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To-Do List

Make a list (check)

Check bus schedule, if there is one

Find that flyer about the school food pantry

Feed those who need feeding

Care for someone else’s body

Buy band-aids

Confront and battle the existential crisis that is the invisibility of maternal labor

Read bedtime story …

Once upon a time, in the eleventh century, a Scottish noble killed another Scottish noble in battle and subsequently married his widow. The woman in question, Gruoch, was mother to a son, Lulach, from her first marriage. However, perhaps because of fertility issues or because bearing children in eleventh-century Scotland was sometimes easier said than done, the new couple had no children of their own despite what appears to have been a long and stable marriage. After a time, the noble killed King Duncan who ruled the land, thereby becoming the new king of Scotland. His stepson, Lulach, became heir to the throne, and when the new king was killed by an English and Scottish alliance, Lulach ruled in his place. But not for long. Lulach’s unlucky mother—a widow again—soon lost her son in battle, and a new king, Malcolm, was crowned. And then she died, perhaps of grief. And that was the end of that.

If this sounds familiar, it’s because the noble was the subject of one of Shakespeare’s best-known and most maternally obsessed plays: Macbeth. Mothers, births, wombs, babies, children, midwives, breast feeding, maternal loss, fertility, parenting, surrogate parents, and anxiety about family are everywhere in Macbeth. Macbeth’s nemesis, McDuff, is famously delivered by C-section, being from his mother’s womb “untimely ripped,” and therefore exempt from the witches’ prophecies (V.viii.15). His wife, Lady MacDuff, is violently unmothered when she loses all her babies “at one fell swoop” to Macbeth’s bandits (IV.iii.218). And most significantly of all Lady Macbeth is both pointedly not a mother, insofar as the absence of an heir is at the very heart of Macbeth’s problem, and pointedly a potential mother, insofar as Macbeth suggests (and hopes) that she is ruthless enough to “bring forth men-children only” (I.vii.72). And yet Lady Macbeth herself complicates this fraught duality by going so far as to identify herself as already a mother, saying “I have given suck and know how tender ‘tis to love the babe that milks me” (I.vii.55). This babe, however, is nowhere in the play and readers and theatre goers are left to assume that the child is either deceased, missing, illegitimate and raised in secret elsewhere, or—if Shakespeare stayed true to the history—the product of a previous marriage and therefore politically complicated and arguably in the way of the patriarchally centered plot. Motherhood is fundamentally essential to the story, and systematically erased from it; mothers are everywhere, and nowhere.

This book is not about Shakespeare. Yet perhaps precisely because Macbeth at first glance appears to be well beyond the typically marginalized genre of women’s drama (should there be such a thing) and even further beyond the even more marginalized genre of drama about motherhood, Macbeth is a good place to start. Indeed, the ease with which we might initially overlook the maternal in Macbeth underscores the persistence and prevalence of a particularly thorny critical question in theatre and performance studies: how does the complicated visibility of mothers on stage respond to and shape their hugely significant but often overlooked presence in the social and political fabric of the world? If we take as a given the fact that theatre history is an ongoing part of world history, what might we learn about social and political constructions of the maternal if we address the subjectivity of mothers on stage with the same rigor with which we have long studied the supposedly universal subject position of “man”? How might we understand maternal conflict and labor and power and performance in new ways by taking up this critical question and bringing it to bear on drama and the world right now?

The twenty-first century has seen a growing urgency around issues of gender and racial parity, LGBTQ+ rights, and disability. This urgency prompts a widespread call for reform to practices and pedagogy in the theatre. Movements such as Black Lives Matter and #MeToo have raised questions about the ethics of casting, how to decolonize syllabi, what to do about intimacy in the rehearsal room, and when to use trigger warnings for audiences. We have reached a point of reckoning regarding inequity in the arts—in terms of both compensation and representation. The Asian American Performers Acting Coalition (AAPAC), as one example, has compiled statistics on racial representation in New York theatre and found that while strides toward equity have been made, they are still small. Angel Desai, steering committee member of the organization, points out that “the population of white people in New York, according to the last census is maybe around 33, 35%, but the numbers of white people on stage last year was 65%.”1 The Count 2.0, published by The Dramatists Guild in 2018, found similarly small gains in terms of gender in the last decade, reporting that male playwrights still get more than twice the number of professional productions that female playwrights do, though, as Marsha Norman has noted, women typically account for more than half the audience.2

Continued disparity speaks to the tenacity of the white-male subject position in theatre, prompting ethical questions about the kinds of roles women have access to in terms of gender’s intersection with race, sexuality, body type, age, ability, and class. Lucy Kerbel, noted feminist and theatre director from the U.K. who has worked on projects such as The Act for Change Project, highlights the fact that women as seen on stage represent a very narrow spectrum when it comes to age, body type, and ethnicity.3 This rings true for American theatre as well, with which British theatre has long had a mutually influential relationship. Mothers, then, we might speculate, must occupy a very narrow band of representation on stage.

Statistics and observations like these reflect inequities in society at large, but also demonstrate how mothers are often further disadvantaged by being left out of the data entirely. In addition, the very sacrifices mothers make in almost any job end up impacting their compensation and perpetuating exploitative situations. On stage, behind the scenes, and in the social world that the theatre seeks to address, “mothers sacrifice pay for jobs that are compatible with motherhood.”4 According to a recent Forbes article about the impacts of COVID-19, one survey “showed that the vast majority of women questioned did more cooking, cleaning, laundry, childcare and education during lockdown than before, forcing them to de-prioritize paid work more frequently than their male counterparts.”5 Since long before the pandemic, the very structure of the theatre-making in America has typically been formulated in ways that preclude caregivers who need to find childcare, or need to be available for children in the evenings. COVID both impacted jobs across the theatre industry and exacerbated the situation for mothers. Additionally, the reality of pregnancy itself can disrupt or break performance contracts and throw reproductive women out of work.

Recognizing the need for supporting mothers on stage, behind the scenes and behind the pens of these narratives, organizations are fortunately slowly emerging to address these concerns. In addition to institutionally backed initiatives such as The Kilroys and the Lily Awards, along with more grassroots communities of theatre moms facilitated by social media, the American theatre landscape now also has fellowships and awards for parents in the arts, as well as places like SPACE on Ryder Farm and organizations like PAAL (Parent Artist Advocacy League). So too other countries and theatre communities have recognized the necessity and power of groups that work in support of mothers. MAMs (Mothers Artist Makers) in Ireland started as a conversation over coffee between mothers who were theatre-makers and found that “the isolation of the primary carer from other creatives was the common ground we all stood on,” and six years later it is an organization with several hundred members both nationally and internationally including Americans.6 MAMs also advises the use of family-friendly best practices, which they introduced at the 2017 Theatre Forum Conference, that include “Sympathetic Scheduling, Children in the Work Space, Family Friendly Staff Training, [and] Childcare.” A fifth best practice, entitled “Ask the Question …” is explained in this way:

AFTER you have contractually agreed to employ anyone, ask them this question: ‘Is there anyone in your life whose care you are responsible for and is there any way we can assist you to facilitate this while you work for us?’ This is the game changer. It will radically change the experience of the carers working for you who often hide the challenges they face, fearing their commitment will be in question. It will improve their attitude, output and ability to work creatively.7



The needle is starting to shift, but in many respects broader feminist attention to mothers is still much needed in order to support these efforts. Somehow, the category “mother” has yet to transcend reductive homogeneity and has thus remained parenthetical in the struggle for wider cultural inclusivity and parity.

Part of the problem, then, is to resist homogeneity. As feminists, theatre scholars, practitioners, students, and engaged audience members, we have a responsibility to broaden the ways in which we use the term motherhood and to think more deeply about how we identify the labor of mothering, or motherwork.8 We can enrich our experience of reading, watching, making, and writing about theatre when we focus our attention on the representation and labor of a wider variety of maternal identities, especially those often overlooked, such as queer mothers, mothers-to-be, immigrant mothers, and others who perform motherwork while not being visible as mothers themselves. The question of who is included in the discourse around motherhood is undoubtedly a political one, with important sites of intersection for disability studies, queer theory, performance studies, and Black feminism. The chapters in this book aim to use these contemporary lenses to approach recent representations of motherhood on stage in an effort to widen the scope of the discourse.

In addition to the need to harness a range of critical lenses in the service of examining motherhood on stage, there is a pressing need to privilege the voices of mothers and treat those voices as authoritative about their own experiences. As useful as Lady Macbeth is for raising key questions about gender tropes, reproductive politics, and the centuries-long erasure of mothers from narratives about power, the text in which she exists does little to validate her identity as a mother. However, the number of people who identify with this position and/or its labor is staggering, making the voices of mothers an indispensable part of our cultural narrative. Mothers are not merely objects to serve others, nor should they “function only to provide the limits of the male subject, which help to complete his outline,” as Sue Ellen Case’s landmark feminist critique of theatre makes clear.9 Rather, they are subjects with identities that inform their stories and their actions. This is not just a question of what those stories are, but also of who tells them and how. The inclusion here of a number of ethnographies, interviews, discussions, collaborations, and manifestos aims to set these accounts on equal footing with theoretically situated chapters analyzing dramatic work by other writers, thereby offering a feminist intervention into traditional hierarchies of knowledge which tend to systemically privilege the work of non-mothers (who can often have easier paths to degree completion, and tenure).

Importantly, there is also a growing body of dramatic work fueling scholarship as well. We are starting to see an increase in the number of plays and performances that center the experiences of motherhood and directly address many of the big and under-explored issues of maternity. Subjects such as abortion, pregnancy loss, post-partum mental health, adoption, single parenting, and infertility—to name a few—are now finding their way onto American stages. Such performances address concerns that directly impact an entire population of people, validating their experiences and making this the right time for a book such as this one, which holds analysis of these plays and performances as one of its primary objectives.

There are, in fact, far more plays worthy of this attention than can be covered here. The fact that this volume includes not substantive analysis of plays like Molly Smith Metzler’s Cry It Out, Diana Son’s Satellites, or Dominique Morisseau’s Pipeline, to name just a few, suggests a need and opportunity for more research. A collaboratively sourced list of plays for further reading is included in this volume, but even that is not exhaustive. Nonetheless the variety of texts, themes, formal concerns, and engagements with social issues that are considered in this book suggests, we hope, the breadth of possibilities. Plays such as Grounded offer a nuanced look at how a maternal subjectivity can clash with military structures, goals, and values. Lisa Loomer’s Expecting Isabel tackles the complex experience of infertility when motherhood is held out as a standard that one is expected to achieve. Eclipsed raises the complicated issue of mothers and their children as commodities for larger patriarchal causes, while Suzan-Lori Parks’s Red Letter Plays look frankly at mothers in the context of themes such as incarceration, homelessness, and medical intervention. The number of adaptations and re-imaginings of A Doll’s House alone, as you will see in coming chapters, reflect our communal preoccupation with the role of the mother and the standards by which society holds “her” accountable. Thus, alongside the manifestos and ethnographies, this book offers timely analyses of these contemporary American plays from several critical perspectives.

This book then, like motherhood itself, is not one thing. Rather, it is mindfully composite—an amalgam of pieces that together are larger than the sum of their parts. What connects them is the shift in focus to the centrality of motherhood itself, in all its complicated variations. To draw on Frankenstein, another tale in which mothers are everywhere and nowhere, we are taking up Mary Shelley’s warning of two centuries ago, to beware the erasure of mothers, mothering, and motherwork. The terrain of the maternal is sometimes frightening, often messy, and always complicated, and it infuses—and is infused by—a myriad of other social forces. Our work, then, is to embrace that messiness, not to erase it, or dress it up with a nice demure bow.

The contributions in this book are strategically different, but they are grouped in ways that we hope will draw attention to the many intersections, variations, commonalities, and mutually productive contradictions that help to shape the field of mother studies.

In Part One, entitled “Rescripting Reproduction and the Pregnant Body,” the chapters included address the complex negotiations surrounding fertility, the invisibility of maternal potential, and the theatrical labor of performing the reproductive body. Lynn Deboeck’s chapter explores the currency of pregnancy in Lisa Loomer’s Expecting Isabel, and the resulting social value ascribed to the reproductive potential of women. Tamar Neumann’s chapter scrutinizes the narratives surrounding birth mothers in a wide range of contemporary plays. Sarah Johnson documents an act of reproduction-as-dramaturgy and dramaturgy-as-reproduction in her piece, making clear the benefit maternal thinking has on the theatrical craft and introducing dramaturgical context for the plays Grounded and Gloria. Both Roberta Hunte and Michelle Hayford look at reproductive activism. Hunte’s chapter offers an insightful analysis of devised work and performance activism through an account of the piece We Are BRAVE, which addresses issues of abortion, reproductive justice, medical racism, and the realities of transgender pregnancy. Hayford’s chapter, which starts with drag performance and ends with a call to action in academia, traces connections between queer performance, pregnancy, gender identity, pedagogy, ethnography, and activism in rich and complex ways. In this way, this part interrogates reproduction and pregnancy as both physical and political states of being with chapters exploring a variety of ways in which this pre-maternal state finds representation and expression on stage.

Part Two, “Maternal/Theatrical Legacies,” builds on the issues of the first part by thinking about rescripting in a different way: through legacy and feminist interventions into narrative histories. Chapters by Alison Walls and Suzie Elnaggar look at two different adaptations of A Doll’s House. Elnaggar’s chapter, which explores Heather Raffo’s Noura, examines how assumptions about maternal responsibility, marriage, and child-rearing are culturally contingent. Wall’s chapter offers an insightful feminist critique of Hnath’s Dollshouse Part 2, looking at what this play reveals about which assumptions we have moved past since second wave feminism, and which ones we have not. Aoise Stratford’s chapter argues that Suzan-Lori Parks’s Red Letter Plays are part of a Feminist Gothic genealogy that stages social anxieties about controlling maternal power, through tropes of monstrosity, the uncanny, and fear. Daphne Lei’s chapter is a poignant analysis of Snow in Midsummer, Francis Ya-chu Cowig’s reimagined version of the thirteenth-century play by Guan Hanqing, The Injustice Done to Dou E That Moved Heaven and Earth. This chapter looks with an eco-feminist eye at the tropes of natural, unnatural, and supernatural motherhood in order to probe the relationships between motherhood, gender violence, social justice, and climate change. All of these chapters specifically address the complicated legacies that maternal representation and expression have handed to future generations.

“Motherhood/Nationhood” is the title of the third part of chapters. The chapters in this part build on concerns raised in some of the earlier chapters to ask more directly how performances articulate a connection between motherhood and citizenhood. The chapters here consider this intersection from a variety of angles. Jacqueline Viskup’s chapter explores the clash between military and maternity in two plays: Grounded and Welcome Home Jenny Sutter. The implications of birth as citizenship are at the center of Melissa Flower’s Transitions, a manifesto and performance piece. Diana Benea’s chapter picks up similar issues in its look at undocumented motherhood in Quiara Alegría Hudes’ and Erin McKeown’s Miss You Like Hell. A troubling look at mothers as victims of, and complicit participants in, the violent architecture of war grounds L. Bailey McDaniel’s chapter on Danai Guirira’s Eclipsed; while motherhood’s relationship to cultural and religious traditions grounds Megan Stahl’s exploration of Rohina Malik’s Unveiled. This part of chapters follows several threads that encounter the seldom contemplated intersections of motherhood and nationhood, thinking through citizenship, loyalty to the state, biopolitics, and motherwork as national service.

The last part of this book considers, and is appropriately titled, “Motherhood as Theatrical Labor.” We step back from motherhood as a state or identity represented in performance to look at the ways in which the labor of motherhood informs, supports, and complicates the labor of theatre-making. This part starts with Teresa Simone’s chapter on dance moms, which continues the exploration of the national implications of motherwork to look critically at the labor of putting children on stage. Kristyl Tift considers the intersections between the labor of making maternal performance and the performance of maternal and care-labor in her analysis of her own original play, No Further. Christina Hurtado-Pearson and Jessie Mills reclaim Jewish mother tropes as tools for productive labor in the classroom and rehearsal room, while Shawna Mefferd Kelty’s manifesto offers better practices for harnessing the overlap between a doula’s work in the delivery room and a director’s work in the rehearsal room. Conversation between mothers, itself a performance of labor in various ways, anchors the remaining two pieces in this section: Daniella Vinitski Mooney interview with PAAL (Parent Artist Advocacy League) founder Rachel Hewitt, and a transcript from the 2022 ASTR Field Conversation on Black motherhood in which Janinya Martin, Myisha Anderson, Maisha Akbar, Shondrika Moss-Bouldin, and Nicole Hodges Persley discuss supporting and validating motherwork. The chapters that make up this part look to understand mothers at the borders of practice and representation and to ask how representation is informed by the lived experiences of the mothers who embody characters or remain invisibly in the wings.

As feminists, we hope that all the pieces in this collection will serve to build meaningful bridges between the representation of mothers on stage and the ways in which we might come to understand how those representations shape and are shaped by social expectations and lived experience. There is much richness to be mined from maternal tropes in twenty-first-century theatre and performance, and we invite everyone to participate in the mining. As Rachel Spencer Hewitt’s interview in Part Four suggests, communal responsibility is one of the bests tools we have in the task of ensuring that mothers are visible, welcome at the table, and still have resources left when the time comes for them to contribute. So yes, motherhood is messy and complicated, but it is also beautiful and meaningful. We—as those engaged in the widely varied labors of motherwork, as scholars and practitioners, and as people who are ourselves often complicated and messy—offer the articles, manifestos, interviews, and ethnographies included here not as a place from which to start this important labor so much as a place from which to continue the conversations we are certain are already out there. After all, there is much remaining on the to-do list.



Mother’s To-Do List

Kiss bumped elbows

Fetch water

Confront and battle with the existential crisis that is unseen maternal labor (again)

Feed those who need feeding

Encourage discussion

Find alternatives to Macbeth and Frankenstein for the next bedtime story

Save the world
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	Lucy Kerbel. All Change Please: A Practical Guide to Achieving Gender Equality in Theatre. London: Nick Hern Books, 2017.
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	Cox Josie, “New Research Shows Covid-19’s Impact on Gender Inequality and Mothers’ Mental Health,” Forbes (July 30, 2020), https://www.forbes.com/sites/josiecox/2020/07/30/covid-19-gender-equality-mental-health-working-mothers-flexible-working/#d3594201e4a5.

	website mamsireland.wordpress.com.

	Ibid. (“5 Family Friendly Practices”).

	This term is widely in use and theorizes a number of ways in which labor is connected to motherhood, whether that labor is conducted by mothers or not.

	Sue-Ellen Case, Feminism and Theatre, New York: Routledge, 17.







Part One Rescripting Reproduction and the Pregnant Body

DOI: 10.4324/9781003304463-2



To-Do List

Do a pregnancy test

Book appointment with OBGYN/Midwife/Healer/Mama-mentor

Navigate the treacherous political landscape of our reproductive bodies

Feed those who need feeding

Let out seams of favorite skirt/pants/saree/kilt/pjs

Find the courage to talk about miscarriage experiences with others

Lift up the mothers around me






1 Illuminating Solidarity Performing Mothering at the Intersections of Identities as Sexual and Reproductive Justice Activism

Roberta Suzette Hunte
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In 2013 Western States Center, an advocacy organization working to strengthen and increase democratic participation of marginalized communities in the Pacific Northwest, embarked on a campaign to center the voices of communities of color in Oregon’s reproductive politics. The Center, in partnership with pro-choice groups locally and nationally, joined efforts to bring the voices of Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian American, and Pacific Islander-led organizations into conversation with mainstream/white and cis-dominant groups around abortion access and reproductive health more broadly. To begin, they invited people of color-led organizations and community members to participate in a year-long consciousness raising initiative on reproductive justice called Building Reproductive Autonomy and Voices for Equity (BRAVE). I was a member of the initial cohort.

Catherine (Kate) Ming T’ien Duffly1 and I approached Western States Center to offer a cultural intervention to their work that included some form of public storytelling based on narratives from BRAVE members. The legislative campaign that the Center organized focused on comprehensive reproductive care for all people in Oregon. This included secure access to abortion and contraception, and perinatal and postpartum medical care for people despite immigration status or gender identity. Our task was to craft a piece that made the personal, political. They wanted the piece to be used at three gatherings of their members and affiliates. The piece was to spark discussion among their stakeholders and potential collaborators.2

From 2016 to 2017, Kate and I collaborated with a community cast of women of color and trans men to devise We Are BRAVE, a 60-minute performance based on story gathering workshops put on by Western States Center and students from our respective universities: Reed College and Portland State University. We Are BRAVE drew on participants’ personal experiences and dealt with issues of abortion, histories of reproductive oppression and justice in the U.S., domestic violence, medical racism around birth, and transgender reproductive health.

The cultural work of We Are BRAVE was to (1) dramatize key issues of political concern for people of color, (2) engage Western States Center’s community partners in a deeper discussion around these issues, and (3) organize audiences for direct action to impact reproductive healthcare legislation. The piece depicts mothering as part of an intersectional collective movement for reproductive justice. SisterSong Women of Color Reproductive Justice Collective defines reproductive justice as the right to have a child, to not have a child, to parent the children you have in safe and sustainable communities, and to have bodily autonomy. The project engages questions of equity for those who mother as aligned with, in solidarity with, and/or overlapping with issues regarding trans bodies, queer healthcare, and medical racism. We Are BRAVE positions maternal and mothering (redefined as inclusive of masculine, androgynous, feminine, and other gender expressions and identities) as part of a larger conversation about health equity, bodily autonomy, family formation, and environmental safety. Positioning the performance of mothering within the larger theoretical and political framework of the reproductive justice movement moves conversations around the maternal from those of individual choices toward collective issues around bodily autonomy for all.

Loretta Ross, a SisterSong founder and one of the foremost reproductive justice thinkers, says that focusing broadly on reproductive oppression rather than narrowly focusing on abortion rights is critical to the formation of a new movement that can truly help communities of color thrive.3 Reproductive oppression is the sexual and reproductive control and exploitation, of women’s, girls’, and individual’s bodies. Reproductive justice provides an intersectional lens that seeks to address the myriad ways that race, gender, class, ability, and sexuality intersect in people’s lives based on their social location. Storytelling helps us unearth how reproductive oppression manifests in our day-to-day lives and how we resist. It also makes space for other narratives of reproductive justice where people’s full humanity is respected.

Our method drew from personal narratives and actors who embodied much of that source material. The Combahee River Collective4 in their Black Feminist Statement assert that understanding embodied experiences of oppression is a vital contribution to identity politics: “We believe that the most profound and potentially most radical politics come directly out of our own identity, as opposed to working to end somebody else’s oppression.” They go on to state that identity politics and embodied experience are critical facets around which to organize in order to address the structural, cultural, and institutional forces that impinge upon the lives of women, women in the developing world, and working people. Identity is explicitly and implicitly woven through personal stories. In our stories we can find opportunities for solidarity across our varying sociocultural identities of race, gender, class, ability, sexuality, and so on.

Black Feminist performance scholar Joni L. Jones writes about engaging identity through embodied performance, where actors embody some of the identities of the lived experiences they portray. She says: “(1) identity and daily interactions are a series of conscious and unconscious choices improvised within culturally and socially specific guidelines, and (2) that people learn through participation.”5 Embodied performance is a way for actors to walk in another’s shoes, and for audiences to empathize more deeply with experiences and identities that they may or may not fully understand. It was a critical part of our devising processes as the narratives of actors were woven throughout the final script.

As a cohort member of BRAVE, I was captivated by the opportunities for personal story sharing that occurred throughout our meetings. An example of this was an abortion fishbowl exercise where four members of our community sat in a circle with an empty chair as the fifth spot. The larger group of 30 plus BRAVE members sat in a circle around them. The people in the center were multiracial and multigender. They had agreed to share their abortion story with the group. The empty chair was for a member of the group to share their story if they felt moved. I still remember those stories. They were deeply personal and shared themes of domestic violence, inconvenient pregnancies, relief from having an abortion, grief at disappointing family, pride in oneself for being independent, love of self, love of children, and cultural pressures. In that circle we saw each other more fully as people. Around this circle I came to understand more fully why abortion was necessary for reproductive care. I remember an older Latinx member of the group who shared the experience of driving her friend to an abortion. Doing so challenged her religious beliefs and her father’s wishes. She supported her friend and did not talk about it for years. Some participants carried shame around aspects of their experience, some liberation. Some already had children, some went on to have children at a better time. Some remained childless, firm in their choice. The intimacy and authentic complexity of this fishbowl exercise was central to my thinking in our devising process.

We put out a call with BRAVE members to collaborate on a devised theatre piece based on a compilation of narratives from the participants. Fifteen people participated in the piece throughout the crafting of the performance. Among the production team there were college students and fellow faculty who wanted to learn about reproductive justice: Kate, Jasmine, Aziza, Julianna, a dramaturg, and devising coach; Western States Center cohort members: myself, Marina, Owen, Carina, Charley, Marilou; and Trystan Reese and Yee Won Chong, two trans justice activists. We met as a team to workshop a script. Throughout our script creation and rehearsal period, we sought to create a culture that centered lived experience and in community sought to connect those individual experiences with institutional power structures that influenced them. Each participant brought into conversation their unique knowledge and way of thinking based on their experiences of reproductive justice with the unique embodied knowledge of the other members of the group.

We began our devising process with an emphasis on visual storytelling through movement. We asked actors to reflect on what came up for them when the term “Reproductive Justice” was used. They shared phrases that were analytical such as “bodily autonomy,” “support systems,” “access to care,” “get rid of judgment and societal criticism,” and “I never thought it would be me.” We wanted to create captivating images that reflected actors’ embodied choices as opposed to analytical thinking. We gave groups short amounts of time to create a tableau, or picture, in reference to the prompt. As a collective we discussed what we liked in each tableau. Some images were used in the piece as they were initially created. We also took shapes from images and combined them to create impactful visuals. Movement and tableaus were used throughout the final production as a means of moving between scenes.

One example of a tableau on reproductive oppression had one actor assuming a backbend bridge position with another actor standing alongside them holding up their waist. Reproductive oppression is not just an inability to access the reproductive healthcare that we need. It is also the feeling of being bent against one’s will and forced into an uncomfortable or untenable position. The process of having actors embody constriction or bodily autonomy or reproductive liberation helped our group develop a shared understanding of the themes of our piece.

Charlie, a Latinx mother and movement artist, guided us through movement-focused exercises. One exercise had participants walk toward each other and turn abruptly when faced with an obstacle. It was a chaotic image of forward movement met with an obstacle, changing direction, meeting an obstacle, and turning direction again. We tried a version of this to symbolize moments of choices, obstacles, or barriers that people are met with around their reproductive care. As a participant creating that image, I remember feeling anxious, frustrated, confident, adventurous, and alone.

Tableaus enlivened the academic content of some of our scenes. To bring historical context to our discussion of reproductive justice and oppression, we dramatized elements of a timeline that was originated and compiled from a toolkit created by BRAVE.6 Ensemble members performed a series of tableaus depicting historical moments of reproductive oppression along with advances toward reproductive justice. Tableaus followed the themes of reproductive justice. To represent bodily autonomy, for example, we included an image of the Stonewall Rebellion, referencing the activism led by transwomen of color against police harassment of LGBTQIA+ community; the enslavement of Black people and forced breeding; unnecessarily medicalized birthing practices; and sterilization abuses. To depict the right to not have children, we highlighted the Hyde Amendment, which restricts Medicaid funds from being used to cover abortions. To depict the right to have children in a safe and sustainable environment, we dramatized the barring of Asian women’s immigration to the U.S. through the Page Act; Thomas Beatie as the person who initially raised the public profile of transgender pregnancy; and contemporary movements for social change, including the Black Lives Matter and No Dakota Access Pipeline movements. By including social movements, we sought to illustrate some of the ways reproductive justice moves into conversations about land, genocide, police brutality, and healthy environments. Failure to saliently address these issues makes families vulnerable throughout their life course.

Our set was an empty stage with a series of five gray blocks with white painted messages that were used as props to create different scenes. Blocks were used as pedestals, seats, and ways of bringing height and dimension to the stage. On the blocks were statistics reflecting abortion access data, youth sexual health access, and transhealth indicators from Multnomah County Health Department.7 As a background to the stage, maps depicting areas of abortion concentration in the area were displayed. These maps showed that the areas with the highest concentration of abortion use were in low-income communities with higher concentrations of people of color. To stage the Hyde Amendment, three female-identifying performers lay face down over three blocks. A fourth actor stood on a fourth block with his foot over one of them. The blocks created height and were used to represent hierarchies and power. A visual for Andrew Jackson’s decimation of Native American women and children used five blocks, with an actor positioned on each block. An actor stood on a block hands up, the second with hands on hips, the third actor crouching, the fourth sitting on the block head down, and the fifth actor curled up on a block. Actors played with how they held their bodies, conveying the destabilization and progressive violence against the community.

Audience members were invited to walk around the stage before and after the performance. We sought to bring the audience closer to the data presented on the stage and to disrupt boundaries between audience and performer. We used the set as an education tool to raise consciousness and invite the audience to actively participate in activism.

Our process was to create scenes and monologues in teams and together dramatize the pieces. Members of the teams would draft monologues based on their experiences and then as a collective we pulled out elements of the monologue to be dramatized. Some pieces remained as solo monologues, at times elements of the monologues were incorporated into a composite scene with multiple voices, and a few monologues were performed with members of the ensemble playing supporting characters within the monologue.

Part of our work with We Are BRAVE was to understand more of the ways we as a collective shared overlapping yet distinct experiences. We talked extensively early on about how to include trans, queer, and immigrant perspectives as they overlapped with each other. We sought to connect each other’s experiences with abortion, sexuality, gender, family, and family creation. At the same time we wanted to portray distinct experiences and not collapse them into one universal narrative. What emerged were complex stories centered in the experiences of the body and its reproductive potential. Our stories included the raced, gendered, and classed narratives of ourselves as mothers, as parents, or as pregnant people, alongside ourselves as sexual beings trying to not become pregnant.

Juliana, a Puerto Rican actor, created a monologue about her experience of family separation because of domestic violence. Her scene, entitled “There Were Wooden Benches and Little Windows,” is from the perspective of herself as a child who is feeling the powerlessness of losing her siblings and watching her mother speak to a judge and the police. Her piece touches on the intersection of the institutions of family and criminal justice. The resulting scene staged the rupture within her family and continued precarity she experienced due to the State and her abusive father. The scene is left unresolved. In her life her siblings were returned to her mother. However, for many, when children are removed from a parent they never return. In the scene Juliana as a child narrates her mother’s actions. Jasmine, an AfroLatina, played her mother.

[CHILD]: My mom put her sweatshirt on me, and her necklace. My brother had no coat. He didn’t say anything, just cried and looked angry. My mom asked the police …

[MAMA]: Can I just get them a coat?

[CHILD]: “No,” they said. She hugged us and said …

[MAMA]: I love you, I’m always with you, no matter what. We’ll be together soon. Be tough.

[Both reach toward one another]

[CHILD]: She kissed my face. I tried not to let go.

[Mama turns away from the audience, facing the back wall.]

[CHILD]: I didn’t see my mom for two and a half months. [Beat] I come from a body that is loved but not always protected.8

Three of the scenes presented in We Are BRAVE centered on pregnancy. Shared material highlighted the strength and vulnerability of a Latinx immigrant during the birth of her daughter and through the experience of medical coercion (I had my first baby in 1975, 21); my own story of stillbirth and medical racism (I dropped my phone soon after you came, 10); and an ensemble member and transhealth activist, Trystan Reese, performing his experience of miscarriage and responsive trans-inclusive reproductive care (Accidental gay parents, 17). All three scenes were embodied theatre which sought to depict the particularity of our experiences while at the same time articulating our positionality in relation to the politics of birth, bodily autonomy, and each other. The experiences spoke to the need for people—regardless of their language, class, race, or gender—to be treated with respect and to have access to care that affirms who they are and their right to have children.9 Trystan performed his own story. We were clear that we could only perform Trystan’s piece with a trans actor. Staging my experience of stillbirth as a Black woman has been profoundly therapeutic. It provides me with distance from that moment and puts a personal story into a larger context of reproductive oppression and the necessity for change. It becomes a political reality that is shared with all pregnant people, but with other Black pregnant people more specifically. I am not alone. My daughter was stillborn in 2014. In 2016 while working on this piece I was pregnant. The day before our first performance I was hospitalized due to early labor, a repeat of what contributed to my first pregnancy loss. With my daughter, my preterm labor was misdiagnosed, which led to pregnancy loss. With my son I received a higher standard of care, and was able to carry him to term. The care I received this pregnancy was the care I needed in the monologue. I sit with the complexity of that moment.

In the vignette “I had my first baby in 1975” Charley offered the story of her birth. Her mother, a Latina immigrant who did not speak English fluently, came to the hospital to deliver. She delivered her baby with a doctor with whom she was unfamiliar, who administered an unwanted para-cervical block injection during birth and denied her pre-chosen birth plan.


They gave me a “para-cervical block”. I knew something was very wrong immediately I told the doctor I couldn’t feel my right leg. It burned right where he gave the shot. He ignored me. He kept saying it was normal. I wished I had someone who could speak Spanish. […] I could still feel the labor pain. Was that normal for pain medication? He didn’t take me seriously.10



We dramatized this moment as an alternate reality of reproductive oppression and reproductive justice: one depiction of Charley’s mother’s experience as she understood it, and an imagined reality where her mother’s needs around language, medical explanation, comfort, and bodily autonomy were respected. We wanted to put forward a vision of the holistic material needs of people when they come to give birth. Charley played her mother and a second cast member, Marilou, played an alternate version of Charley’s mother. Charley shared a dehumanizing phrase that her mother told her from the doctor. Charley delivers her lines and then limps from the stage, one leg held rigid in pain.


“Football players need exercise” he said as he jerked my swollen leg around. I had to come back to the hospital because my leg was so swollen I could barely walk. I’ve never felt more pain and fear. This was worse than childbirth. I was so sick. That paracervical block caused an abscess in my leg. I didn’t speak English. I had no support, no advocates. I was at the mercy of this chorra. I come from a body that deserves the same respect and care as you.11



In the alternate reality the mother has a multilingual doctor who respects her birth plan, explains everything to her, and answers her questions. This imagining moves forward into the story of treatment of a mother and her newborn who had some health complications. Her needs are addressed and she is able to go through this moment with less trauma. In this experience the mother says:

When my daughter was born, she needed special care. I was scared, but they told me everything that was going on. Our tests didn’t show anything to make my doctor nervous but we took all of the precautions anyway. I felt better. They let us visit as soon as possible so I could hold her to my chest. We were there when she opened her eyes the first time. […] I learned how to breastfeed her while I was still in the hospital. Estába nerviosa de ser madre por primera vez. I did something hard and I trust myself and the people here to keep us safe.12



We started the piece talking about abortion and ended with it. The opening scene has Marina stand in the middle of the stage and invites the audience to consider some of the concepts and questions with which we wrestled. Carina joins the scene.

[MARINA]: Is abortion the most important issue facing women today? What about the needs of undocumented children and the many uninsured people of color living in our state? What about the commonplace practice of refusing medical care to transpeople? Some people have a say in what happens to their bodies and many don’t. Some people can’t go to another doctor if their provider is an ass. Yes, abortion access is important. And what about the other ways we are denied control of our bodies?

Reproductive justice includes the right to have a child and to not have a child. People live unique lives and come from all types of communities. We support people to make the choices that are right for them. Reproductive justice is also about the right to raise the children you have and to be safe from the state and community violence.

Reproductive justice is also about bodily sovereignty.

[CARINA]: “Body—” what? I hate it when you use those words.

[MARINA]: Sovereignty, body sovereignty—you have control over your own body. No doctor, or priest, government, or anybody has the right to tell you what you should do with your body. You know what’s right. Yes, abortion access is crucially important, but also reproductive justice is and has always been social justice. Every person has a stake in it.13

“The Abortion mixed tape” is the final scene in the piece. This scene was drawn from narratives shared within the BRAVE community. It showcased the full ensemble and was staged with the five blocks placed in a V formation. The ensemble members are positioned around the blocks like friends telling candid stories. We modeled the intimacy of this scene on the fishbowl discussed earlier in this chapter. The lines are short and reflect a wide spectrum of experience related to abortion. Laced within the stories are reasons why people have had abortions, some of the complicated feelings related to the procedure, reasons why they could not access abortion, and, finally, what it meant to group members to access abortion care. An abbreviated scene is below.

[MARILOU]: An abortion will cost me $2,200, turns out my health insurance doesn’t cover abortions. I don’t have the money now. Might have it in a month … . But I can’t wait. If I do it will be too late. I have to pay up front. So I just need to figure it out.

I’ll worry about next month when it comes. For now, I’m putting off the bills that I can. I’ll deal with the penalties and late fees later.

[MARINA]: My story took place 15 years ago, but it seems like nothing has changed.

[TRYSTAN]: If you are undocumented you can’t get Oregon Health Plan. I couldn’t get an abortion.

[JULIANA]: I called my mother so ashamed. I admire my mother. I wanted to give my kids what she gave me. I knew I couldn’t if I stayed. I asked for help. I could barely say the words, “I can’t have this baby.” She heard me. She helped me out. Years later I have my rainbow baby. I was able to give my babies the home and family I wanted. My children are my heart.

[CHARLEY]: I drove my cousin to the clinic to get an abortion. My father wouldn’t be happy with me if he knew.

[JASMIN]: I had a boyfriend, he and I were using drugs. I got pregnant. I didn’t want it. We never stopped using. Please don’t hate me. I didn’t want to have a baby who was impacted by something I’d done. So, I just decided not to have it. Had I been better, in a better position, in a better frame of mind …. But I was abusing my body. […] I was able to make that choice. I made a responsible choice.14

There is a bell after each line. Marilou is at the tip of the V downstage center. As actors say their lines they stand behind Marilou to get in position to support a trust fall.

[JASMIN]: My government took my children. My advocacy brought them home.

[JULIANA]: My family survived abuse. My mother’s community provided sanctuary.

[MARINA]: My hospital ignored my concerns.

[TRYSTAN]: My provider actually provided me care.

[CHARLEY]: My police department traumatized my child. My community is demanding justice.

[MARILOU]: My abortion really did save my life.15

Our piece depicted some of the breadth of issues within the reproductive justice movement. This final trust fall scene sought to leave the audience with the reality that abortion access is an issue for all of us, across income, race, citizenship, and gender. In reality people of color make up 59% of the people who receive abortions in the U.S., with Black and Hispanic women making up 52% of abortions. This proportion is greater than our share of the population because we have higher rates of unintended pregnancies. Black women are more likely to utilize abortion to address this.16 People terminate pregnancies for a variety of reasons, the largest being economic factors and not being ready for a child.17 We chose to end with a collective humanizing voice that was a chorus of individual voices. Mothers—and the decision to mother or not—are explicitly called into this scene, always remembering that reproductive justice is about the right to have a child, not have a child, to parent the children we have in sustainable communities, and bodily autonomy.

In line with the Combahee River Collective’s message to use identity politics as a jumping off point to move toward collective action for change, the piece emphasized the stark realities of medical racism, trans exclusion from healthcare, and medical coercion from divergent racial and gender vantage points, all driving at similar experiences and structural needs. All of the embodied monologues and performed scenes depicted a need for responsive medical care that does not misdiagnose labor, that recognizes that reproductive capacity spans a spectrum of gender identity, that limited English does not mean being any less human or capable, and that the need for care is universal. We represented diversity as a means of showing shared struggle. We showed a more comprehensive vision of reproductive justice. The Center used the piece to direct audience members toward legislative action. Audiences included state and local representatives, community activists, students, and others who were directly connected to the Center’s organizing. The synergy of the narratives and the political organizing is an example of identity politics at its best. The telling of the stories was directly and indirectly aimed at making those lives better.

BRAVE18 culminated in a major 2017 legislative win with the passing of Oregon’s Reproductive Health Equity Act (RHEA), the most progressive comprehensive reproductive health legislation in the country.19 It reduces legal and access barriers to a suite of sexual and reproductive justice health needs, including comprehensive health coverage for all pregnant people in Oregon, inclusive of gender identity and/or citizenship status, contraceptive coverage for all people who can become pregnant, pregnancy and birth care for people up to eight weeks postpartum, and creating access to healthcare for all children under 18 years old.

We Are BRAVE engaged audiences in the sometimes-hidden moments that expose people to reproductive oppression, and the many ways we resist and push toward reproductive justice. The performances invited people to see themselves, inclusive of identities, joining in the struggle for cultural and institutional change. This cultural work humanized members of the BRAVE community to each other and began to normalize having these conversations.

Embodied performance invites us to examine our experiences and to incorporate the similar realities of others. As creatives, developing our ability to connect our microsystem experiences and to understand them as part of macrosystem reproductive oppression was critical for us to develop a script that brought audiences into this solidarity and advocacy for reproductive justice. With the success of RHEA We Are BRAVE has been shelved, yet as we look at the Supreme Court’s Dobbs decision to strike abortion protection as a constitutional right, increasing abortion restrictions across states, assaults on trans healthcare, sterilization of Haitian immigrants, and continued reproductive inequity for Black and Brown people, the necessity of intersectional representations of mothering seems more vital than ever. As a reproductive justice movement, we must see each other in each other’s struggles. Theatre can and must depict this reality.


Notes

	I would like to acknowledge Kate for her assistance as a thought partner on this chapter. We continue to reflect on our past collaborations to develop our storytelling praxis and activism going forward. It is a pleasure and honor to be colleagues.

	As artists, Kate and I had already collaborated in 2013 on My Walk Has Never Been Average, a play derived from interviews with Black women working in the building trades, as part of my doctoral research. My Walk, co-authored by playwright Bonnie Ratner and myself (2014), directed by Kate, was a partnership with Oregon Tradeswomen, a tradeswomen advocacy and pre-apprenticeship training program. The piece showcased six composite characters who gave a series of monologues about their lives, apprenticeships, and careers. Characters had been in construction careers for six to over 30 years. This piece was used as an organizing tool for tradeswomen, and to raise issues of race and gender oppression in the trades with policy makers and the broader public (Hunte, 2019). Based on that experience, we knew that we shared an interest in leveraging theater to tell underrepresented stories in service of bold political and cultural advocacy.

	Loretta Ross, “What Is Reproductive Justice?” in Reproductive Justice Briefing Book: A Primer on Reproductive Justice and Social Change by SisterSong Women of Color Reproductive Justice Collective (New York: Pro-Choice Public Education Project, 2007), 4.

	The statement, written in April 1977, was widely published in This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, ed. Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa (New York: Kitchen Table Press, 1981).

	Joni L. Jones (2002). “Performance Ethnography: The Role of Embodiment in Cultural Authenticity.” Theatre Topics 12.1: 7.

	See “RJ 101 Timeline,” Forward Together (2017), accessed December 12, 2019, https://forwardtogether.org/tools/rj-101-timeline/.

	Western States Center is located in Multnomah County in the City of Portland, Oregon.

	Catherine Ming T’ien Duffly, Roberta Hunte, Marina Barcelo, Marilou Carrera, Charley Downing, Carina Guzman, Jasmin Hunter, Trystan Reese, & Juliana Cable, “We Are BRAVE.” Unpublished script, 2017, 12.

	I have written elsewhere about the embodied rhetoric employed in the representation of pregnancy in “Accidental gay parents” and “I dropped my phone” (Hunte & Duffly, 2020).

	Duffly et al., “We Are BRAVE,” 25.

	Ibid., 27.

	Ibid., 28.

	Ibid., 4.

	Ibid., 37.

	Ibid., 42.

	Rachel Jones, Jacqueline Darroch, & Stanley Henshaw, “Patterns in the Socioeconomic Characteristics of Women Obtaining Abortions in 2000-2001.” Perspectives of Sex Reproductive Health 34(5) (2002), September–October: 226–235. PMID: 12392215.

	A. Torres & J. D. Forrest, “Why Do Women Have Abortions?” Family Planning Perspectives, 20(4) (1988), July–August: 169–176. PMID: 3243347.

	The BRAVE project recognized that talking about reproductive health across genders was an emerging conversation among constituents.
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