 

is a war veteran, the audience has not been given any clues 

in this scene or any previous scene as to why the mother 

would enable abuse. 

The most glaring example of placing blame for abuse 

unquestioningly on the victim's mother comes near the end of 

the play and occurs right before the portrayal of Peck's 

initial abuse of Li'l Bit. In this short scene entitled 

"Men, Sex, and Women: Part III," an eleven-year-old Li'l Bit 

begs her mother to allow her to spend time with Peck. While 
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her mother firmly resists at first as she seems to question 

Peck's character, she gives in to Li'l Bit within a 

page-and-a-half out of frustration: 

FEMALE GREEK CHORUS (As Mother). It is out of the 

question. End of Discussion. 

LI'L BIT. But why? 

FEMALE GREEK CHORUS. Your uncle pays entirely too 

much attention to you. 

LI'L BIT. He listens to me when I talk . . . 

FEMALE GREEK CHORUS. I will feel terrible if 

something happens. 

LI'L BIT. Mother! It's in your head! Nothing 

will happen! I can take care of myself. And I 

can certainly handle Uncle Peck. 

FEMALE GREEK CHORUS. All right. But I'm warning 

you—if anything happens, I hold you 

responsible! (Vogel 86-88) 

There is no analysis in this scene as to why a mother 

might allow a child to visit a male relative of whom the 

mother already harbors suspicions. Research does not 

indicate that mothers just get flustered with their child's 
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insistence on being with the perpetrator so they allow her 

to be and tell her she is going to be responsible for it 

when something happens. Is Mom financially dependant on 

Uncle Peck? Is she afraid of him? Or is she just a bad 

mother? Li'l Bit's insistence also makes her look 

responsible. As the abuse scene happens immediately after 

this scene, Vogel places responsibility squarely on Li'l Bit 

and her mother. 

Vogel implies victim responsibility by portraying Li'l 

Bit as having choice and control in her abuse. While Vogel 

does this throughout the play, two scenes in particular 

emphasize the manner in which the play is open to 

interpretation regarding Li'l Bit's abuse. The first scene 

is also the first scene in the play in which we see Peck and 

Li'l Bit together. In this scene, Li'l Bit is seventeen and 

sitting with Uncle Peck in his car. While Li'l Bit seems 

hesitant when Peck asks if he can touch her, she allows him 

to do so. However, the touching in this part of the play is 

not actually between Li'l Bit and Peck; the audience does 

not see him touch her. The two of them sit facing straight 

out to the audience. Peck mimes unhooking Li'l Bit's bra 

and touching her breasts to the open space in front of him: 

PECK. Can I . . . kiss them? Please? 
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LI'L BIT. I don't, know. 

PECK. Don't make a grown man beg. 

LI'L BIT. Just one kiss. 

PECK. I'm going to lift your blouse. 

LI'L BIT. It's a little cold. 

(Peck laughs gently). 

PECK. That's not why you're shivering . . . How 

does that feel? 

(Li'l Bit closes her eyes, carefully keeping her 

voice calm) 

LI'L BIT. It's okay. (Vogel 11-12) 

It is unclear in this scene as to why Li'l Bit appears 

hesitant. Does she not want him to touch her, or is she 

just nervous and scared to give in to her sexuality? Since 

the audience does not see Peck touching her, it is easier 

for the audience to handle his treatment of her. The 

pantomimed action allows the audience to distance themselves 

from the action instead of perceiving the inappropriateness 

of a sexual encounter with an uncle and his underage neice. 

At the end of the scene, Vogel portrays the victim as having 

the "power" to stop the abuse: 

LI'L BIT. Uncle Peck—we've got to go. I've got 

graduation rehearsal at school tomorrow 
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morning. . . 

PECK. All right, Li'1 Bit. (Vogel 12) 

Peck; has acted like a perfect gentleman in this scene; he 

asks Li'l Bit if he can touch her, and he stops when she 

tells him to. Peck follows the rules that Antioch set up 

for its students which some critics labeled as too 

politically correct.^ Vogel portrays the victim as not only 

having choice but also as having control. 

In this next scene, Li'l Bit seems to not only choose 

her abuse, but she seems to invite the abuse as well. In 

this scene. Uncle Peck is doing the dishes and Li'1 Bit 

approaches him to make a deal allowing him to spend time 

with her so that he does not drink. This makes sense in 

that perpetrators often make their victims feel as if the 

victims are helping them with some problem, like drinking, 

in their life (Courtois 30). However, the audience may miss 

the critique that perpetrators often pull victims into their 

abuse by encouraging the victims to think they are helping 

them with a problem no one else can help them with. Li'l 

Bit approaches Peck, and Peck does absolutely nothing to 

^ Antioch college set up a sexual offense policy in 1993 
which stated that students should "give and get verbal 
consent" before exploring "'each new level of physical 
and/or sexual contact/conduct" 
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indicate that he is intentionally using this to get to Li'l 

Bit. The audience is encouraged to wonder why Li'l Bit is 

going back and fails to see that this is Peck's game because 

Vogel does not portray it this way. The audience does not 

know if Peck has encouraged this in the past or not. When 

the audience finds out later that Li'l Bit's initial abuse 

happens before this scene happens, the audience may wonder 

why she went back, and Vogel does not provide the audience 

with any answers. We are left to our own possible 

misgivings about sexual abuse, which might include the idea 

that the victim "must have wanted it in the first place" 

(Armstrong 4 6). 

Vogel sets the scene up by creating sympathy for Uncle 

Peck and trying to get us to like him even more. He is 

doing the dishes, has separated himself from the rest of the 

family as Li'l Bit asks him if Big Papa has hurt his 

feelings. Li'l Bit enters the scene in which Peck is doing 

the dishes. She comes to him and asks him why he drinks so 

much: 

PECK I have a fire in my heart. And 

sometimes the drinking helps. 

LI'L BIT. There's got to be other things that can 

help. 
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LI'L BIT. Does it help—to talk to me? 

PECK. Yes ... I don't get to see you very much. 

LI'L BIT. I know. You could talk to me more. 

PECK. Oh? 

LI'L BIT. I could make a deal with you . . . 

PECK. I'm listening. 

LI'L BIT. We could meet and talk—once a week. 

You could just store up whatever's bothering 

you during the week—and then we could talk. 

PECK. Would you like that? 

LI'L BIT. As long as you don't drink . . . (71) 

Stone feels that the decision made in this scene, in 

combination with others, illustrates Li'l Bit's control over 

Peck: 

. . . Li'l Bit owns the libidinous charge she felt 

in being desired by an adult male and also 

controlling him, for from age 13 on she forms a 

pact, granting him permission to touch her one 

night a week (2). 

Stone's reaction suggests that this scene can imply that 

Li'l Bit controls Peck, that she invites her own abuse. 

Vogel also implies that Li'l Bit seduces Peck and is to 
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blame for her own victimization at the same time as creating 

sympathy for Peck through the character Aunt Mary. Vogel 

has written one long monologue for Aunt Mary that she has 

placed right before the previously examined scene between 

Peck and Li'l Bit and right after the photography scene 

discussed in Chapter Two. In this monologue, which is 

directed straight to the audience. Aunt Mary praises Peck 

for being such a generous man, who even does the dishes, and 

bemoans the fact that she does not have very much time to 

spend with him as he is always doing things for other 

people. Aunt Mary acknowledges the fact that she knows Peck 

is drawn to Li'l Bit, but she emphasizes that Li'l Bit is 

manipulative and that Peck does all he can to resist his 

temptations. Again, Vogel lets the audience know that Peck 

is a war veteran, furthering the audience's sympathy for 

him: 

I know he has troubles. And we don't talk about 

them. I wonder, sometimes, what happened to him 

during the war. The men who fought World War II 

didn't have "rap sessions" to talk about their 

feelings. Men in his generation were expected to 

be quiet about it and get on with their lives. 

And sometimes I can feel him just fighting the 
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trouble—whatever has burrowed deeper than the 

scar tissue .... (Sharply) I'm not a fool. I 

know what's going on [with Li'1 Bit]. I wish you 

could feel how hard Peck fights against it--he's 

swimming against the tide, and what he needs is to 

see me on the shore .... And I want to say this 

about my niece. She's a sly one, that one is. 

She knows exactly what she's doing; she's twisted 

Peck around her little finger and thinks its all a 

big secret. Yet another one who's borrowing my 

husband until it doesn't suit her anymore. . . . 

Well, I'm counting the days until she goes away to 

school. And she manipulates someone else. . . . 

I'm a very patient woman. But I'd like my husband 

back. (Vogel 67) 

The placement of this monologue is very interesting. As 

it appears right after the photo session scene, the audience 

feels sympathy for Aunt Mary and is less inclined to see her 

in a negative light. As the monologue is placed right 

before the scene in which Li'l Bit approaches Peck about 

seeing him once a week, Vogel has created the perfect 

introduction for the audience to feel for Peck, who is doing 

dishes. While this monologue could also work as a critique 
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reviewers in the past have indicated a fondness and sympathy 

for Aunt Mary which may prevent them from making the 

critique. British theatre critic David Benedict described 

Aunt Mary's monologue as being the "emotional highpoint" of 

the show (2) . Aunt Mary's position, which the audience is 

sympathetic with, serves to create sympathy for Peck and 

further the blame on Li'l Bit. 

While we know Uncle Peck touches Li'1 bit in the first 

scene, although we do not see it, he only actually touches 

her in one scene: the initial abuse scene. In this scene, 

which occurs not long after the scene in which Li'l Bit 

offers to meet Peck once a week and right after the scene 

between Li'l Bit and her mother, Li'l Bit is eleven years 

old, and Peck asks Li'l Bit to sit in his lap and "drive" 

the car. He uses the opportunity to touch her, this time 

without asking. While Li'l Bit does not resist the abuse, 

Vogel makes it clear that Li'l Bit is not enjoying the 

abuse. The teenage Greek chorus member articulates Li'l 

Bit's inner thoughts: 

PECK. Li'1 Bit—I need you to watch the road— 

(Peck puts his hands on Li'l Bit's breasts. She 

relaxes against him, silent, accepting his 
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touch.) 

TEENAGE GREEK CHORUS. Uncle Peck—please don't do 

this— 

PECK. —Just a moment longer . . . (Peck tenses 

against Li'l Bit) 

TEENAGE GREEK CHORUS. (Trying not to cry) This 

isn't happening. 

(Peck tenses more, sharply. He buries his face in 

Li'l Bit's neck, and moans softly. The Teenage 

Greek Chorus exits, and Li'l Bit steps out of the 

car. Peck, too, disappears). (Vogel 90) 

Two things are disturbing about this scene in the context of 

abuse and incest research. For one, Vogel has indicated 

that Li'l Bit accepts Peck's touch. While an eleven year 

old's lack of resistance should not imply responsibility, 

conventional beliefs about victim responsibility (as 

indicated in Chapter One) allow for the distinct possibility 

that some audience members might see Li'l Bit as inviting 

Peck's touch. Vogel does nothing dramaturgically to 

subvert, contest, or prevent this view. Also, the 

positioning of this scene is problematic. As this scene is 

the last scene between Uncle Peck and Li'1 Bit and it is the 

abuse scene, the audience may reflect back on the play and 
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remember all of the moments in which Li'1 Bit "seduced" 

Peck: posing for him in a photography shoot and unbuttoning 

her blouse, arranging to meet him once a week, allowing him 

to kiss her. 

Since the play has not unfolded chronologically and has 

skipped back and forth between different ages, it is hard to 

decide exactly when this abuse scene happens. How old was 

she during the striptease scene; how old was she in the 

beginning? Unless you are keeping a running chart of Li'1 

Bit's age in each scene, the answers are unclear. For 

college students who are unsure about their beliefs in rape 

myths, the positioning of this scene presents a possibility 

for students to ask, as mentioned earlier, "Did Li'l Bit 

seduce Uncle Peck?" (Lawson 3). Also, if the audience has 

been keeping a map of Li'l Bit's age, they may ask what 

happened between those two years between this scene and the 

one where she makes a deal with him to see him once a week? 

Why does she go back? Vogel does not provide any answers. 

While Vogel has not provided interrogation into why 

Li'l Bit might allow Peck to abuse her, she has completely 

ignored any questions as to why her mother might enable the 

abuse. The only person Vogel seems to provide both 

questions and answers for is Uncle Peck. She portrays Peck 
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so sympathetically that the play can indeed be read as 

apolitical: a play not about abuse, but (as the Theatre 

Communications Group noted on the cover of The Mammary 

Plays) about "the sexual awakening of a young girl under the 

tutelage of her uncle." With the exception of the last 

scene. Peck never seems to take advantage of Li'l Bit. 

Throughout the play he defends Li'l Bit, praises her, and 

asks to touch her. He does not even take advantage of her 

when she is drunk, and Vogel makes sure the audience is 

impressed with the fact that he does the dishes. As David 

Savran notes in an interview with Paula Vogel, this play is 

not about abuse, but about how "a girl, perhaps any girl, 

becomes an adult" (10). Peck's abuse of Li'l Bit has been 

diminished, perhaps by the sympathy Vogel creates for Peck, 

to a normal teenage affair. 

I understand why Vogel wants to create sympathy for 

Peck, why she wants audiences to like him. It is a way of 

illustrating how Li'l Bit is drawn to him and a way of 

depicting the complexity of Peck's attraction for Li'l Bit. 

However, it is unclear whether Vogel is critiquing Peck's 

behavior or if she is supporting myths that say the victim 

is to blame. How I Learned to Drive, as Holmberg notes, is 

a brilliant "double seduction" of "Li'l Bit and the 
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audience" (1). The audience is seduced into sympathizing 

with Uncle Peck. The seduction; however, is so subtle, that 

Vogel runs the danger of confirming sexual abuse and rape 

myths for people who may be unsure as to exactly what they 

feel. And Vogel's desire for us to come out of the play 

"loving" Uncle Peck is really pushing the understanding the 

perpetrator technique too far. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DENYING THE HEALING PROCESS 

As a [sexually abused] child, I had buried what I 

knew until I was aware of only hatred and constant 

pain. I could not understand why, as an adult, I 

abused myself with drugs, alcohol, relationships, 

anything that came my way and worked to 

a n a e s t h e t i z e  m e ,  f o r  h o w e v e r  s h o r t  a  t i m e .  . . .  I  

had to find my way to health, well-being, and 

understanding, and to do that I had to mourn what 

I had lost. (Danica 15-16) 

As Danica's statement illustrates, child sexual abuse 

carries a devastating impact on the body and mind of the 

survivor long after the physical abuse has ended. Before 

realizing that she was not to blame for the abuse that was 

inflicted upon her, the adult survivor feels guilty and 

punishes herself as the toll of sexual abuse runs through 

her body. If the adult is to reconnect her mind and body, 

which were fractured throughout the sexual abuse, she must 

go through a process of healing. This healing process 

consists of several stages. First the survivor must realize 

that she was not to blame for the abuse inflicted upon her. 

She must allow herself to be angry and express her anger 
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towards the perpetrator. She must then "mourn" her loss of 

innocence and begin to affirm her right to a healthy 

relationship with her body. Finally, after she has 

reconnected her mind and body, if it will help her, she 

should forgive the perpetrator. As Carol Tuttle observes 

in her book The Path to Wholeness. "True forgiveness can 

only come when [the victim has] healed" (135). While Vogel 

recognizes the effects that incest takes on the adult body, 

she fails to fully depict the emotional devastation felt 

through the after effects of the abuse. When Vogel 

eventually moves into what seems to be the final stages of 

recovery, she denies Li'l Bit the right to heal, succeeding 

only in forgiving Uncle Peck. 

Survivors of child sexual abuse feel "betrayed and 

disgusted by their bodies," which results in a need to 

punish their bodies. This self punishment often manifests 

itself through drug and alcohol abuse (Forward 25). 

Vogel reveals the alcoholism that many sexual abuse 

survivors experience through a monologue performed by the 

adult Li'l Bit. Li'l Bit relates to the audience that she 

drank her way out of college: "I had a constant companion 

in my dorm room—who was less than discrete. Canadian V.O. 

A fifth a day" (Vogel 21). Vogel positions this monologue 
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right before the scene that takes place in the restraunt 

where Li'l Bit gets drunk as she follows her mother's 

drinking instructions^. The positioning of this monologue 

is important to note because we see how Vogel is not just 

accrediting her alcohol abuse to her uncle, but to her 

mother as well. This positioning downplays the message that 

alcoholism is an effect of sexual abuse. 

An additional moment at the end of the monologue also 

devalues the impact that abuse has on a survivor. Li'l Bit 

continues to relay to the audience that she developed a 

habit of driving drunk at night and notes that if Peck had 

not taught her how to drive so well, she might have died. 

Vogel credits Peck for saving Li'l Bit's life. While he may 

have been a cause of her drinking (along with Mom), he also 

saved her life because he taught her how to drive: 

Fully tanked, I would speed past the churches and 

the trees on the bend, thinking just one notch of 

the steering wheel would be all that it would 

take, and yet some. . • reflex took over. My 

hands on the wheel in the nine and three o'clock 

position—I never so much as got a ticket. He 

' See Chapter Three pages 55-59 for this scene. 
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taught me well. (Vogel 21) 

While the last line may certainly be filled with resentment, 

it also seems to be filled with some romantic notion that 

Peck saved Li'l Bit's life. The audience may think that she 

could have developed her drunk driving problem anyway the 

way her mother encouraged her drinking. While Peck's 

lessons were damaging, they were also helpful, and in the 

end, saved her life. This seems somewhat hopeful, as if to 

say that the effects of the abuse are not that bad if the 

man who abused you also provided you with important life 

lessons. This romanticization of the abuse and failure to 

directly connect Peck's abuse of Li'l Bit with her alcohol 

problem downplays the impact sexual abuse has on the body. 

Another disturbing element of this monologue is that it 

is related to the audience as a past event. Due to the 

format of the play, the audience is denied the impact of 

watching the effects of the abuse take place. While the 

audience witnesses the sexual abuse as it occurs and may 

attribute whatever meaning they like to it, they are 

deprived of seeing the effects the abuse takes in a way 

which might directly incriminate Peck and adequately depict 

the pain felt in the aftermath of the abuse. 

Survivors of child sexual abuse also generally punish 
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themselves sexually. "Survivors tend to become socially and 

sexually withdrawn or indiscriminately sexually active" 

(Courtois 107). Vogel portrays Li'1 Bit as a survivor who 

reacts to her sexual abuse by acting out sexually. The 

motivation behind survivors who react in this manner, in 

addition to gaining control over and punishing their bodies, 

is to maintain the "malignant" feeling of power they felt 

during the abuse. Another motivating factor is to "punish 

the abuser" (Courtois 107). Once the malignant feeling of 

power is attained, the woman typically feels guilty, dirty, 

and out of control again, just as she did in the abuse 

situation. Blume observes that "the abuser is now faced 

with more guilt, low self-esteem, and powerlessness—which, 

in this pathological state, feels as if it can be remedied 

only with more conquest" (56) . 

Once the survivor decides she must begin to heal 

herself, she begins to re-evaluate these past sexual 

activities which have appeared to empower her. She realizes 

that the power was again a malignant power and that she was 

not only using the people she engaged in sexual acts with, 

but also using herself. Blume describes the experiences of 

one patient she was working with in recovery that perfectly 

illustrates this kind of reaction to abuse, the toll it 
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takes on the survivor as she goes through it and as she 

deals with it in order to stop it: 

Jessica. . .routinely picked up men in bars, 

brought them to her car, and (using the jargon of 

the day) gave them *blow jobs.'. ... 'I had 

control over the situation. And I knew they 

needed me. I knew I could dispose of them when it 

was over.'. . . . Recognizing the illusion of 

power that covered what was really self-abusive 

behavior, she shakes her head. 'Yick,' she 

mumbles quietly, remembering. (215) 

Most female survivors who act in the same manner that 

the above quote depicts engage in sexual activities with 

adult men. However, a few female survivors take their anger 

out on children. In the past, this has been found to be a 

very rare reaction for a female survivor of abuse. However, 

as more and more women are speaking about their own abuse, 

they are revealing the abuse they have inflicted upon their 

children as well (Blume 220). 

Vogel chooses to portray Li'l Bit as this kind of 

survivor, making her also a perpetrator of abuse, in a 

present day monologue with an adult Li'l Bit. The male Greek 

chorus member also functions in this scene to portray the 
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victim of Li'1 Bit's abuse. While the actual abuse scene is 

described by Li'l Bit and not re-enacted, the male Greek 

chorus member serves to portray the moments before the 

abuse. 

Vogel positions this scene between the first and second 

sex education scenes discussed in chapter two. The 

positioning of the scene reflects that Li'l Bit's 

destructive sexual behavior results not only from her abuse 

by Peck but also from her misinformation about sex. All of 

these events certainly feed off of one another. What 

troubles me about this monologue is that, again, we do not 

really see the effect this destructive behavior is taking on 

either Li'l Bit or her chosen victim. In fact, Vogel 

portrays Li'l Bit's abuse of another person in a 

sympathetic, almost charming light. Li'l Bit jokes about 

the young man much like Vogel uses humor to mask Li'l Bit's 

fear when she is in dangerous situations: 

MALE GREEK CHORUS. (As Young Man; voice cracking) 

"What are you reading?" 

LI'L BIT: He asked. His voice broke into that 

miserable equivalent of vocal acne, not quite 

falsetto, and not tenor, either. ... He was 

appealing in an odd way, huge ears at a defiant 



85 

angle springing forward ninety degrees. He 

must have been shaving, because his face, with 

a peach sheen, was speckled with nicks . . . 

MALE GREEK CHORUS: "You're taking a class?" 

LI'L BIT: "I'm teaching a class." He concentrated 

on lowering his voice. (Vogel 40) 

Vogel encourages the audience to laugh at the 

adolescent boy in his awkward stage of puberty, lightening 

the negative impact of the situation for both people. Then 

she furthers the joke by describing their sexual act in 

dramaturgical terms, emphasizing his sexual inexperience. 

Vogel writes, "after the slightly comical 'first act,' there 

was the very briefest of intermissions, and an extremely 

capable and forceful and sustained second act" (41). The 

audience laughs along with Li'1 Bit at the seemingly awkward 

but slightly charming moment as if to say, "this isn't 

really abuse is it?" The audience is left to draw their its 

own conclusions about sexual abuse under the disguise of 

romance. 

Because Vogel chooses to relate the scene as a past 

event narrating from the present, she has the perfect 

opportunity to depict how the survivor turned abuser feels 

disgusted by this event. But Vogel refrains from giving 
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these reactions full treatment. She connects the event to 

Li' 1 Bit's own abuse with a line directed to the audience, 

"Oh—this is the allure. Being older. Being the first. 

Being the translator, the teacher, the epicure, the already-

jaded. This is how the giver gets taken" (Vogel 41). 

However, she fails to depict the true feelings of horror 

that Blume so adequately depicted in the story of her 

patient's self disgust and remorse. At what point does Li'l 

Bit remember how destructive this false feeling of power was 

to her and to her chosen victim? Vogel never portrays Li'1 

Bit realizing her self destruction. 

The full ramifications of the abuse—the addiction to 

the false sense of sexual empowerment, the destructive need 

to be in ultimate control, are not depicted in Vogel's 

portrayal. Just as disturbingly, the damage inflicted upon 

the boy is also only noted through Vogel's reconnection to 

Peck. This abuse is not healthy or beautiful or truly 

empowering in any sense to anyone involved. I maintain that 

it should not be portrayed that way. Vogel chooses to only 

lightly hint at these issues, risking confirmation of the 

attitude that sexual abuse, when handled in a gentle way, is 

really not all that harmful. 

Regardless of the "gentleness" of abuse, self disgust 
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rages through the bodies of incest survivors, often 

manifested in sexual abuse of others and drug abuse. Once 

the survivor is able to admit that these effects are 

connected to her own abuse and how she has hurt herself, and 

perhaps other people as well, she feels intense anger 

towards the perpetrator. Forward and Buck contend that 

survivors must "get to their outrage" in order to begin to 

heal. They assert that outrage is the "first essential 

stage" of the survivor's treatment (31). 

Expressions of outrage or rage in various forms of art 

have also been described as being an effective way to 

promote change. Dolan, for example, has argued for the 

effectiveness of properly directed rage in theatre 

("Diversity" 23). While Dolan admits that expressing 

feminist anger is problematic in that one runs the risk of 

being labeled an "angry feminist," she asserts that the 

properly directed feminist rage could open up forums of 

discussion and lead to change. Furthermore she dismisses 

the "angry feminist" charge by stating: "Stereotyping those 

disempowered by the dominant culture as angry is a 

convenient way to dismiss their rage" (23). And as Brickman 

observes, "Women who have been violated physically or 

sexually or both (and those of us who work with them) cannot 
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afford the luxury of the denials [of rage]" (18). 

How I Learned to Drive has been praised for its lack of 

rage. Many critics feel that Vogel more easily allows 

people to identify with the play because of its lack of 

anger and melodrama. Granted, extraordinarily angry plays 

can be very draining to watch. However, there is not even 

one break in the play where Li'l Bit truly reveals her anger 

at all, not one release, not one short outburst of anger— 

nothing. Surely, one true outburst of anger at the 

perpetrator or even the society that enables him would not 

be too much to bear. There are many moments in the play in 

which a release of anger would seem appropriate and not go 

overboard; however, Vogel denies them consistently. 

Li'l Bit forgives Peck and never truly releases her 

rage against him. In one memory scene, Vogel comes close to 

allowing this rage to come forth; however, as we shall see, 

every time she ventures near a release of anger, she 

undercuts it and denies the release. In the college scene 

toward the end of the play, where Li'l Bit confronts Uncle 

Peck and finally denies him access to her, there are at 

least four moments in which Vogel has an opportunity and yet 

denies Li'l Bit a true outlet for her rage. 

Four lines into this scene, Vogel briefly allows Li'l 
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Bit to release her anger, "—I am so pissed off at you. 

Uncle Peck" (74). Li'l Bit relays to Peck that all of the 

letters he has sent her have scared and angered her as she 

has realized that he has been "counting down to [her] 

eighteenth birthday" (Vogel 75). Li'l Bit explains that she 

is aware that Peck has been "counting down" to the day on 

which she would be a legally consenting adult. While she 

expresses her anger, Vogel quickly interrupts Li'l Bit's 

language with suggestions of her own complicity: 

PECK. I think you misunderstand. 

LI'L BIT. I think I understand all too well. I 

know what you want to do five steps ahead of 

you doing it. Defensive Driving 101. 

PECK. Then why did you suggest we meet here 

instead of the restaurant? 

LI'L BIT. I don't want to have this conversation 

in public. 

PECK. Fine. Fine. We have a lot to talk about. 

Li'l Bit. Yeah. We do. (Li'l Bit does not want 

to do what she has to do) Could I. . . have 

some champagne? (Vogel 76) 

While this is the perfect opportunity for Li'l Bit to talk 

about her anger, Vogel denies the release of anger in two 
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ways. For one, we see that Li'l Bit has insisted on meeting 

Peck in a hotel room, which makes her seem as eager to sleep 

with Peck as he is eager to be with her. The second time 

Vogel denies her a release is out of a recognition that Li'l 

Bit is hesitant to release her anger. Instead she shifts 

into, "could I have some champagne," which devalues her 

anger. Just how angry could she be at Peck if she's willing 

to drink champagne in a hotel room with him? 

They drink champagne, she tells him how difficult 

school has been for her, and seems to forget her anger. 

When he tells her he bought himself a car that he wants her 

to have, she works up the nerve to tell him, "Oh my god— 

(She takes a breath) I can't see you anymore. Uncle Peck" 

(Vogel 80). Again, Vogel insinuates that Li'l Bit is 

responsible, they have been "seeing" one another. But Peck 

convinces her to lie down with him for he just wants to 

"hold" her. 

However, Li'l Bit finally sees through her objective of 

"breaking up" with Uncle Peck, when he proposes marriage to 

her. Proposing marriage, Li'l Bit says, is going "way over 

the line. Family is family" (Vogel 85). Li'l Bit tells 

him, "I am not seeing you. Again" (Vogel 85). The next two 

sentences deny Li'l Bit her anger by creating sympathy for 
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Peck: 

LI'L BIT. . . . Are you all right. 

(With a discipline that comes from being told that 

boys don't cry. Peck stands upright.) 

PECK. I'm fine. I just think—I need a real 

drink. (Vogel 85) 

Vogel continues with this sympathy, denying Li'l Bit 

her anger, another moment where the piece allows it, by 

relaying to the audience that Peck drinks himself to death. 

"It took my uncle seven years to drink himself to death. 

First he lost his job, then his wife, and finally his 

driver's license" (Vogel 85). 

After this passage, a suppressed anger comes through, 

as Li'l bit admits, "Now that I'm old enough, there are some 

questions I would have liked to have asked him. Who did it 

to you. Uncle Peck? How old were you? Were you eleven?" 

(Vogel 86). But this passage, which is mixed with a feeling 

of resentment and empathy, loses its angry impact as Vogel 

romanticizes Peck and forgives him in the next few lines, a 

forgiveness that is premature as Li'l Bit has not healed 

herself: 

Sometimes I think of my uncle as a kind of Flying 

Dutchman. In the opera, the Dutchman is doomed to 
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wander the sea; but every seven years he can come 

ashore, and if he finds a maiden who will love him 

of his own free will—he will be released. And I 

see Uncle Peck in my mind, in his Chevy *56 . . . 

looking for a young girl who, of her own free 

will, will love him. Release him. (Vogel 86) 

Li'1 Bit releases and forgives Uncle Peck, but she has yet 

to release her anger even at the end of the play. But even 

as Li'l Bit releases and forgives Uncle Peck, Vogel does not 

grant her the right to heal herself, not completely. 

Vogel denies the healing not just through her denial of 

a release of anger, but by not validating Li'l Bit's need to 

reconnect her body and mind, something which a release of 

anger would have helped her to do. Vogel recognizes the 

mind and body split that formed during the initial stages of 

abuse right after the depiction of the inital abuse scene at 

the end of the play. While she recognizes the fragmentation 

of the body and mind, she dismisses its importance in the 

play's last few moments. 

Just after the initial abuse episode, the second to the 

last scene in the play, Li'l Bit says, "That was the last 

day I lived in my body. I've lived in the fire inside my 

head ever since" (Vogel 90). This is a very strong line 
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with powerful potential. The line is especially powerful in 

that Peck told Li'l Bit just a few scenes before that she 

had a "fire in the head" (Vogel 70). However, Vogel weakens 

the line's power by dismissing the abuse. Vogel 

romanticizes the audience once more and denies Li'l Bit the 

right to heal in the very next sentence: "And that was a 

long time ago, when we were both very young" (Vogel 91). 

Vogel undercuts the power of this very strong line by 

passing it away, throwing it off as if to say, "—ahh, well, 

the abuse happened a long time ago anyway. So what if I've 

been living in my head ever since?" She continues with this 

]ine of emotion, addressing the need to forgive Peck, but 

not to heal herself: 

And before you know it, I'll be thirty-five. 

That's getting up there for a woman. And I find 

myself believing in things that a younger self 

vowed never to believe in. Things like family and 

forgiveness. (Vogel 91) 

Forgiveness is by no means a bad process to go through. 

However, as Carol Tuttle asserted in her book The Path to 

Wholeness forgiving the perpetrator before the survivor has 

reconnected her mind and body can be extremely detrimental 

as she may never heal herself, continue to ignore her pain. 
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and continually place herself in abusive relationships 

(135) . 

Vogel continues past her forgiveness to devaluing the 

sexual abuse victim's lack of physical confidence and 

security with humor: 

I know I'm lucky. Although I still have never 

known what it feels like to jog or dance. Any 

thing that . . . "jiggles." I do like to watch 

people on the dance floor, or out on the running 

paths, just jiggling away. And I say—good for 

them (91). 

Vogel seems to assert that reconnecting your body and mind 

can be dismissed as an inability for a person with large 

breasts to enjoy jogging. Vogel ignores the fact that 

survivors of abuse must know that they have the ability to 

fully enjoy their bodies physically once they've gone 

through the recovery process (Blume 231). 

Finally, perhaps in the most harmful moment of all, 

Vogel once more romanticizes the abuse. She credits Li'l 

Bit's only major feeling of pleasure to Uncle Peck, once 

again celebrating the "gifts" he has given her. The ending 

monologue continues with, "The nearest sensation I feel—of 

flight in the body—I guess I feel when I'm driving," 
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crediting her one sense of joy to Uncle Peck (91) . Instead 

of expressing a need to reconnect her mind and body, Vogel 

renders Li'l Bit content with the thought that at least Peck 

taught her how to drive. She seems to almost thank him for 

promoting this one sensation of flight in her body, instead 

of expressing her own need to feel other sensations of 

flight in her body. 

In the final moment of the play, Vogel places Li' 1 Bit 

in the car with the memories from her youth playing on the 

radio and her memory of Peck in the backseat. Before Peck's 

ghost gets in the backseat of the car, Vogel reminds us of 

the abuse Li'l Bit suffered by people other than Peck. 

Voices from her past come through the radio: 

FEMALE GREEK CHORUS. "You were so tiny you fit in 

his hand" 

MALE GREEK CHORUS. "How is Shakespeare gonna help 

her lie on her back in the " 

TEENAGE GREEK CHORUS. "Am I doing it right?" 

(Vogel 91) 

These lines have a bit of a haunting effect; however, Vogel 

quickly shifts gears by Li'l Bit's adjustment of the radio. 

Vogel indicates in the script that a romantic song should be 

p l a y e d  h e r e ,  w h i c h  a l l o w s  L i ' l  B i t  t o  r e l a x ,  " A h  . . .  ."  



96 

(92). While the romantic song continues to play, Vogel 

directs Li'l Bit to check the rearview mirror and find Peck 

in the backseat. The stage directions read, "She smiles at 

him, and he nods at her. They are happy to be going for a 

long drive together" (92). While this direction could be 

ignored by a director, it is clear that Vogel wishes to 

indicate that Li'l Bit is content with her feelings for 

Peck, implying that she is content to drive on in life 

without re-connecting her body and mind, dismissing her need 

to reconnect with herself sexually. 

Wolf noted in Promiscuities that young girls are taught 

to forget themselves sexually in our culture; Vogel 

encourages this lesson. But surely this is not the lesson 

Vogel had in mind when she began the play, "Sometimes in 

order to tell a secret, you first have to teach a lesson" 

(7) . At the end of the play, I am still unsure as to what 

the lesson is. It seems to be "forget yourself sexually" 

and "deny the importance of reconnecting your body and 

mind." 

By ending the play in this manner, Vogel settles for an 

apolitical statement about sexual abuse. The ending almost 

seems to be an acceptance of the abuse. The fact that 

critics call the play a love story seems to suggest that 
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there is some level of acceptance of the abuse. Therefore, 

Vogel accepts the very notion that she meant to critique, 

the exploitation and sexualization of young girls at an 

early age. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DIRECTING HOW I LEARNED TO DRIVE 

As Chapters Two through Four indicate, the ambiguity 

with which How I Learned to Drive was written and the 

dismissal of the importance of Li'l Bit's healing has led 

the reviewers to romanticize the abuse depicted in the play 

and to confirm myths about sexual abuse. As How I Learned 

to Drive is so popular right now and appears to be in 

demand, one wonders if there is a way to produce this play 

so that a different critique is made of the sexual abuse. 

After a director has considered the ways in which the play 

can lead an audience towards a confirmation of sexual abuse 

myths, she might be able to find ways to subvert the text 

and critique the depiction of sexual abuse. The ambiguity 

with which much of the text is written suggests that 

directorial choices could alter the critical reception of 

the play. While the denial of Li'l Bit's healing is not 

ambiguous in the text, there may be directorial ways to 

critique the fact that Li'l Bit's healing is dismissed in 

the text as being unimportant. 

Feminist theatre theorists have provided many ideas and 

methods about how to subvert texts which do not demystify 

sexist ideology. Techniques which have been suggested by a 
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variety of feminist theorists and directors include: the use 

of film images, message boards, the employment of Brechtian 

acting techniques, mask work, and the use of parody. These 

techniques could serve a director's subversion of the sexual 

abuse myths that seem reinforced in How I Learned to Drive. 

In this chapter, I will consider how a director of How I 

Learned to Drive might employ a variety of techniques to 

subvert those myths. I will focus on certain scenes that 

have been discussed in Chapters Two through Four, presenting 

the scenes in the order in which they have been discussed in 

the chapters. 

Before looking at specific scenes, I feel it is 

important to address the manner in which the play could be 

subverted. While some feminist theorists and directors have 

recommended and employed parody as a means of resisting an 

entire play, I do not recommend parodying all of How I 

Learned to Drive. A director would have to be careful to 

not make fun of Li'l Bit or encourage the audience to make 

fun of Li'l Bit. In Upstaging Big Daddy. Ellen Donkin and 

Susan Clements discuss a manner in which a director could 

approach a play she wants to critique that might be more 

effective than an out and out parody of the script: 

Subversion. . . is not a hatchet job. Directors 
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can't tear into the classics in a reactive frenzy 

and expect their audiences either to enjoy 

themselves or to venture forward with them. We 

think there has to be playfulness and pleasure as 

well as analysis and indignation. (89) 

Donkin and Clement's comment emphasizes the respectful 

nature with which a director should approach the script. The 

purpose behind subverting a text is to encourage the 

audience to think about the ways in which they are 

interpreting the story of the play as well as consider what 

the play is suggesting. Also, a director has to keep in 

mind that certain techniques, such as an over use of parody, 

might serve to reinforce the stereotypes or ideas instead of 

subverting them. I suggest this same kind of attitude be 

used in approaching How I Learned to Drive. In considering 

techniques, I will look at both the positive and negative 

effects of employing them. 

The employment of a few design techniques might be used 

throughout the play to challenge incest myths. In her book 

Feminist Theories for Dramatic Criticism. Gayle Austin has 

suggested that a director might want to employ a message 

board, placards, or perhaps a screen for projections on 

which the director could flash images or messages which 
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would help demystify the myths and point out society's 

tendency to accept them uncritically. A director for How I 

Learned to Drive could use a variety of these techniques to 

encourage the audience to critique what they are witnessing 

between the actors on stage. For instance, a message board 

that presented statements, statistics or headlines about 

sexual abuse might help the audience question what they are 

witnessing. While this might seem a bit obvious, if used in 

unobvious areas, this technique could prove to be effective. 

I will consider the use of a message board or film screen 

throughout the following discussion of scenes and techniques 

that might work well with them. 

Chapter Two emphasized the way in which Vogel failed to 

clearly illustrate the way the perpetrator easily 

manipulates the victim in the midst of adolescent confusion 

about sex. Vogel portrays Peck as being comparatively 

better than Li'l Bit's school peers and her mother and 

grandmother, rather than illustrating the way he easily 

works in the midst of the atmosphere which they are helping 

to create. Peck and Li'l Bit's relationship seems to be 

romanticized in this section of scenes in the play. As we 

saw in Chapter Two, the chorus's do-wap motown transition 

from "Men, Sex, and Women, Part II" into the scene in which 
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Peck teaches Li'l Bit to drive may actually serve to help 

the audience relax and make fun of Li'l Bit or to 

romanticize the abuse. Parodying the chorus's 

romanticization seems somewhat dangerous because the chorus 

is already parodying Li'l Bit's romantic feelings towards 

Peck. Rather than pushing the song to an extreme point of 

parody, the actors in the chorus might employ a Brechtian 

acting technique to imply a sense of danger in their own 

parody. 

Brecht's theory of alienation suggests that the actors 

might comment on their characters rather than impersonate 

them. In commenting on their characters, the actors would 

be free to utilize a procedure that Brecht called "''fixing 

the *not. . . but'" (Brecht 137). This "not . . . but" 

procedure suggests that when the actor "appears on the 

stage, besides what he actually is doing he will at all 

essential points discover, specify, imply what he is not 

doing. . , " (Brecht 137). If the actors of the chorus were 

to imply that there was a great deal of danger inherent in 

romanticizing abuse rather than falling completely into the 

do-wap motown attitude, the audience might sense that 

something dangerous is about to happen. 

This acting technique could also be used by Peck and 
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Li'l Bit in the scene that follows the do-wap transition. 

This is the scene in which Peck teaches Li'1 Bit how to 

drive. As we have seen, Li'l Bit's fear is downplayed with 

humor. Despite this, the actor playing Li'l Bit could 

either play the humorous lines straight or could exaggerate 

the humor to the point that it is an obvious cover. The 

actor playing Peck could play a darker intention other than 

an intention to teach Li'l Bit how to drive safely. If the 

actor playing Peck occasionally let his dialogue fall into a 

darker slightly threatening tone, his danger might actually 

be portrayed on the stage: 

PECK. . . . Make sure all the doors are locked. 

LI'L BIT. (Making a joke of it) But then I'm 

locked in with you. 

PECK. Don't fool. 

LI'L BIT. All right. We're locked in. (Vogel 49) 

Li'l Bit's lines could be spoken quite seriously, rather 

than jokingly, and Peck's instructions to "make sure all the 

doors are locked" could have a real sense of danger to them. 

This acting technique of implying a sense of danger could be 

used throughout the play by Li'l Bit and Uncle Peck. 

However, neither actor would want to play all of their lines 

in every scene with each other this way as that would fail 
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to depict the complexity of the relationship. 

The use of the message board or screens could also be 

helpful in this scene. As Vogel considers this the scene 

Peck's gift giving scene, failing to depict that gift giving 

is a part of perpetrator's tools in luring in the victim, a 

message or image about perpetrator's gift giving would be 

helpful. While this technique sounds a bit overt, the fact 

that the scene has been written so subtly keeps the message 

or image from being preachy. Also, since Peck is not giving 

Li'l Bit an actual present, a remark about gift giving would 

serve to prompt the audience to question what exactly is 

going on rather than romanticizing Peck. 

Another scene discussed in Chapter Two was the 

introduction of the photo shoot scene, also a highly 

romanticized scene. As the adult Li'l Bit appears to 

"savor" the photo shoot scene, the audience is encouraged to 

do the same. Here parody seems to be a technique that could 

work quite nicely. In this introduction, Li'l Bit discusses 

a secret space in houses that belongs only to the male in 

the house. Li'l Bit appears to, as Vogel indicates, "savor" 

this space. However, the romanticization of this "man's 

space" can be parodied by the actor playing Li'l Bit, then 

she can comment on what she really thinks of it—making the 
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distinction clear: 

Here away from female eyes, lace doilies and 

crochet, he keeps his manly toys: the Vargas 

pinups, the tackle. A scent of tobacco and WD-4 0. 

(She inhales deeply) A dash of his Bay Rum. 

Ahhhh. , . (Li'l Bit savors it for just a moment). 

(Vogel 59) 

The actor could play this "savoring" throughout the above 

section to the hilt, overromanticizing it to the point of 

making it seem silly. In the next section of this 

introduction, the actor could drop the parody and adopt a 

more jaded tone: "Here he keeps his secrets: a violin or 

saxophone, drum set or darkroom, and the stacks of Playboy. 

(In a whisper) Here in my aunt's home, it was the 

basement. Uncle Peck's turf" (59). If the actor dropped 

the romanticization (along with the whisper) for this ending 

part of the introduction and adopted a more jaded tone. 

Peck's objectification of Li'l Bit in the following scene 

might not be seen as so empowering for her. 

A final element I wish to address about Chapter Two is 

Vogel's use of the "voice" to speak driving lessons. The 

lessons: "Are you prepared?", "Were you prepared?", and 

"Implied consent" make Li'l Bit look responsible for her 
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sexual abuse. The voice comes at the end of the photography-

scene and also frames the school sexual harassment scenes. 

While Vogel suggests that the chorus speaks these lines in a 

flat tone, this technique seems to blame Li'l Bit for her 

own abuse, supporting the myth that the victim is just as, 

if not more, responsible than the perpetrator. If Peck were 

to speak those lines or if a recording of Peck's voice was 

played for those lines, the connection would clearly be made 

that Peck was making Li'l Bit feel responsible instead of 

suggesting rhat Li'l Bit really was responsible. 

In Chapter Three, we saw that Vogel perpetuated the 

myths that the mother and victim were just as responsible 

for the sexual abuse inflicted on the victim as the 

perpetrator. Not only was this myth perpetuated, but 

sympathy was created for the perpetrator. In the family 

dinner scene. Peck looks angelic amongst the otherwise 

demonic family members. As the grandmother and grandfather 

are written as stereotypes, a director could try to 

illustrate how these are not real people, but stereotypes 

that take the emphasis off of Peck's guilt. The chorus 

members could wear masks when playing family relatives. 

Masks would help illustrate the fact that "bad mothers, 

crazy grandmothers, and overtly sexist grandfathers" are 
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stereotypes which an abusive society depends on to de-

emphasize the perpetrator's guilt. Masks combined with 

overtly stereotypical acting techniques might encourage the 

audience to laugh at the other family members rather than 

taking their abusive language more seriously than Peck*" s 

abusive behavior. As masks might reinforce the stereotypes 

rather than promote questions about them, another technique 

might be used in combination with or instead of the use of 

masks. Again, a message board or film screen might be 

useful to parody Peck's appearance as superhero in the 

scene. 

While costuming the chorus with masks and portraying 

super hero images on a film screen might help to demystify 

the myths in the play, the employment of these techniques 

would also result in a loss of the play's oft-praised 

"fragility." In her review in The Washington Times. Jane 

Blanchard observed the beauty of the "fragility" in the 

play: 

The fragility of this piece is what makes it so 

breathtakingly theatrical. One false move and it 

slips into social commentary, the blotchy area of 

victimhood or a campy send-up of one particularly 

deranged Southern Gothic family with such quixks 
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as nicknaming their relatives after aspects of 

their genitalia. (2) 

While I am not so concerned about the play slipping into 

social commentary, because several reviews indicate by 

lauding the play's lack of social commentary that the play 

could use a bit of it, the idea of turning the play into a 

"campy send-up of one particularly deranged Southern Gothic 

family" does seem disturbing. A director would definitely 

want to consider how far she could push the parodies in the 

play before making fun of the entire play, thus losing the 

effectiveness of her critique. 

Less "campy" techniques can be used in the critique of 

the way the mother is blamed in the play. The mother is 

severely blamed in the play—even more so than Uncle Peck. 

As the mother's text is difficult to subvert, I suggest the 

use of message boards or film images. In the scene where 

Peck and Li'l Bit are having dinner in celebration of her 

first long distance drive and Li'l Bit gets drunk following 

her mother's instructions, a message such as "It's so much 

easier to blame Mom" might appear. The appearance of this 

message during a conversation between Li' 1 Bit and Peck 

rather than during Mother's monologue might surprise the 

audience and cause them to question the way the scene seems 
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to blame the mother. 

As Chapter Three also indicates, Vogel creates sympathy 

for Uncle Peck through Aunt Mary, Aunt Mary praises Peck 

and confirms the myth that the victim of sexual abuse is a 

"child seductress." While reviews have indicated that Aunt 

Mary has been played sympathetically to the point that her 

monologue is the "emotional high point of the show," an 

actor who played Aunt Mary as another stereotype might point 

up the absurdity of her comments: 

And I want to say this about my niece. She's a 

sly one, that one is. She knows exactly what 

she's doing: she's twisted Peck around her little 

finger and thinks it's all a big secret. Yet 

another one whose borrowing my husband until it 

doesn't suit her anymore. (Vogel 67) 

If Aunt Mary were to perform this portion of her monologue 

in a state of jealous fury rather than subtle confused 

sadness, the absurdity of her comments would be revealed as 

well as the absurdity of the myth that the victim is to 

blame for her own abuse. 

A director could really point the blame towards Uncle 

Peck in "Peck teaches Uncle Bobby How to Fish." While this 

scene does not deal with or take the blame off of Li'l Bit 
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or her mother, the scene could create a dark image of Peck 

that might help to undermine all of the scenes which develop 

sympathy for him. While Vogel has written this scene with 

Peck as the only appearing character, a director could 

employ the use of the male Greek chorus member to play 

Bobby. Peck's lines could be spoken with an obvious intent 

to manipulate, and the actions between him and the male 

Greek chorus member could portray Peck in a very negative, 

haunting way that might stick in the minds of the audience 

members throughout the play. 

While actor manipulation is easy with ambiguous 

dialogue, some of the script is written much less 

ambiguously than other parts. As discussed in Chapter Four, 

it is impossible to escape, though easy to gloss over, the 

fact that Vogel does not allow or encourage Li'l Bit to 

heal. Vogel's dismissal of Li'1 Bit's need to heal must be 

highlighted in some way as being harmful to Li'l Bit. 

However, the dialogue is written so carefully that it is 

difficult to subvert, and the use of parody hardly seems 

appropriate at this moment. However, there is another 

possible technique that would help to point out the 

dismissal of Li'l Bit's need to heal in the play. Gay 

Gibson Cima has suggested that directors might "write beyond 
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the ending of romance plocs" (99). Vogel's dismissal of 

Li'l Bit's need to heal while emphasizing forgiveness for 

Peck could be seen as a romantic ending. If the actor 

playing Li'l Bit rejected the ending that Vogel intended, 

the audience would be encouraged to analyze the ending 

monologue. 

After delivering the ending monologue, Vogel has 

indicated that Li'l Bit gets into her pretend car and Peck 

gets in the backseat. The stage directions indicate that 

Li' 1 Bit and Peck are "happy to be going for a long drive 

together" (92). Rather than following these stage 

directions, Li'l Bit could see Peck, realize that she has 

just dismissed her need to heal, and get out of the car, 

look at Peck, then the audience, and walk off the stage. 

Li'l Bit as an adult could end the show by rejecting the 

show's potentially dangerous messages. 

Perhaps the best tool a director could employ in How I 

Learned to Drive would be the use of a dramaturg. Providing 

audience with information on incest and sexual abuse myths 

through program notes, pamphlets, or a display of some kind 

would be very useful. Pre-and post-show discussions are 

also necessary in producing this show. The discussants 

should be aware of the way the show might confirm rather 
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than critique sexual abuse myths and could encourage an 

audience to think critically about the danger of sexual 

abuse myths and their appearance in the play. 

While the ambiguity of Vogel's play does leave the play 

open for a manipulated critique, the result could border on 

a heavy-handed production. Unfortunately without 

manipulating the script the play tends to encourage a 

romanticization of abuse. Employment of all of the 

techniques considered would no doubt be overwhelming. A 

director would have to pick and choose her techniques 

carefully in order to critique the play without rendering 

the play and her critique useless. Even in attempting to 

subvert the play, a danger lies in confirming myths about 

sexual abuse. In consideration of the damage that is done 

when sexual abuse myths are confirmed, a production of How I 

Learned to Drive should be handled with extreme care. 
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AFTERWORD 

Vogel began How I Learned to Drive with the statement, 

"Sometimes to tell a secret, you first have to teach a 

lesson" (7). The secret certainly seems to be sexual abuse; 

however, I am unsure what the lesson is. While our society 

is clearly in need of a critique of the sexualization of 

children and the prevalence of sexual abuse myths, the 

reviewers of the play seemed overjoyed with the play's lack 

of social critique. Vogel's ambiguous representation of 

sexual abuse has certainly brought her commercial success; 

however, the reasons for her success are frightening. 

An overwhelming number of people in our society either 

believe in or are confused about sexual abuse myths. As 

society continually represents sexual abuse as love, 

confusion seems almost unavoidable. How I Learned to Drive 

has not helped to alleviate this confusion. The play may 

have even helped to validate sexual abuse myths for some 

people. 

Children do not ask to be sexually abused, nor are they 

empowered by abuse. Upholding sexual abuse myths is simply 

unacceptable. Until they are eradicated, social critiques 

of sexual abuse myths will remain desperately needed. 
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Appendix A: Scene Breakdown 

Introductory Monologue 

1969. First Scene Between Peck and L.B. (Age 17) 

"1969. A typical family dinner," 

"He taught me well" Monologue on Post Incest 

"1968. A celebration dinner." 

"Uncle Peck Teaches Bobby How to Fish" 

"On Men, Sex, and Women: Part I." 

1979 Li'l Bit as Perpetrator 

"On Men, Sex, and Women: Part II." 

Chorus Do-Wap Transition 

1967 Peck teaches Li'l Bit to drive 

1966 Sexual Harassment at School 

Photo Shoot Transition 

"1965. The Photo Shoot." 

"Aunt Mary on behalf of her husband." 

1964 Li'l Bit approaches Peck as he does the dishes 

1969. College "Countdown." Li'l Bit rejects Peck 

Present-day monologue about Peck's death and forgiveness 

1962. "On Men, Sex, and Women: Part III." 

1962. Initial abuse episode 

"Driving in Today's World." Ending Monologue 
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