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In incorporating cruelty in art, one has to ask the goal. Depicting stories of trauma, rape, 

abuse, hardship, harassment, violence, etc can be therapeutic for victims, raise awareness, or position 

victims in a empowering position of power in which their stories are reclaimed. The Color Purple, Law 

& Order SVU, Waitress are some popular examples that contain triggering or upsetting subject 

matter- but they operate in a way in which many that share the lived experiences of the narrative’s 

victims feel empowered and seen. This is a noble goal. It’s especially impactful when a victim of 

real-life abuse uses art as a medium to tell their own story and experience, even if fictionalized. After 

seeing Playmakers Repertory’s production of How I Learned to Drive, I cannot confidently say that this 

was the goal.  

To clarify, I do not feel that difficult, painful stories of abuse should be censored or 

excluded from art. I also do not feel that playwrights and storytellers should be restricted to only 

writing and telling stories that they can directly relate to or have in some way experienced. Where’s 

the imagination in that? 

However. There is a certain responsibility that a compassionate artist will consider in telling 

stories that are many people’s very difficult reality. Paula Vogel crafted a story of childhood familial 

sexual trauma, in which Uncle Peck manipulates, grooms, gropes, indoctrinates, and abuses 

protagonist Li’l Bit. Li’l Bit recounts memories with her Uncle Peck, many of them occurring in a 

car. It’s difficult to watch. I can only speak to my experience, but I found it distractingly upsetting. 

Yes, the story is confrontational- but then what? It’s not a Li’l Bit. It’s not about her processing. 

Some of these things are implied- her reclamation, her healing, her PTSD, her hurt. But that’s not 



what this play is. It is about the abuse. It is entirely centered on the abuse. We watch Uncle Peck 

grope her, knowing she’s a young teenager being played by older actor Julia Gibson. We watch 

Uncle Peck manipulate her with his words. He gets her drunk. He molests her. We see him propose 

to her. We see him lay her down on her college dorm room bed. And under Lee Sunday Evans’ 

direction, we watch as actor Jeff Cornell, as Uncle Peck, physically gropes the breasts of actor Julia 

Gibson as Li’l Bit. How I Learned to Drive is not about Li’l Bit. It’s about Li’l Bit and Uncle Peck. Her 

life is reduced to the abuse. And yes, it’s shocking, confronting, upsetting, boundary-pushing. But 

that’s all. One note. The play yells from the rooftops: “Things like this happen!!!” But what about 

the people who already know this? And what about the people who know this too well? What are we 

supposed to get out of this play? 

I commend Vogel for writing this piece in the 1990s. I do. She dared to write a play about 

sexual misconduct and contributed to a conversation that has needed to happen for centuries. 

There’s no doubt that How I Learned to Drive was an integral moment in the long-term dialogue and 

consciousness around sexual abuse and sexual harassment. In 2019, though, the dialogue has 

progressed but the play has not progressed with it. I would’ve been interested to see this work 

contextualized as a presentation of a popular story in the 90s, a way to consider what the 

conversation looked like 30 years ago and contrast it to our understanding now. Otherwise, I don’t 

imagine it being able to be a vessel of healing or productive enlightenment in 2019. It was not the 

right show to produce in this time.  

 


