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1 Introduction

This thesis investigates personal zines (self-published, non-commercial, small circulation
publications about the everyday life of their authors) as autobiographical narratives providing
unique insights into individual and collective subcultural identity construction in the punk
anarchist scene of New Orleans. My research interest is basically twofold: first, I am
interested in the distinctive subjectivity of personal zines and to follow a narrative approach in
studying their role in self-identity formation. Second, I want to explore the subcultural politics
of the New Orleans punk scene as representative of general trends in identity formation and
political activism, in particular as I understand the local community to be part of the larger
“new anarchism” activist scene that has become an influential cultural and political force in

the late 1990s (Clark 2004; Kuhn 2008; Weinzierl and Muggleton 2004).

My attention was initially directed towards New Orleans because of an anthology of local
zines, Stories Care Forgot (Clark 2006). Published shortly after the city had been disastrously
flooded in the wake of hurricane Katrina, it documents the local punk scene and how it related
to the community at large through zine writings from the years before the storm. I was
intrigued by this publication and it prompted me to take a closer look at the New Orleans zine
community. The three zine writers I study have each published dedicated zines about their
experiences and the process of coping with the effects of the flood. I will analyze these post-
disaster zines in order to determine if they indicate a turning point in their authors' life
narratives, and to what effect (Kerby 1991). I understand Katrina not as a fateful natural
disaster but as an inherently social event and the result of a discriminatory distribution of

vulnerability that is revealed through the disaster (Wisner et al. 2004).

Personal zines account for approximately two thirds of all zines published in the US
(Schmidt 2004) but academics have only recently discovered their value for the study of
autobiographical narratives. The historian Chidgey (2006) evaluates personal zines as a novel
source for life story data in historical research, concluding that they “provide valuable
qualitative data documenting the micro-histories and situated knowledges of lived
experience” and therefore should “take their place among other sources such as letters,
diaries, and oral history interviews, as offering unique narratives demonstrating the effects of
history, as experienced by its living participants™ (12, italics original). Since zinesters (zine

writers) often display an avid interest in investigating particular topics in their lives and



within the surrounding subculture and community, Chidgey views their writing as auto-
ethnographic and auto-theoretical. The remarkable self-documentary drive in zine culture is
apparent in the numerous self-organized zine libraries across the US and projects such as a
film portraying the zine scene in Portland, Oregon (Shadid et al. 2005), and the

aforementioned anthology of pre-Katrina zines from New Orleans.

Using zines as research material privileges the perspective and experience of the subjects
under research and allows them to preserve a high degree of representational integrity. This
perspective can lead to more valuable results since, as Schilt (2003) remarks, the study of
zines offers insight into what writers deem relevant for their lives and not what researchers
think it is. Having control over self-representation and to produce narratives that do not serve
the interests of others, is particularly important for marginalized subjects, for example girls
and young women who “are encouraged to speak their stories and provide narratives of their
experiences, but at the same time they risk these narratives being scrutinized, interrogated,
appropriated and depoliticized.” (Harris 2003, 44). Personal zines focus “the act of self-
definition by the zinester/author not on the exceptional or the explicitly unique but on the
routine [...] suggesting that even the trivial moments in the lives of average individuals
deserve attention and understanding” (Bailey and Michel 2004, 34). Obviously, zine research
is necessarily highly specific to the people and locale investigated. In fact, as [ will argue, this
is to their advantage because only through escaping totalization can possibilities be opened for

subterranean, radical, and resisting identities.

Given the cultural provenance of the zine medium, it is no surprise that the majority of
personal zines is tied to a subcultural context, in particular to punk. In terms of politics, they
almost exclusively subscribe to identity politics instead of ideology-based politics, which
matches the emphasize on individual experience (Bailey and Michel 2004). While most
scholars have understand subcultures as sites of consumption, the study of zines recognizes
and emphasizes cultural production and agency (Poletti 2005; Zobl 2004). This in turn allows
to acknowledge subcultural politics, values, and praxis instead of trivializing subcultures by
confining investigations to the level of style and ritual. Approaching subcultures with a
seriously political perspective is especially important for my study because the zine writers in
my sample are situated in the punk anarchist scene and actively pursue political goals. I will
look at recent work of scholars who are doing ethnographies of particular subcultures and

their findings on collective identity and activism in the setting of new social movements and



post-subcultures (Haenfler 2006; Haunss and Leach 2004; Kuhn 2008; Muggleton 2000). Of

particular interest to me are the issues of privilege and whiteness in subculture (Traber 2007).

The following three chapters comprise the theoretical foundation for my empirical
research into the New Orleans punk anarchist. In chapter 2, I describe the history of zine
publishing and the transformations the zine medium has undergone, paying particular
attention to the subcultural context and the personalization of representation and politics it
represents. Chapter 2.3 provides an overview of my empirical research and specifies some of
the special considerations of doing academic research with zines. Chapter 3 is a discussion of
identity and agency with a special focus on performativity and narrative identity construction.
These theories form the basis for my study of personal zines as autobiographical narratives. In
chapter 4, I explore post-subcultural theory in regard to recent political subcultural formations
and diffuse social movements based on collective identity and shared culture. I describe the
punk anarchist scene in the US and the forms of subcultural political activism it has developed
in recent years. The theoretical part of the thesis concludes with an investigation of the issues

of whiteness, privilege, and self-marginalization in the punk scene.

Chapters 5 and 6 contain an empirical study of a sample of personal zines published by
three different writers from New Orleans as well as material from interviews I conducted with
them. Additional information has been gathered during a research trip to New Orleans in
February 2008 and interviews with several experts of zine culture." Chapter 5 explores the
characteristics of the New Orleans punk anarchist scene and the zine writers' ideas and
concepts about identity, politics, and privilege. In chapter 6, I investigate the effects of
hurricane Katrina. Here, I am especially interested in the motivations and the function of post-
Katrina zine writing, how the zine writers interpret and cope with the disaster in individual,

collective, and personal terms, and the impact on their political values and commitment.

1 See chapter 10 for a complete list of interviewees.



2 Personal Zines

Zines are non-commercial, self-published, small-circulation print publications, often edited by
a single person. They are typically produced using deliberately simple technologies such as
typewriters and handwriting, often featuring photos, magazine cut-outs and hand-drawn
cartoons assembled in cut-and-paste layout.> Publication happens by photocopying and
stapling little booklets that are then inexpensively sold or traded by mail, in alternative
bookstores, or through specialist mail-order distributors. Ever since the first science fiction
fanzines were created in the 1930s, zine publishing has developed into a well-established
cultural practice in the US, significantly enlarging in both audience and publishing activity
with the advent of punk fanzines in the 1970s, achieving mainstream recognition and
popularity in the 1990s and continuing well into the 21* century. In the mid-1990s, an
estimated 10,000 different zine titles were published and read by 500,000 — 750,000 people
(Duncombe 1997, 14).

Primarily, zines are a medium of fan cultures and subcultures and the writers and readers
are generally located in various youth cultures. These demographics expanded significantly in
the 1990s with the rising popularity of the medium. There are popular zines on parenting
(East Village Inky) and working as a substitute teacher (On Subbing), written by authors in
their 30s and 40s with families and holding regular jobs. Simultaneously to this process of
more mainstream inclusiveness zines also proliferated as a medium for people who do not
find themselves adequately recognized or even marginalized by existing subcultures, as it has
been the case with riot grrrl and queer zines that addressed issues of feminism, homophobia,
and transphobia in the largely heteronormative and male dominated punk subculture. Personal
zines can be seen as the radical outcome of a process of individualization and personalization
of representation and politics. They evolved during the 1990s and are characterized by very
personal content, revolving almost exclusively around the personal life of the single zine

writer herself who need not be affiliated with a fan culture or subculture.

2.1 History of Zine Publishing

For the purpose of this study, I will look at five key periods in the history of zine publishing:

science fiction fanzines (from early 1930s), punk fanzines (from mid 1970s), queer and riot

2 See appendix chapter 9 for annotated reprints of zines from my research sample to get a visual impression.



grrrl zines (mostly early 1990s), and personal zines (from 1990s). These categories are
necessarily approximate and are not to be misunderstood as discrete genres. It is also
noteworthy that while popularity shifted to new zine formats over time, their predecessors
have not been replaced. Science fiction fanzines, for instance, are very much alive today. Still,
the zine medium has changed—or rather: expanded—its format, themes, and audience as it
has been adopted by different subcultures, infused with new ideas, and put to different uses. In
order to trace the history of today's personal zines and the New Orleans zine scene

specifically, these are the significant progressions the medium has undergone.

Zines are a part of the long tradition of alternative self-publishing in the US, stretching
back all the way to radical pamphleteers like Thomas Paine in the eighteenth century
(Duncombe 1997, 15; Wright 2001, 31). The direct precursor of today's zines are probably the
Amateur Press Associations (APA) that were founded at the beginning of the nineteenth
century. These organizations published “amateur papers” in reaction to the new professional
mass-circulation press that was rapidly expanding at the time. APA members each printed
their own material and submitted it to a central mailer who would then collect and redistribute
the complete publication. In 1875 at least 500 writers and editors, as well as about the same
number of publications were active. The APA model was later “picked up by science fiction
fans in the twentieth century as an ideal medium by which to bind together geographically

scattered fans” (Duncombe 1997, 50).

2.1.1 Science Fiction Fanzines

The origins of zine publishing are to be found in the science fiction fandom scene of the
1930s. At the time, professional science fiction magazines such as Amazing Stories had begun
to publish letters from their readers, including the addresses of the writers. Now with the
means to connect to like-minded people, science fiction fans started to correspond amongst
each other and organized correspondence clubs and fan conventions. Eventually, newsletters
and amateur magazines were published using mimeograph technology. The first one was
probably The Comet, published in May 1930 by the Science Correspondence Club (Spencer
2005, 95). These “fan-mags” or “fan-zines” contained letters, stories, and criticism by
amateurs and professionals writers alike. Reader and writer became interchangeable and
symmetric roles. The primary motive for fanzine contributors was interest in the subject
matter and communication with other fans. While fanzines were “very nonprofit” (Wertham

1973, 74), they still offered the opportunity to develop professional skills. Quite a number of



professional science fiction writers and comic book authors first published in fanzines

(Wertham 1973, 74; Spencer 2005, 97).

The first scholarly publication on zines is Wertham's book The World of Fanzines (1973).
He celebrates fanzines as a special form of communication that operates outside of the
commercial mass media and therefore is able to bypass the “hidden censorship” imposed by
economic interests (73).” Most science fiction fanzines are run by a single person who is
contributor, editor, publisher, and distributor at the same time and does not follow a profit
motive. The communication between writer and reader is unadulterated and happens “on a
more intimate, personal, and perhaps more democratic basis” (74) than it is the case with the
mass media. While Wertham displays a progressive position in the enthusiasm about the
democratization and dehierarchization the fanzine medium offers, as well as in the
acknowledgment of the need for an alternative press to counterweight the mass media, he
remains conservative in the question of the actual content of these publications. This limited
perspective leads to a major shortcoming of his research: the failure to recognize the crucial
expansion and transformation of the fanzine format taking place during the 1960s when
fanzines slowly left the science fiction niche and were adopted as a medium by the newly
evolving youth subcultures. These were becoming increasingly oppositional and centered on
novel music styles, thus falling outside of Wertham's conceptualization of fanzines and their
audience. A case in point is Crawdaddy, first published in 1965. Wertham categorizes it as an
underground press publication (76) yet more recent zine researchers view it as an important

early music fanzine (Kleiber 1997; Schmidt 2004a; Spencer 2005).

To Wertham, fanzines “represent not a subculture but a paraculture” (129). Paracultures
exist in parallel to the mainstream culture, they are not characterized by resistance to the
dominant culture. It is probably useful to substitute the term “fan culture” which is more
common today. Members of a fan culture create their own culture as part of a shared spare-
time interest, in a fashion more involved than a simple hobby, yet not as politically conscious
as it typically is in the case of a subculture or even a counterculture. Also, while being a fan

might be an important part of a fan's life and contributes to both individual and collective

3 Wertham had gained notorious popularity with his rallying against comic books in the 1950s. In his book
Seduction of the Innocent, he claims that portrayals of violence, substance abuse, and sexual activity in
comics are harmful to children. Public concern culminated in Senate hearings in which he also testified. In
response, the comics industry introduced the Comics Code, a set of rules regulating the contents of comic
books, modeled after Hollywood's Motion Picture Production Code of 1930. Wertham's attention to fanzines

and his enthusiastic appraisal was initially quite surprising to me.



identities, fandom is unlikely to be existentially transformative. It is always based on the
appreciation of something produced by someone else for commercial purposes, for example
professional science fiction stories or sports performances: “symbolic texts that have little or
no direct social connection to the individual” (Bailey and Michel 2004, 19). Yet, there is
substantial creativity to be found when fans become “fan journalists” (Spencer 2005, 98),
derive their own cultural artifacts, and create community from what they find mass produced.
Fan culture is a creative and often critical response to the conditions in industrialized
countries, but not resistance to it. It stays largely within the traditional social order, as waning
as it might be, by locating creative activity in what little time is left after employment, family,
and other responsibilities are taken care of. Even where it is just meant to be an escape, it

remains spare-time.

2.1.2 Punk Fanzines

With punk, fanzines entered the subcultural context and rapidly increased in numbers. The
ethics and aesthetics of punk fanzines have decisively shaped zine culture to date, just as punk
itself has had a lasting effect on subcultures and mainstream culture alike. Probably the most
central element of punk is the call to “do it yourself” (DIY), to produce and organize both
material and subcultural needs independently from mainstream society—be it music, clothing,
housing, or fanzines. Punk's DIY philosophy is anti-professional/pro-amateur and favors low-
fidelity (lo-fi) production technologies that are easily mastered without specialized training.
This played a significant role in the transformation of the largely consumptive fan cultures
preceding punk into productive subcultures. I agree with Moore (2007) when he argues that
since punk, subcultural resistance is less to be found in provocative style, where it had been
traditionally located by researchers of subculture, but primarily in the cultural production of

the subculture itself, such as music, fanzines, and self-organized show spaces and record

labels.

During the 1960s, fanzines had already appeared outside of science fiction fan culture in

the form of music fanzines published by avid followers of rock bands.* Although the link

4 In fact, because of personal continuity between the two fan cultures, the fanzine medium was brought to the
music scene by science fiction fans such as Paul Williams and Greg Shaw. Both had previously published
science fiction fanzines before they created the first music fanzines in the mid-1960s: Crawdaddy and Mojo
Navigator Rock'n'Roll News, respectively (Spencer 2005, 185). Shaw was later joined by John Ingham to
produce Who Put The Bomb, a very popular music fanzine published from 1969 to 1979. It peaked at an
atypically large circulation of 25,000 the year before it ceased publication (Schmidt 2004a).



between youth culture, popular music, and politics had become obvious by then, the popular
student movement and hippie subculture of the 1960s and early 1970s did not make much use
of fanzines as a medium. Instead they preferred the alternative press, aiming to reach an
audience as large as possible (Schmidt 2004a). Punk was a radical departure from both the
bohemian student movement and the escapist hippies. It also required a different medium that
was less professional and less geared towards being attractive to a large and potentially
mainstream audience, but instead more exclusive to the subculture, more immediate and
personal in its style. As Sabin and Triggs (2002, 7) note: “punk's mission to throw out the old
order meant that it marked a very distinct break with the hippie subculture that had preceded it
—and thus with the old underground press.” Nevertheless, punk fanzines grew from the same
necessity that had spawned the alternative press earlier: the mainstream media was incapable
or unwilling to report on punk adequately and punks thus sought to create their own

representation (Kleiber 1997, 56).

In December 1975, the first issue of the fanzine Punk was published in New York. The
“punk rock” label had just been established for a new music scene revolving around the club
CBGB's in New York (Schmidt 2004a). This new generation of musicians opposed the
professionalism, commercialization, and mainstream orientation of the stadium style
progressive rock music that prevailed in the early 1970s. Their music was more experimental
and at the same time simple, fast, and rough, without involving the usual requirements of
proficiency. Inspired by the developments in the US, this music style was rapidly adopted and
popularized by musicians in London, before being re-imported into the US (Spencer 2005,
187). Most prominently the British band Sex Pistols developed the punk rock music genre
while at the same time made infamous its subcultural posture through provocative media
appearances (MacLeod 1997, 123). It was also in London where the seminal punk fanzine
Sniffin' Glue was first published in July 1976. It offered a platform for the new punk bands
and came out almost monthly. In the fifth issue, editor Mark Perry called upon the readers to
make their own fanzines (Schmidt 2004a). As Hebdige notes in his major study of
subcultures, Subculture: The Meaning of Style, Perry and other fanzine editors of the “music
press of ‘ordinary fans’ [...] made the symbolic crossing from the dance floor to the stage”

which was typical for the participatory philosophy of punk (1979, 110).

Sniffin' Glue was the template for the fanzines to come, in terms of the style of both format
and content. It was done in simple cut and paste layout and then photocopied in black and

white (in contrast to Punk which was printed). Sabin and Triggs argue that the decrease in



rates for photocopies occurring in the mid-1970s facilitated the rapid spreading of punk
fanzines (2002, 17). Photocopying remains the primary reproduction technology for zines up
until today and plays an important role in the process of zine making since it is affordable,
accessible, and can be leveraged by a single person. Scamming free photocopies from chain
copy shops like Kinko's or at the workplace is a popular reoccurring theme in zines

themselves.

It is characteristic for punk fanzines to feature mistakes, corrections, and traces of the
editing process in the final print. Hebdige finds this to produce in the reader a strong effect of
“urgency and immediacy, of a paper produced in indecent haste, of memos from the front
line” (1979, 111). The proximity of fanzine language to the actual life of its readers lowers the
barriers of entry into becoming a zinester oneself. It is the manifestation of punk's general
DIY politics, the ideal that anyone can publish a fanzine who wants to do it, regardless of
their skills, and in the vernacular of the subculture itself. When punk fanzines do not look and
read like professional magazines, it is the result of a conscious decision where specific politics

find their expression in an equivalent style.’

Obviously DIY philosophy predates punk, but in punk it has been made the central theme
of a subculture for the first time. This enabled and encouraged people to become cultural
producers and creative participants in a subculture whereas before they had been largely
relegated to the role of passive consumers. Punk is a self-created subculture, and not the
appendix of a commercial product like science fiction, rock music, or other fan cultures, as
critically as these might engage their cultural point of departure. Furthermore, subcultures are
in opposition to the parent culture, and this holds especially true for punk. Resistance to the
mainstream, rejection of its values, and an overall anarchist conviction are evident in song
lyrics and fanzine contents. Many participants of a subculture embrace these subcultural
politics as their “whole way of life” (Williams 1958)—as transient as this dedication might be

—and it is therein where the personal becomes political and the political becomes personal.

It is difficult to stress enough the importance of the politics of punk subculture for the

further development of the zine medium. As Schmidt (2004a) notes: “Je nidher die

5 Hebdige refers to this “symbolic fit between the values and lifestyle of a group, its subjective experience and
the musical forms it uses to express or reinforce its focal concerns” as homology, a concept introduced by
Lévi-Strauss and first applied to subcultures by Paul Willis (Hebdige 1979, 113). In the case of punk, it is the
coherence and consistency the subculture provides to its members through the integration of fierce amateur-
produced music, violent pogo dance, torn-up clothes, revolutionary lyrics, provocative language, and hastily

produced fanzines in cut and paste layout. To Hebdige, homology is a fundamental feature of subcultures.



nachriickenden Jugend- und Subkulturen den Ideen und Idealen von Punk standen, desto mehr
Fanzines brachten sie hervor.” The most obvious case in the direct tradition of punk is the
American hardcore scene in the first half of the 1980s. Hardcore music is the (re-)adaption of
British-style punk music and could be referred to as “second generation punk”. Its beginnings
are to be found in the Los Angeles area, most notably Orange County, where suburban
middle-class youth created the self-proclaimed “hard core” of punk: even faster and more
aggressive music, aiming for “Punk's fury without New Wave's art-school baggage” (Blush
2001, 3). The aspect of communication becomes more important in punk fanzines than it
already had been in science fiction fanzines because as a subcultural scene it was not

supported—sometimes even opposed—by commercial publications or the mainstream media.®

For this study, punk fanzines and their legacy are especially relevant since the scene I

research is closely affiliated to punk and anarchist subculture.

2.1.3 Queer and Riot Grrrl Zines

At the end of the 1980s, the prefix in fanzine is dropped and zine becomes the most
commonly used term. This change in name is significant because it reflects how the zine
medium expanded to include individuals that were not necessarily part of fan cultures or
youth subcultures but felt themselves to be misrepresented in the mainstream media (Schmidt
2004a). Many of the new zines that started to appear were dedicated to fringe culture, often
revolving around a personal obsession of the zine writer and a more or less critical
engagement with popular culture. Although there were already personal zines being put out at
that time, most of these zines, while idiosyncratic in their approach to popular culture and the
mainstream, did not center around a life narrative. I would argue that the phase of mainstream
popularity during the 1990s focussed on these fringe culture zines because although they were
interestingly different from what the mass media delivered and had a personal touch, they still

closely related to mainstream popular culture and did not question its conceptions of how one

6 While most fanzines contain reviews of other fanzines and a letters section, dedicated network zines or
review zines serve this purpose exclusively. Factsheet Five was the most important network zine. First
published in May 1982 and consisting of a single page only, it grew to an average 140 pages featuring
approximately 1,400 zine reviews and a circulation of more than 15,000 (Duncombe 1997, 50). It was not
limited to punk fanzines but reviewed zines of all types that were submitted to the editors. Each zine review
included contact information so readers could order or trade an issue. Factsheet Five increased the popularity
and accessibility of zines immensely, since years before online distributors existed, zines were only available
for purchase at punk shows or in major cities that had a bookstore, info-shop, or record store selling zines.

Publication ceased in 1998.
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should function in society. In essence, they just added an individual twist, an interesting past-
time obsession, an aura of authenticity and hipness. This was quickly capitalized upon by the
advertisement industry and the culture industry by “borrowing aspects of the underground—
and in the process changing their meaning. The underground's condemnation of the dominant

culture was being used to package and sell that very same culture” (Duncombe 1997, 133).”

While the process of expansion into the mainstream and the discovery by commercial
interests with the ensuing discourse on authenticity and “selling out” is important to
understand zine culture at large, for the purpose of this study I am more interested in zines by
people who are marginalized even in progressive and radical subcultures. Discrimination
within subcultures functions the same way it does in the society in general and is primarily
based on gender, race, and sexuality. In recent years, even more differentiated categories of
discrimination such as age, size, ability, and appearance have been recognized and discussed
in zines. Here, I will focus on queer and riot grrrl zines that introduced queer and feminist

critique and politics to punk subculture.®

According to Spencer, the catalyst for the creation of the “queercore” scene was the zine

JDs, published 1985 - 1992 by queer artists and activists GB Jones and Bruce LaBruce who,

in response to their sense of alienation and exasperation at the narrow lifestyle choices
offered to them by the hardcore punk scene and the mainstream gay scene, [...] turned to
the traditionally punk medium of the zine to express their views [...] in order to network,
share ideas and develop an alternative culture, which would blend queer and hardcore
identities. (2005, 41)

Queercore is the more inclusive successor label to “homocore”, a term introduced to describe
the fusion of homosexual and hardcore punk identities by Tom Jennings' and Deke Motif
Nihilson's Homocore zine, first published in 1988 (44). Queer zines address the double bind
experienced by queer punks who face heteronormativity in punk hardcore subculture on the

one hand, and assimilationist and consumerist attitudes in mainstream gay culture on the

7 Zines with a punk/anarchist background and anti-consumerism politics that seem to escape cooptation by
radically questioning society and proposing lives too different from the mainstream to become popularly
accepted or repackaged and sold back to authenticate consumption choices. Nevertheless, as the iconography
of advertisement increasingly employs romantic and revolutionary imagery to reach disillusioned and ironic
consumers, the threshold of what is acceptable as advertisement content—which is mostly drastically
different from the ideology of the producers of the products advertised—is likely to shift in search of access
to consumers.

8 Zines written by people of color exist, but they are few. The most well-known are probably Bamboo Girl by
Sabrina Margarita Alcantara-Tan who describes herself as a “queer mixed-blood Asian girl” (Alcantara-Tan

2000, 159) and Greenzine by Christy Road who is a Cuban-American feminist.
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other. Queer politics has opened up this discourse to include transgender and transsexual

people (47).

In the early 1980s, the discontent of women about male dominance in the punk and
alternative rock music scenes and their confinement to narrow roles such as “fan” or
“girlfriend” was first voiced in zines, calling out to women to become more active in
networking and producing music and zines themselves (Duncombe 1997, 65). Nevertheless, it
took until 1991 before zines written by girls and women were published in greater numbers
outside of the queercore scene, as part of the “riot grrrl” movement which posed a substantial
feminist “subcultural shock” (Schmidt 2004b) to women's representation in pop culture and
the punk hardcore scene. The term “riot grrrl” comes from the zine of the same name and is a
reference to riots that happened in May 1991 in Washington, DC and the resulting idea of a
“girl riot” that originated from a network of female punk musicians from the bands Bikini Kill
and Bratmobile, most prominently Kathleen Hanna (Schmidt 2004b). As they stated in issue
five of their zine Riot Grrrl, the aim was to “putting the punk back into feminism and
feminism into punk” (Duncombe 1997, 66), to use the ideas and practices of punk such as
DIY, accessible lo-fi production technology, and amateurism to encourage young women to
take cultural representation into their own hands by forming bands, writing zines, starting
record labels, organizing events, and networking. The result was a very successful and vibrant
cultural politics of feminism that rapidly gained national and international attention (Schmidt

2004b).

Grrrl zines are central to furthering a “DIY, feminist, grrrl-positive agenda that portrays
female, queer and transgender youth as powerful, capable, articulate, and critical” (Zobl 2004,
157) and play a crucial part in feminist and queer cultural production and networks that
identify, criticize and counter social, political, and cultural discrimination of girls and women.
Zines provide a medium to share personal experiences that allows contributors to address
sensitive and intimate topics like sexual abuse because they are in control of their
representation and the audience is small and supportive. Because of the advantages of zines as
a communication medium and to avoid being trivialized and exploited by the mainstream
media that had quickly discovered riot grrrl as a new trend to profit from, key figures of the
riot grrrl scene called for a media blackout in 1992, encouraging the people involved not to
talk to the media (Spencer 2005, 50). As Schilt argues, zines provide a safe space especially
for adolescent girls because it is an anonymous medium located outside of the adult world. It

enables girls to create support networks without adult intervention or interference and “gives a
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new dimension to the empowerment of adolescent girls as it teaches them the tools for
seeking their ow