The Feminist Potential of Docudrama

Destabilizing the Primacy of Primary Sources
through Paula Kamen’s Jane

ANNIKA C. SPEER

On April 8, 2011, Republican Jon Kyl argued for the defunding of Planned
Parenthood, declaring to the Senate that abortions comprise “well over 9o
percent of what Planned Parenthood does.™ Statistically, abortions amount to
about 2-3 percent of Planned Parenthood’s work nationally, and when asked
to account for his blatant lie, representatives from Kyl's office responded that
his remark was “not intended to be a factual statement”> A few days later Kyl
had his statement stricken from the congressional record.’ The option to with-
draw such an egregious statement from the congressional record highlights
the problems with privileging official documents as truth-telling accounts and
denigrating other histories. The scholastic privileging of documentary theater
(which incorporates only preexisting data such as media footage, trial tran-
scripts, or primary source material) over docudrama (which allows a blend-
ing of primary sources with fiction) is similarly problematic. Paula Kamen’s
unpublished docudrama, Jane: Abortion and the Underground, opens a space
through which the appeal of “reality” operates alongside the imaginative
potential of fiction, allowing practitioners and audiences a unique realm in
which to tackle difficult and politically charged issues, such as abortion. The
piece challenges the presumed inferiority of docudrama as a theatrical and
historical form by illustrating the evidentiary possibilities inherent in per-
forming oral histories while incorporating fictionalized scenes based upon
those histories.

Abortion is a fraught subject, and the melding of oral histories with fic-
tionalized recreations enables a simultaneous reshaping of abortion history
to the lived experiences of specific women and a live reinterpretation of those
events through created scenes that invite the audiences’ own (re)interpreta-
tions. In addition to blurring interviewees’ narratives with fiction, Kamen’s
play further develops abortion narratives by bridging the voiced with the em-
bodied. Significantly, two of Jane’s fictionalized scenes include the staging of
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abortions—a theatrical rarity. Kamen fictively actualizes the abortion experi-
ence on stage by bringing the actual (yet fictionalized, as it is an actor’s body)
into the narratives. The “realness” of depicting an on-stage abortion forgoes a
reliance on the spoken, which, when considered within the historical context
of the abortion debates, has operated almost exclusively by depending on the
rhetorical (the disembodied voice of the fetus vs. the testimony/narrative of
the woman’s lived experience). Although one can claim that docudrama pur-
posely disrupts the integrity of oral histories—whose very existence is already
fragile—I maintain that, in the case of Jane, this disruption strengthens the
embodied history of the play (the representation of abortion on stage in con-
junction with the interviewed women’s verbatim narratives is central to this)
and provides the audience with an evocative introduction to a historically po-
larizing subject.

In 1969, before the Supreme Court legalized abortion in the 1973 case Roe v.
Wade, a Chicago group of students and housewives, “The Jane Collective,” cre-
ated an underground abortion referral network in response to illegal abortion-
related deaths. Upon learning that the collective’s main “doctor” was not actu-
ally an MD, these women taught themselves how to perform abortions.* From
1969 to 1973 the group members administered approximately eleven thou-
sand abortions with no fatalities.”> Jane: Abortion and the Underground details
this relatively unknown yet significant historical moment, blending verbatim
interview-based monologues with fictionalized reenvisionings of the collec-
tive’s formation and development. Prior to demonstrating that docudramas
such as Jane offer pedagogical and activist merits for feminist theater, I will
briefly summarize some of the scholastic criticism leveled at docudrama.

Much of the literature on documentary theater (including but not limited
to docudrama) focuses on the medium’s inevitable failure, its unavoidable in-
ability to adhere to accurate truth.® Further, much criticism of documentary
theater questions the documents, historian accounts, journalistic reports, and
other troubled mediations of “reality”” Although documentary scholars al-
ready trouble notions of “truth,” “authenticity;” and the “real,” it merits noting
that many of these same documentary scholars tend to treat docudrama pe-
joratively, deeming it of lesser quality than documentary theater that strictly
incorporates preexisting data such as media footage, newspaper quotations,
trial transcripts, or “primary source material”® Theater historian Gary Fisher
Dawson argues that documentary theater and docudrama are “antithetical”
to each other, as documentary theater relies solely on primary sources, and
docudrama allows a blending of “facts” with invented fiction.’

Dawson is not alone in deeming docudrama as the lowest form of the doc-
umentary genre. Nicolas Kent, artistic director of the Tricycle Theatre Com-
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pany, describes docudrama as “dishonest and misleading”™ Playwright, the-
ater critic, and former long-time Columbia University professor Eric Bentley
also argues vehemently against docudrama. He describes the form as “unsat-
isfactory,” because the spectator is left with no means to distinguish fact from
fiction; as such, Bentley goes so far as to label docudrama a “bastard and dubi-
ous sub-genre”" He argues that a “solution” to the problematic form of docu-
drama is to “put into people’s mouths only words which they had used and
which indeed they had placed on the public record. No investigative report-
ing. No confidential sources. Just what people had said in public and for the
public”? While Bentley’s argument for ethical theater construction and his
emphasis on transparency and visibility are responsible, such an apotheosis of
the public record leaves alternative accounts underexplored.

Privileging the words recorded on the public record rather than seeking
the words of parties who have been marginalized or left out perpetuates a cy-
cle of listening to some while ignoring others, overlooks the circumstances
that shaped the utterances, and continues a problematic notion of what and
who count as credible. One of the key purposes of interview-based theater
is to obtain the stories of individuals who have not yet been heard. For ex-
ample, how many documentary theater pieces on abortion narratives pre-Roe
v. Wade would we be able to construct if we relied solely on the public re-
cord and eschewed confidential sources?”® The Jane Collective advanced its
goals off the radar; it was a subversive and underground operation in which
women pursued strategic rights-gaining strategies outside of the framework
of the government or the state. Given the radicalness, the illegality, and the
secrecy of the collective’s functioning, obtaining detailed public accounts was
not an option. Kamen explains that she found her interviewees through “luck,
advertisements, and word of mouth” and notes that finding the women who
relied on the collective for help was the “toughest”* Many women were re-
luctant to talk about their experiences because they did not want to incrimi-
nate themselves or draw attention to their participation in illegal activity. Ad-
ditionally, there was disparity in the media or public voices about abortion
from the voices of women involved in an underground movement. In this re-
gard Dawson is somewhat more generous with his definition of documen-
tary than Bentley. Unlike Bentley he does not demand that all accounts be
obtained from the public record, and he recognizes the merits of oral history
collection.” The valuing of oral history within the definition of documentary
is significant because it credits sources beyond the public record or media
and widens the scope for the concept of primary source material (an essen-
tial component of the documentary genre). The interview portions of the Jane
play can be considered primary source material, and they adhere to defini-

Speer: Feminist Potential of Docudrama



tions of documentary; however, the fictionalized scenes in which Kamen re-
writes and imagines the development of the collective and stages the abor-
tions do not.

While Dawson’s and Bentley’s criticisms of docudrama are worthy of con-
sideration when defining the tenets of documentary theater, my argument
here is not about the perceived quality of Jane as a docudrama versus docu-
mentary script. Additionally, my mission in this article is not to argue over
the categorical labels or to redefine the form. From an activist and pedagogi-
cal perspective it is less interesting whether or not a performance is aestheti-
cally “good” or cleanly adheres to prescribed rules of formatting; the more
pressing issues pertain to the political and social potential of the performance:
what the performance does or what the performance offers. Documentary
theater centralizes topical social issues or events; in many cases this art form
may not withstand the test of time or appeal to a wide audience. The main
goal of documentary theater is to serve a current political purpose, typically
commenting on contemporary and, in many cases, local problems. This play
serves an important pedagogical and activist function: Jane highlights the cir-
cumstances under which women obtained abortions prior to Roe v. Wade and
motivates us to consider the current state (and future) of reproductive rights.
With this in mind I ask: How can scholar-artist-activists reconsider their criti-
cality about construction and form to open their minds to see the invaluable
merits the Jane play offers as it highlights a little-known historical moment?

David Roman’s concept of “critical generosity” provides a worthy frame-
work for furthering this inquiry. Romdn’s critical generosity fuses criticality
with kindness. His argument is that “canonical prejudice” should be usurped
by “critical generosity,” a process that journeys outside the confines of tra-
ditional critical inquiry.'® Roman’s notion of critical generosity troubles the
critics’ standards that “good theater” can be assessed primarily as theater that
withstands the test of time or reaches wide audiences through “universal’ ap-
peal”” Such categories privilege the already privileged and further subjugate
works that fall outside of mainstream dominant ideological classifications.
Although Roman focuses specifically on performances about HIv and AIDs,
his argument can be extended as an umbrella for other realms of perfor-
mance analysis.

To judge a docudrama such as Kamen’s Jane based upon standards of struc-
ture and form is to ignore and negate its other values, as well as to miss more
unique opportunities of analysis. Romans framing of theater criticism as a
practice, an imperfect procedure, and an ongoing rehearsal neither fixed nor
final is particularly useful. Rather than denounce an artistic work for failing
to meet theater critics’ rubric of structure, content, or form, critical generosity
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examines a production through myriad angles, as an intellectual engagement
with the art that looks beyond standardized conventions. The debate between
scholars about the categorization, formatting, and content of documentary
theater versus docudrama need not always be the focus of the rubric. Perhaps
docudrama is not “good” documentary theater in the sense that it does not
cleanly adhere to Dawson’s rule of primary sources or Bentley’s rule about the
public record. However, a docudrama such as Jane offers potential as an activ-
ist and pedagogical resource worthy of exploration.

PUTTING ON JANE: A PEDAGOGY IN PRACTICE/PROCESS

Although a few of the monologues from the play have been published in
monologue books, the Jane play currently remains unpublished in its en-
tirety."® Despite being unpublished, Jane has been produced at several theaters
and numerous college campuses.” The prevalence at universities is unsurpris-
ing because the play functions pedagogically in several ways: First, Kamen
created three versions of Jane with run times ranging from thirty minutes to
two and a quarter hours to accommodate various producers’ needs. Second,
her website includes access to a “Student Organizing Guide for Productions
of Jane,” a packet of information intended to help students lacking theatri-
cal experience to organize their own staged readings or theatrical productions
on campus. Although I am not proposing that playwrights must make their
works easily accessible to nontheater practitioners, I do think that Kamen’s
flexibility and strategy as an artist show a strong commitment to the politi-
cal message and a desire to have students from various backgrounds and skill
sets engage with the material.? Her mission is for the story of the Jane Col-
lective to be told, for students to be involved in the telling, and for dialogue
to be sparked. Further, when I contacted Kamen about obtaining the rights to
direct her play, she informed me that she was willing to waive any fees since
my production served as a Planned Parenthood Roe v. Wade anniversary
event. Kamen’s willingness to waive fees for activist productions that enact the
greater politics of the piece demonstrates her investment in making the play
increasingly accessible. Increasing access for student groups or small commu-
nity theaters with limited budgets allows the play to reach a wider audience.
Using theater as a platform to generate discussion and interest in keeping
abortion legal and to reflect on the circumstances of women obtaining illegal
abortions prior to Roe v. Wade is a socially and politically relevant mission in
our current political climate. The year 2012 marked a national election, and
Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney identified as pro-life, touting
overturning Roe v. Wade as one of his presidential goals.?
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With pedagogical and activist potential in mind I committed myself ar-
tistically and scholastically to a production of Jane by directing a cast of Uni-
versity of California Santa Barbara (ucsBs) students in two sold-out shows at
Center Stage Theater in downtown Santa Barbara on January 15 and 16, 2011.
This project was the main event for the Santa Barbara Planned Parenthood
thirty-eighth annual Roe v. Wade function. I coproduced this event with my
peer Carly Thomsen as a collaborative endeavor with the Santa Barbara Pro-
Choice Coalition, Planned Parenthood, the ucsB Women’s Center, and the
Hull Chair in Feminist Studies.

Our purpose in producing this play was manifold: Thomsen and I wanted
to support Planned Parenthood; to commemorate the thirty-eighth anniver-
sary of Roe v. Wade; to facilitate education, local action, and dialogue on re-
productive health and justice issues; and to embark on a project that bridged
our academic and activist goals with the community through artistic practice.
Our mission was not to change the minds of people who identify as pro-life,
nor was it to engage in debates about abortion. Given that our production was
for the Planned Parenthood Roe v. Wade event, we were aware that the vast
majority of our audience likely identified as pro-choice or was at least some-
what invested in issues surrounding reproductive rights. With this in mind
we sought to enhance education about the Jane Collective and the history of
reproductive rights. Prior to the start of the play audience members filed in,
took their seats, and were greeted by information projected on the upstage
wall, which sought to give context to the performance. The statistics and his-
torical information provided were gleaned from resources such as the Na-
tional Organization for Women, the National Abortion Federation, Our Bod-
ies Ourselves for the New Century, the New York Times, and the Guttmacher
Institute. The projections served as pedagogical preshow conversation start-
ers, and we could hear audience members discussing the information with the
people seated near them.

This play serves educational purposes not just for audiences but also for in-
dividuals involved in the production. My own process with Kamen’s Jane was
rooted in pedagogy. Ten of the eleven cast members were undergraduates—
six were my former students—and our development throughout the project
was similar to work we had done in the classroom. Our rehearsals emphasized
process, research, and intellectually embodied involvement.”> Because many
members of the cast had little to no experience as actors, they were learning
about the actor’s process in conjunction with learning about the Jane Collec-
tive and the history of abortion politics.”

The collective approach to the rehearsal process mirrors (or potentially
stems directly from) the collectivity emphasized in the Jane script. Jane is
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an ensemble production. Kamen’s play examines (and imagines) the experi-
ence of a group of Chicagoan women situated in the context of the years di-
rectly preceding Roe v. Wade; it fits the bill for the feminist strategy of anti-
spotlighting. In her book The Auto/biographical I: The Theory and Practice
of Feminist Auto/biography feminist sociologist Liz Stanley argues that “the
baseline of a distinct feminist auto/biography is the rejection of a reduction-
ist spotlight attention to a single unique subject”* Feminist theater scholar
Elaine Aston builds on Stanley’s concept and explains that a theatrical means
for implementing an anti-spotlighting approach is to frame the biographical
focus on a community or faction of women rather than an individual protago-
nist.”® Ryan Claycomb, a scholar specializing in feminist autobiography and
documentary, notes that a defining tenet of staged oral history is the “tension”
between the individual and the collective, “between chorus and polyphony”*
Claycomb argues for the feminist potential of staged oral history, explaining
that the communal but disparate constitution of the onstage subject(s) “seems
to grow out of a feminist critique of the subject and theorizations of subjec-
tivity and voice that look toward investing women and other marginalized
groups with the authority that hegemonic discourse has traditionally denied
them”” Kamen’s play works with the tension between the individual and the
communal. Her attention to multivocality, foregrounding the voices of nu-
merous women, both those within the Jane Collective and those of women
seeking abortions who relied on the collective for help, is a prime example of
anti-spotlighting. Kamen’s Jane exemplifies such emphasis on collective nar-
ratives as a means for broader understanding of social political context.

The feminist method of anti-spotlighting—the refusal to privilege one
narrative—in many ways parallels the docudrama form. Just as multivocal-
ity allows more room for varied perspective, the blending of primary source
material with fiction promotes valuing different forms of knowledge produc-
tion. The docudrama format refuses to only privilege primary source mate-
rial. The scholarship that distinguishes documentary from docudrama (be-
cause docudrama allows a blending of primary source material and fiction)
sets up the premise that such blending is always already bad. The implication
is that docudrama compromises a preexisting “authenticity” An alternate way
to think about this would be to consider that docudrama acknowledges its
own positionality; it does not purport to be an authentic reproduction of fact.
Rather than continue the valorization of primary source materials in an effort
to present the story as an unaltered version of the “real,” the docudrama ac-
knowledges its own framing.

The opening moments of Jane directly call attention to the play’s construc-
tion. The play begins with a voiceover of the playwright conducting an in-
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terview: “Testing, testing, testing. Interview with Crystal on Friday, October 23,
1992. Do I have your permission to tape this?” Crystal, the interviewee, repre-
sented by an actor onstage, responds to the voiceover, “Yes, you have my per-
mission to tape this.”* As a director I chose to stage this by opening the show
with all of the women on stage. After Crystal’s line, “Yes, you have my permis-
sion to tape this,” I asked the women as a group to echo her, so everyone stated
in unison, “Yes, you have my permission to tape this” I wanted to immedi-
ately set the precedent that this was not one woman’s story. Following this
prologue Act I opens with a fictional scene imagining the first referral. That
Kamen’s play opens with the playwright’s voiceover setting up the premise for
an interview, provides a brief monologue of one interview, and then immedi-
ately launches into a fictional scene destabilizes the primacy of the recorded
interview or primary source material. The direct reference to the interview
followed by a dramatic scene shows Jane’s position as both informative and
resistant to established truth(s).

As a director I was interested in highlighting the communal while also
punctuating the bleariness of “real” with fiction. I staged Jane in a theatrical
style meant to call attention to the artifice of the environment. On the inti-
mate black-box stage the actors stepped out of their scenes to directly address
the audience and then stepped back into in-progress scenes, blurring the lines
between verbatim narrative and fiction. Because the script covers multiple
years and the scenes are mostly short vignettes, I decided to use title slides
(e.g., “The First Referral, 1965), projected on the upstage wall, to help give
the audience context. My production was minimalist.” Our set consisted of
one platform, a table, and a couple of black cubes (approximately 3 x 3 x 3 feet)
that could be moved around, used as chairs, or pushed together to make the
medical table. By using projections to announce the scenes and relying on
sparse props and costumes, such as the curette and blindfolds, to add punches
of realism, I sought to remind audiences that they were in a theater but also
that their live presence in the room constituted an active witnessing of these
narratives and the abortion procedure. Claycomb analyzes the way the move
from a single subject toward a wider focus on the collective or the commu-
nal implicates the audience as part of the community: “This radical approach
to subject formation not only disrupts the empowered status of the subject’s
authority, but also encourages the integration of the audience into the tenu-
ous sense of community created by the theatrical event itself”* I agree with
Claycomb that the audience can be integrated into the staged oral history and
believe that anti-spotlighting is paramount to setting up a space in which such
integration is possible.

My directorial goal was to concurrently integrate and distance the audi-
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ence, allowing them to think critically about the circumstances of the women
staged in front of them. For the abortion scene, I emphasized alienation by
juxtaposing the artifice with the actual vis-a-vis the minimalist design ele-
ments and the dark, void-like stage.” Staged as far downstage as our space
would allow, the abortion scene attempted to include the audience in the sur-
gical procedure, making them witnesses to an intimate event. The actuality
of the doctor’s medical tools and the presence of the blindfolded patient un-
derscored the vulnerability of the patient. By simultaneously positioning four
blindfolded women upstage, I highlighted the theatricality of this event. The
presence of numerous blindfolded women created a sense of discomfort, jux-
taposing the focus between the medical procedure and the circumstances of
the patient(s).

STAGING ABORTIONS AND DISRUPTING DICHOTOMIES

Theater historian Lisa Hagen writes about representations of reproductive
women in theater. Although Hagen never addresses differences between doc-
umentary and docudrama (this is not the focus of her work), she does explain
Jane’s “unique position in the theatre landscape,” positioning it within the cat-
egory of documentary or verbatim theater by aligning it with plays such as
The Laramie Project and God’s Country, while also noting that it “keeps a foot
firmly in the realm of more conventional theatre,” by which she means dra-
matic fiction.” She simultaneously plays up the “docu” or “verbatim” aspect
of the play as a “counterpoint” to the other plays about abortion, while also
privileging its use of “invented dramatic dialogue” or fiction.”

Hagen’s book focuses on abortion “on or near” the stage, but with the ex-
ception of Jane the plays in her book (Fucking A, Keely and Du, The Credeaux
Canvas, Mitzis Abortion, Retrospect for Life, and The Water Children), and
most plays about abortion, place abortion around or near, without actually
being “on”” She cites Jane as the play that puts abortion “on” the stage, explain-
ing, “Rather than referencing American women’ realities, the play [Jane] uses
a form that attempts to capture the reality of specific women. Lived experience
is therefore staged in two ways: the abortion act on stage, and the documen-
tary format, which acts as a confrontation.”** Hagen examines Jane in relation
to six other abortion plays, none of which stage the procedure and none of
which are within the documentary genre. Thus, compared to the other plays
that focus specifically on abortion, that Jane is a docudrama rather than an
entirely documentary play is less contextually relevant given that Jane is the
only one of the plays about abortion to highlight individuals’ lived experience.
Additionally, were Jane an entirely documentary or verbatim play (drawing
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material only from primary sources), it would fail to include the abortion act
on stage because both of the scenes that stage abortions are fictionalized cre-
ations (i.e., reenactments based on the interviews). The abortion act on stage
works alongside the narratives of the women to depict a more detailed and
complicated presentation of abortion. Both the verbatim narratives of these
women and the representation of abortion procedures are essential in better
developing our understanding of lived experiences.

The Jane play includes the staging of two abortions, which serve different
functions. The first abortion on stage occurs in Act I, scene 7, during Sunny’s
monologue (a verbatim interview account). This moment is in some ways a
twilight moment, hyphenated between primary source material (by which I
mean the oral history accounts—the real words from real people) and fiction
(the dramatic enactment, the theatrical envisioning). The moment is a the-
atrical creation, an imagining of an event that could not be documented in
its own time. In what Laura Kaplan labels “a collective memoir” about the
Jane Collective, she writes, “The group deliberately kept few records. What we
were doing was illegal—details about individual women, highly confidential.
In case of a raid, it was essential that documentation be minimal”*® Kaplan, a
member of the collective, emphasizes that her primary source material came
from “our [the collective’s] recollections”™® Kamen, like Kaplan, reconstructs
the collective’s history through interviews that draw on their recollections.
As a playwright Kamen adds a visual component: the onstage abortion. The
moment is hyphenated not just between “real” and fiction but also between
the verbal and the visual, the voice and the body. That such confrontation of
the abortion procedure happens for the audience simultaneously through a
blending of dramatic reenactment and verbatim interview does not negate or
minimize its power. While Sunny describes her experience of finding the Jane
Collective and meeting with a Jane representative, the stage directions dictate
that Doctor C and Ruth (a member of the Jane Collective) “begin to set up
an abortion operation on the other side of the stage”” On Sunny’s line “So,
[a woman] came and took me into the room and explained to me again that
I would have to be blindfolded to protect the identity of the doctor;,” the stage
directions note that a blindfolded patient enters the room and lies down on
the bed.*® I staged this scene not only by having the blindfolded patient enter
and lie down but by having four other blindfolded women enter and remain
standing upstage. The presence of the other blindfolded women served as a
reminder that Sunny’s experience is not an isolated event. I positioned Sunny
on a slightly elevated platform overlooking the doctor and the blindfolded pa-
tient (downstage center) as she recounted her experience of the event.
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Sunny’s monologue is interwoven with the action of the abortion being
performed onstage on another woman’s body. The blindfolded woman, char-
acterized in the script as “Patient Six,” stands in as a symbol both for Sunny’s
specific experience and also for countless anonymous women’s experiences, as
is indicated by giving the character a number for a name and by placing other
blindfolded bodies onstage. Sunny’s monologue, remembering the event in
the past tense, is intercut by the dialogue between Doctor C and Patient Six,
who are in the height of the event. Although Doctor C technically speaks to
Patient Six, the overlap in verbal context creates a perceived dialogue between
the doctor and Sunny.

SUNNY: I told him he was an asshole. I said, “How do you know how this
feels?

DOCTOR: I just have to make sure it’s clean in here so that you don’t
have any problems.

SUNNY: You're a man. How do you know what is supposed to hurt and
what isn’t?” He said, “I'm a doctor.

pocToR: This is for your benefit.

SUNNY: “T know this stuff.”

PATIENT sIX: I just...I gotta get outta here.

SUNNY: [ felt sick. You feel sick afterwards. . . .%

Recalling an event from her life that happened in the late 1960s in an in-
terview in the early 1990s, Sunny speaks in the past tense, as is indicated by
the verbs “I told,” “I said,” “I felt,” “He said” The doctor and Patient Six speak
in present tense, because although their scene is set in the late 1960s, as an
audience we are meant to feel that we are witnessing the abortion in action.
As Sunny recalls the dialogue between herself and the doctor, the doctor com-
pletes her sentences in present tense to Patient Six. It is unclear whether the
absent closing quotation mark after “I'm a doctor” is the result of a typo or a
deliberate choice allowing Sunny’s line to blend directly into the doctor’s fol-
lowing line, “This is for your benefit” Because Sunny’s continued imitation
of the doctor, “I know this stuff;” opens and closes with quotation marks, it
is possible that the prior lack of quotation mark is merely an editing error.
However, the lines still work together to allow the doctor to speak to Patient
Six, as well as to be an active part of Sunny’s memory, reenacting the dialogue
that occurred during her own abortion. Staging Sunny just above and behind
Doctor C and Patient Six allowed her to appear to be simultaneously inside
and outside the scene. She overlooked the doctor and patient, her words in-
tertwined with theirs, but it was not her body on which the abortion was be-
ing performed. Despite Sunny’s slight spatial removal, the three sentences
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between Sunny and the doctor function aurally as part of one seamless utter-
ance: “I'm a doctor. This is for your benefit. I know this stuft”

The overlaying of verbatim text from Sunny’s interview with the invented
yet correlating dramatic reenactment between Doctor C and Patient Six
serves multiple functions: it collapses time (allowing the audience to hear
about an abortion from the past while witnessing a theatrical enactment in
the present); it highlights one woman’s lived experience while also implying
the broader commonality of this experience (although it is Sunny’s story, the
enactment occurs with another woman’s body, and the larger point is that
thousands of women have had similar experiences); it shows the horrific cir-
cumstances women had to withstand to obtain illegal abortions (exhibited by
both the blindfolds and the manner in which the doctor speaks to the pa-
tient); and it forces a visual engagement with the event by depicting a woman
in the process of obtaining an abortion (albeit a theatrical one) rather than
solely relying on the language of the woman speaking in the past tense about
the event. Adding the presence of other blindfolded women onstage further
highlights the commonality and the circumstances of many women who ob-
tained illegal abortions.

The second abortion in the play occurs in Act I, scene 9, directly following
a scene in which the women in the Jane Collective discover that the “doctors”
to whom they were referring women were not, in fact, doctors. While the dis-
covery is terrifying, it is also freeing, as it is accompanied by the realization
that they are no longer at the mercy of men who abuse their authority by re-
questing exorbitant fees or sexual favors in exchange for an illegal abortion, a
point Kamen notes in her interview with Hagen.*® Act I, scene 8, closes with
the women’s recognition of their own autonomy and efficacy:

JANE TWO: . .. What difference does it make who does it [the abortion],
as long as the person knows what in the hell they’re doing? They could be
anyone: a doctor, a paramedic, or . . .

ROSE: Even a Hyde Park housewife . . . The possibilities are endless.*

Rose’s final statement, alluding to the Hyde Park housewife as the new po-
tential underground abortionist, leads into scene 9, which takes place in an
apartment-cum-operating room with Doctor C, Patient Seven, and two mem-
bers of the Jane Collective, Jody and Rose. Rose informs the doctor that she
has already dilated the patient, and when the doctor expresses surprise at her
developing skills, Jody explains that they are learning as much as possible
to help minimize his workload due to the high volume of women who need
abortions.** After a bit of a power struggle between Doctor C and Jody, the
doctor acquiesces and helps teach Jody the procedure:
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(He hands curette to JoDY, who stares at it with doubt.)

DR. C: (weakening) Here, you scrape around and see if it’s clean.

(oDpY leans over and motions with curette, as if she is scraping.)

(impatient) Harder, harder. Hold it this way. Pull toward you. You can’t
be afraid to use your muscles. You can’t be so afraid to cause pain that you
don’t do the job right. . .. O.K. Good.

joDY: (surprised at her own success) Good.

(DR. c takes over procedure and yopY pushes her way back to observe
[the] woman.)®

Unlike the previous abortion scene, which focuses on the pregnant wom-
en’s experience in obtaining an abortion, this scene focuses on the literal pro-
cess of administering the procedure. As a director I had some difficulty figur-
ing out how I wanted to stage this scene, and we experimented with a variety
of tactics in rehearsals. One of the ideas I toyed with was staging the scene in
a nonrealist or hyperstylized manner. I positioned the doctor and Jody on one
side of the stage, with the medical equipment and the patient on an entirely
different portion of the stage. The doctor and Jody pantomimed with the cu-
rette on a nonexistent body, and the patient stood blindfolded and unmoving
under a light. Although spatially separating the doctor and patient created an
interesting stage picture, I ultimately decided against this. I felt that the pur-
pose of this scene was the unadorned portrayal of the abortion procedure and
that overtly stylized staging would be a distraction here. I staged this scene by
having the patient lie down with a sheet draped over her knees and positioned
the doctor and Jody as though they were actually performing the procedure.

I used simple staging because I believe this scene has straightforward ob-
jectives and that the matter-of-fact engagement with the abortion is central
to these goals. The purpose of this scene is twofold: it employs candid lan-
guage about the abortion process (the first half of the scene discusses dilation
and curettage, as well as pastes ordered from Sweden for inducing miscar-
riages), and it shows the process of the women in the collective transitioning
from referral service to active agents. The language in this scene is direct and
mechanical, much like the language throughout the play as a whole. Hagen
describes it as “frank and uncompromising,” and Kamen responds that she
“never held back in being too ‘graphic.”** Using blunt language about scraping
with a curette serves to focus on the abortion as a medical procedure rather
than a broader moral concept. The language in this scene is forthright about
the actions being performed on the patient’s body.

The second purpose of this scene is to reenact how the women from the
Jane Collective developed their roles from referral service to abortion practi-
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tioners. With a focus on the Jane practitioners, Jody and Rose, and the doc-
tor, who acts as reluctant educator, the patient is somewhat erased even as
her body is being highlighted. Patient Seven, blindfolded, never speaks in this
entire scene, and Jody and Doctor C work on her body as though it were a
car and they mechanics. Doctor C encourages Jody to disregard whether she
is causing the patient pain because the job needs to get done “right” While
the first abortion scene highlights the patients’ (Sunny’s and the anonymous
women’s) experience, this scene emphasizes the experience of the individuals
from the Jane Collective developing into abortion practitioners.

In an effort to showcase the agency of the Jane Collective, the patient re-
mains mute for the entirety of the scene, compromising the portrayal of the
agency of the patient as she becomes an object. Despite its other merits this
scene creates a problematic dichotomy, ironically underscoring the experi-
ence of a member of the collective at the expense of the experience of the
patient (the person for whom the collective formed and functioned). While
one of the purposes of the abortion acts on stage is to help foreground the
womenss lived experiences, the goal is not to foreground one woman while si-
lencing another. Perhaps part of the reason Kamen inadvertently participates
in such a dichotomized portrayal is due to the extent to which the entire abor-
tion debate has been laden with divisive rhetoric.

Embodied experience complicates abortion rhetoric, a necessary inter-
vention as the debate over abortion is fraught with complexity and dichoto-
mies. Dichotomies work to further polarize issues, cleanly separating them
into either-this-or-that distinctions and erasing acknowledgment of both-
this-and-that intricacies. In her article “Sometimes, It’s a Child and a Choice:
Toward an Embodied Abortion Praxis,” Jeannie Ludlow argues for more nu-
anced understandings of the vast complexity of differing women’s experiences
with abortion. Emphasizing the separation of the fetus and the woman as one
such dichotomy, in which the anti-abortion movement co-opts the use of fe-
tal imagery and the abortion rights movement rebuts by deflecting the focus
from the fetus and spotlighting the woman’s right to make decisions about her
own body, she argues “that the abortion rights activist movement’s reticence to
engage in discussions of the fetal body has left the door open for all uses of fe-
tal imagery to be read as anti-abortion.”* The bigger picture, as Ludlow notes,
is the role such dichotomies play in the “erosion of our reproductive rights*
Laury Oaks makes a similar argument, calling on feminist researchers to fos-
ter arguments and praxes that regard the fetus as “but one part of a cultural-
political reproductive position centered on the complex webs of women’s em-

bodied experiences, social relationships, and individual needs and desires”*
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Although the aforementioned scene in Jane displays a problematic dichotomy,
foregrounding the experience of the Jane Collective instead of the pregnant
woman’s experience, on the whole Kamen’s play avoids participating in sim-
plistic binaries. Kamen follows the trajectory of politically charged theater by
making invisible forces of power socially visible through dramatic art. The de-
cision to stage multiple abortions is a highly political move on Kamen’s part
and is a key component of the push toward public visibility. Kamen’s willing-
ness not to hold back on being too graphic helps disrupt the separation of a
woman’s body and rights from an acknowledgment of the fetus. Act I closes
with a woman from the Jane Collective describing the process of inducing
miscarriages by breaking the patient’s water. Jane Two explains: “And a, one
day, I was, started to, I was trying to break the water bag with forceps, and I
reached in and pulled out a little leg, a little foot, and I said, ‘Wow, all right, we
better go ahead and finish this.”*® Similarly, Act II opens with another member
of the collective, Ruth, being equally candid:

The actual emptying out of the womb was the thing that made us abortion-
ists. All the way up to dilating didn’t make any difference. And you couldn’t
do anything dilating—didn’t mean anything at all. Putting a speculum in—
giving a shot—you could be doing anything in the whole medical practice—
and not be doing an abortion.

(Did we think) that we were killing babies? (pause) Absolutely.*

The striking image of “a little leg, a little foot” as well as the use of the
term “killing babies”—both taken verbatim from interviews—are obvious
examples of an amenability on behalf of the women within the collective
as well as Kamen to engage with the topic of the fetus as a being. Although
necessary, such engagement can feel unsettling because it is laden with risks.
Ludlow details the controversy that erupted in response to Catholics for a
Free Choice founder Frances Kissling’s article “Is There Life after Roe? How
to Think about the Fetus,” in which Kissling argues for both respecting the
woman’s right to make decisions about her body and considering the “
of developing human life”*° Ludlow notes that the response was “strong and
swift,” with anti-abortion activist John Mallon arguing that the article was
indicative of “Cracks in the Wall” (i.e., flaws in abortion rights advocacy)
and abortion rights activists Ellie Smeal (Feminist Majority Foundation) and
Susan Hill (National Womens Health Organization) contending that focus
on the fetus detracts from focusing on the woman.” Smeal further expresses
concerns that Kissling’s article was co-opted to start internal strife or “in-
fighting” among abortion rights activists.? The idea that an acknowledgment
of both the woman and the fetus will spark infighting implies a kind of pre-

value
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existing uniformity in beliefs among abortion rights activists, an oversimpli-
fication at best.

The false notion of uniformity was made glaringly clear to me by my recent
attendance at a reproductive rights event. On January 22, 2012, I attended the
Santa Barbara Planned Parenthood’s thirty-ninth annual Roe v. Wade anni-
versary event. The event featured an introductory speech by Congresswoman
Lois Capps and a keynote lecture by sociologist Carole Joffe. Throughout Jof-
fe’s speech a woman in the audience screamed comments meant to be state-
ments of energetic assent, such as “It’s not a baby it’s a parasite,” and directly
following Joffe’s speech a different woman took the microphone to urge us
all to stop using the word abortion, because she felt that the very word was a
disservice to the cause. I felt little to no resonance with these women’s views
regarding the issue of reproductive rights and its articulation. The notion that
using the word abortion or so much as acknowledging the fetus as a develop-
ing human can be appropriated as evidence of “cracks in the wall” is particu-
larly worrisome at such a precarious point in current policy and legislature
on access to legal abortion services.” The avoidance of candid language about
the abortion process fails to strengthen feminist activism for abortion rights
and is, in fact, a disservice to the cause. It implies an unwillingness or inabil-
ity to engage in a discussion about the various complexities and nuances of
the issue. Such avoidance perpetuates stigma; it plays directly into the hands
of anti-abortion advocates by espousing timidity and shame among abortion
rights advocates.™

To its credit Jane does not simplify the debate, nor does it minimize the
gravity that abortion holds for many individuals or the ambivalence it holds
for others. Rather, it highlights the reality of a time period in which women,
faced with limited options, were forced to obtain illegal abortions and the cir-
cumstances that surrounded such an event. Using candid language about the
abortion process, including the fetus and its “little leg,” is an honest part of this
discussion. Jane’s forthright account about the abortion process, the collective,
and the issues women faced before abortion was made legal makes a produc-
tive contribution to current political conversations about abortion measures.

FEELING “FACTS”: POLITICAL THEATER ON STAGE AND OFF

Senator Jon Kyl's false declaration that abortions comprise 9o percent of
Planned Parenthood’s work is a deliberate misrepresentation of facts. Claim-
ing that abortion services account for go percent of Planned Parenthood’s
work is a presentation of faux logos that actually functions rhetorically as pa-
thos. The “statistic” is meant to inflame people’s outrage about abortion and
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motivate them to vote against the funding of an institution for women’s health
by erroneously depicting it as an abortion factory. According to sociologist
Joel Best, who examines how statistics get deployed in political and social de-
bates, as a culture we “fetishize” statistics, regarding them as “powerful repre-
sentations of the truth”>® Kyl's gross numerical inflation plays directly on this
fetish. As Best explains, large numbers indicate a large problem, “compelling
our attention, concern, and action. . . . Numbers seem to be “hard facts”"—
little nuggets of indisputable truth”>® Although Kyl’s large number was unde-
niably disputable, his wielding of a big number was intentional in his efforts to
portray abortion—and specifically Planned Parenthood’s services—as a major
social problem that warrants attention, concern, and action. Given that abor-
tions amount to 2—3 percent of Planned Parenthood’s services, Kyl's depiction
undermines and minimizes the actual 9o-plus percent of their services (e.g.,
STI/STD testing and treatment, contraception, cancer screening and preven-
tion, prenatal services, etc.).”

The problem is that narratives like Kyl's frequently circulate among anti-
abortion supporters regardless of accuracy. For example, Laury Oaks examines
the politics at play in the anti-abortion campaigns that purport that abortion
heightens womenss risk for developing breast cancer.”® Oaks explains how pub-
lishing this information as “scientific fact”—irrespective of contradictory stud-
ies and findings—benefits anti-abortion advocates’ own political interests be-
cause elevating women’s fears about breast cancer has the potential to “mobilize
voters to lobby legislators to implement anti-abortion policies”™ Additionally,
under the guise of a public health campaign, in 1996 Christ’s Bride Ministries
received free ad space to propagate their abortion-causes-breast-cancer mes-
sage on billboards and buses.®® Masking a political agenda composed of un-
substantiated information as a public health service enables anti-abortion ad-
vocates to further spread misinformation. Such misinformation affects policy.
As Oaks notes, in 2001 eighteen different states established measures neces-
sitating that informed consent procedures include warnings about breast can-
cer risks.”" Similarly, on July 24, 2012, South Dakota passed a law that requires
doctors to include warnings of suicide risk in informed consent procedures,
despite conflicting studies.®* As with Kyl's groundless statistic and subsequent
erasure of the statistic in the public record, the abortion-causes-breast-cancer
campaign and the abortion-correlates-with-suicide informed consent legisla-
tion illuminate how fiction is already embedded in the “real” (or how the “real”
is already embedded in fiction). Thus, scholars’ aforementioned depictions of
documentary and docudrama as “antithetical” to each other fail to acknowl-
edge the power that fiction can—and already does—offer the document or pri-
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mary source material: the “public health” campaign, the resultant legislation,
the Senate speech, the official congressional record, and so on.

Fiction has effects on real-life policy. The derision of docudrama for its
incorporation of fiction fails to account for the ways in which fictional sto-
ries construct or mold our understanding of abortion. The imaginary holds
weight, and thus it stands to reason that some of Jane’s strength lies in its for-
mat as a docudrama, that it does blend the “real” stories with the hypotheti-
cal. The blending of “real” with fiction is a characteristic of docudrama, but it
is also already a characteristic of the “real” (and therefore it is a characteristic
of primary source material). Kamen takes a strategy already frequently used
by anti-abortion activists and inverts it. Rather than imagining the abortion
event solely from the perspective of the fetus, Kamen normalizes it as a medi-
cal procedure experienced by many and imagines the event from the perspec-
tive of the women seeking medical treatment and the women striving to pro-
vide that treatment. In Jane the procedure of an abortion is theatrically staged,
standing in as a representation for the imagined event that, while often un-
spoken or erased, is actually a very real and fairly normal medical procedure,
despite its minimal onstage presence in other plays.®

Given the fervor with which people debate abortion, it is puzzling that
abortion tends to lack a stronger presence in theater, documentary or other-
wise. Linda Kintz explains that it is curious that abortion, “an intensely private
and intimate matter fought over in the most public and violent ways,” has not
been more commonly placed in the public forum of the theater, especially
since the streets outside clinics have served as public spaces of “militantly
theatricalized activism”®* The minimal theatrical representation of abortion
is surprising not solely due to the immensely public and theatrical off-stage
debates but also because theater typically thrives on heightened stakes, and
this issue, regardless of where one’s support lies, fits the bill for heightened
stakes.®® Hagen’s use of the word confrontation is apropos. Abortion—despite
being a legal and common medical procedure—is frequently an uncomfort-
able social topic; viewing a theatrical presentation taps into this discomfort.*
Placing abortion on stage confronts the reality that abortion is an actual hu-
man experience (one that many audience members may have had) rather than
a broader moral, rhetorical debate. Though some may argue that seeing an
abortion performed in a theatrical setting is less “real” than the verbatim in-
terviews, such an interpretation privileges the written over the embodied and
the recollection over the representation. The abortions in Jane are significant
moments because they stage a taboo medical procedure—taboo, even now,
despite its current legal status. The play takes a stigmatized topic—shrouded
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in political rhetoric, infrequently staged—and handles it as a lived experience,
a reality for many.

The social and political merit of docudrama in Jane is the confrontation of
a complex reality layered with imaginative fiction, the use of fiction to fill in
the historical gaps of the Jane Collective both by staging accounts of the stig-
matized illegal abortion and by representing (through theatrical staging) the
unspoken or frequently absent event (the abortion procedure). Privileging an
imagined account is already quite common in anti-abortion rhetoric, as anti-
abortion activists frequently use such tactics, for example: speaking from the
perspective of the fetus verbally or through signs and t-shirts. Peggy Phelan
illustrates such activities in her research on the anti-abortion group Opera-
tion Rescue, noting the group’s adult males “ventriloquizing for the unborn
child” through statements like “Mother, please don’t murder me”* Similarly,
Linda Kintz details her attendance at a Concerned Women for America (CwA)
event in Washington, pc. During a ceremonial memorial service for all the
aborted fetuses postRoe v. Wade, the cwa leaders individually placed roses
into an empty crib in front of a sobbing and deeply affected audience.®® Kintz
describes the young adolescent girl sitting next to her as “limp from the emo-
tional impact” and notes how “the ceremony would define the humanity of
the fetus for that twelve-year-old girl in a way that would never again have
to be articulated; the ‘fact’ would be felt in terms of belief that fully engaged
her body”® As with the men ventriloquizing for fetuses, the memorial ser-
vice conducted by the cwa was a highly theatrical event, a symbolic reimag-
ining of living and breathing (and in the ventriloquists’ case speaking) babies
that never were born (babies that are, by the way, always imagined to be fu-
ture presidents or curers of cancer, but never imagined to be future Planned
Parenthood workers).” This imaginative fiction works to bolster one’s beliefs
through the power of pathos, or as Kintz explains, the issue’s “facts” are now
“felt” The cwa rally and the Operation Rescue protests create their own form
of docudrama. Both groups blend the “real” (the fact that some women have
abortions) with the imagined (the imagined life of the unborn babies). Rather
than imagine the life of the unborn baby post-Roe v. Wade, Jane imagines the
circumstances of the women obtaining illegal abortions pre-Roe v. Wade. The
play also imagines the formation of a collective of women who helped other
women obtain the medical care that they needed. The hybridization of fiction
in conjunction with the documentary accounts is an attempt to simultane-
ously honor and disrupt the idea of lived experience. As a docudrama Jane
works in opposition to a performance such as the cwa’s rose-in-crib rally, by
using a blend of historical dramatic reenactment and verbatim interviews to
make a different set of “facts” (or individuals’ narratives and experiences) felt.
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A FINISHED YET ONGOING EVENT?

It was several months after Roe v. Wade’s passage that Illinois’s legal and medi-
cal infrastructure caught up to enable abortion access consistent with the rul-
ing’s terms.” On March 9, 1973, the case against the seven Jane members who
had been arrested in May 1972 was dropped.” But because of the ruling’s lan-
guage, members of the collective remained concerned about women’s access
to (and treatment during) abortion. As Kaplan notes, “Roe v. Wade, written
emphatically in terms of physician’s rights, not womenss rights, revalidated the
medical profession’s control of women’s reproductive health””> Many women
in the collective worried about the (mis)treatment women might receive at
the hands of medical professionals, if indeed they were able to access services
at all. While some members wanted to keep the organization running, ulti-
mately the women recognized that it was too dangerous to maintain services
once legal clinics were in operation, so the Jane Collective disbanded.”

Dawson implies that documentary theater typically occurs in response to a
finished event. He explains that before an event can be staged and interpreted,
“the full consequence of the event must be known””* Although the Jane Col-
lective is no longer an operating group, the full consequence of the reproduc-
tive rights debate cannot be known. The battle over reproductive rights re-
mains intensely ongoing. Jane holds up a mirror to an important historical
moment, allowing us to reimagine the lives and experiences of women at a
time when abortion was illegal. The unspoken yet powerful implications of
this play demand that we not only imagine the past but also consider the ram-
ifications of a future in which Roe v. Wade is overturned or abortion access is
further restricted. The imagined future seems none too distant given the state
of current politics.

The intensity of the abortion debates, in conjunction with the rapidity and
frequency with which anti-abortion laws are propagated, reminds us that the
docudrama Jane has an important contemporary message, one that need not
be ignored because of form. The debate over docudrama as a valid form is
similar to the longstanding feminist critiques about what and who count as
credible. The dismissive treatment of the medium for not adhering to pre-
scriptive unities rings similar to scientific notions about objectivity or anthro-
pological critiques about feminist writings and form.” Feminist theater prac-
titioners can disrupt or destabilize such a hierarchy of forms. Acknowledging
the merits of employing a docudrama form or a hybridized style of interview-
primary source material and imaginative fiction, a docudrama such as Jane
offers a unique opportunity, allowing the audience to simultaneously experi-
ence a version of the “real” alongside the fictive and to think about the broader
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implications of both. Given the limited representations of abortion narratives
in theater, and the general absence of abortions on stage, Jane makes a vital
pedagogical and theatrical intervention.
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