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ABSTRACT 
 

ZINE NARRATIVES: SUBJECTIVITIES AND STORIES OF FIVE  
INFLUENTIAL ZINE CREATORS 

Rebekah Buchanan 
Doctor of Philosophy 

May 2009 
Dr. Marc Lamont Hill, Chair 

 
 

The goal of this research is to examine how zines—self-published alternative magazines 

that are part of Do It Yourself (DIY) independent media scenes— are used to assert 

subjectivities.  This research examines the entire bodies of work of five zinesters. It situates the 

work in New Literacy Studies, narrative research, and other zine scholarship. By exploring 

zinesters’ works as they use it to perform literacy over time, this research redefines zines.  It 

moves zines away from being seen as simply a way for young women to be active cultural 

producers and situates zines in autobiographical writing where life narratives are created and 

recreated as zinesters perform differing subjectivities over time.   

Through narrative analysis, this research looks at the following five zinesters and the 

subjectivities they perform at different stages in their zine career.  Cindy Crabb creates a 

confessional space within her zines to tell secrets and stories around her body: specifically 

survivor narratives.  Alex Wrekk positions herself as part of the punk scene and transforms her 

personal identity as she participates in the zine and punk scenes.  Kelly Shortandqueer asserts 

transgender subject positions throughout his zines and the writing of his transnarrative.   Lauren 

Martin creates autographic zines through her artist subjectivity.  Davida Breier shares small 

stories throughout her zines, as is exemplified in her Intros. 
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The results of this work allows for exploration into zines as a cultural literacy practice.  

More importantly, it examines and defines zines as life-long literacies—those literacy sites that 

people choose to participate within during varying times of their lives and not only during 

specific situational occurrences such as school or work—and zine creators as permanent writers.  

Zines allow a better understanding of what it means to perform literacy work in meaningful ways 

which permit participants to examine and reexamine, define and redefine, and construct and 

reconstruct subjectivities as they move through time and various social, cultural, and personal 

scenes. 
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CHAPTER 1 
GRRRL ZINES, FEMINIST AUTOBIOGRAPHY, AND NARRATIVE ANALYSIS: 

PLACING THE WORK IN CONTEXT 
 

“Everyone has their own story.  The hard part is finding the right words and presentation to bring 
out the personality of the situation.  And even then it is only the writer’s perspective.”  

(Wrekk, 2002b, pp. 19-20) 
 

If I had to label myself as a writer, I would probably choose the term personal essayist.  I 

dabbled in poetry through college, but it is to essays and others’ stories that I am most drawn.  

Throughout my youth, my connection to stories manifested itself in the literacy sites in which I 

became involved.  I longed to be a part of communities where the narratives of participants—the 

literacy lives—helped support cultural, social, and political understandings of self.  My interests 

brought me to sites that drew on Do It Yourself (DIY) philosophies where people create, re-

create, repair, upcycle, and produce items by themselves and in community.  One site in 

particular that became significant to my early formation and understanding of literacy spaces was 

the punk scene.  

In ninth grade I went to my first punk rock show.  What I remember most about it was the 

scene.  In the cramped space of Minneapolis’ Seventh Street Entry I watched Hüsker Dü, and 

three other bands of which I have no recollection at all, attempting to navigate not only the 

physical space of the stage, but also the shared space between audience and performers.  As I 

think back, there was a closeness—somewhat created by the venue, but not entirely—that 

connected performers to participants in a way that made participants active in the spectacle, 

drawing them into the music and making everyone in the room a part of the show.  It was this 

connectedness, this way of being in and of a scene, which drew me to the scene. 

 I would never say I was completely integrated into the punk rock scene.  I functioned 

inside the scene when I would “don the style” in a predominantly Irish Catholic working class 
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small Minnesota town1 on the outskirts of St. Paul.  As part of a small town, I never presented 

myself as punk in the same way that friends and performers from large cities “did punk.”  In 

thinking back, I would have to label myself as having “punk tendencies,” and my trip to London 

and Belfast in 1987, the summer of my sophomore year of high school, cemented my belief that 

punk as a scene did not exist in the United States the way it did in the United Kingdom.  

However, two pieces of the punk scene that stuck with me no matter what incarnation of identity 

I chose to embrace are the written communication among members in different locations and the 

DIY mentality.   

I remember receiving a stack of small publications—self-published and photocopied—

with titles like Cometbus and Slug and Lettuce and was instantly introduced to the world of 

zines.  These zines, along with the letters from my pen pals all over the world, kept me 

connected to the larger punk communities.  The communication between my pen pals and me 

was more than just letters; there were mix tapes, friendship books, zines, stickers, pictures, and 

other “fun” mail.  

As I moved from high school to undergraduate education, I moved into different scenes, 

and letter writing and zine reading began to take a backseat to going to shows, writing about 

music in more traditional forms, and becoming an active participant in presenting music through 

radio shows and DJing in my music centered social circles.  I remember looking at Sassy2 and 

reading the zine reviews and remembering the zines I’d read and friends I’d met through that 

                                                
1 Now, in 2009, I would label the town I lived in a suburb with its Caribou Coffee, Wal-Mart, and 
Rainbow Foods.  The recently created highway throughway has secured its accessibility to the city and 
created an influx of residents who live in the suburb but commute to work in the Twin Cities and other 
locations. 
 
2 Sassy was a teen magazine published from 1989-1994.  It has a strong cult following and was known to 
have a more feminist slant than other teen magazines such as Seventeen.   
 



3 
 

communication, but I stayed on the outskirts of the community for the next several years.  I still 

communicated with some of my pen pals from high school and also used letter writing as a mode 

of communication with high school friends, yet it was not until returning to graduate school full-

time as a PhD student that I renewed my involvement specifically in the zine scene. 

 As a first year PhD student in a class on gender issues in education, attempting to 

determine what I wanted to research and hoping to do something related to girls and writing, I 

came back to the communication that I so valued as a young woman—writing letters and zines.  I 

chose to research what was now going on in a community of which I was a part nearly 20 years 

earlier.  In doing so, it was important for me to not only research the community but also become 

an active part of the zine scene again.  I knew the connections and relationship I had with zines 

in the mid to late 1980s, but I also knew that there were changes in the zine scene since I had last 

been an active member.  With the Riot Grrrl Movement3 of the early 1990s, more young women 

became actively involved in both the zine and punk scenes.  Personal zines, or perzines as they 

are called, became a staple for many of the girls who entered the zine world.  Personal zines 

provided zinesters a space to write about their own experiences and observations in a first 

person, diary style. As the Riot Grrrl Movement faded, young women continued to be involved 

in the zine scene and zine popularity spread into other scenes and subcutural sites.  These 

changes, as well as my own changing positionality, pushed me to once again become an active 

member of the scene.    

                                                
3 For an in-depth discussion of the Riot Grrrl Movement and its impact on zines, see Chapter 2: Zines, 
Feminism, and the Underground Press: A History of Self-Publishing as it Roots Itself in Feminism. 
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So, I began again to write my own personal zine, join zine internet groups and spaces, 

communicate with other zinesters4, and attend zine readings and zine fests.  Yet, as an academic, 

my participation as a reader and writer of zines is informed by my work surrounding feminism, 

activism, cultural studies, and race—both personally and professionally.  It is through these 

lenses that I read, critique, write, and relate to zines.  These lenses also impact how I make sense 

of how the zine community functions, which research methods I use, and how I communicate 

with zinesters involved in this study.  My work is also influenced by the fact that I am a highly 

educated, straight, white woman from a middle-class family that valued formal schooling and 

religion.  Arguments that zines are a very white, middle and upper-class phenomena may be 

something I chose to challenge to a certain extent, but the fact that I grew up as part of the target 

zine audience and became a part of the primarily white-middle class community of zines cannot 

be denied as I work to explore the zines and zinesters I am reading.   

As a feminist and zinester, I feel that throughout this dissertation my situated 

participation in the community impacts how I read and take part in the work.  Zines are a part of 

my day to day literacy practices and a discourse community that is valuable to my lived 

experiences as a writer and reader.  For what draws me to zines now is the same as what drew 

me to zines some 20 years ago.  I was drawn to a medium that was used by individuals to share 

life, ideas, and beliefs (whether they be beliefs about feminism or the environment or just what 

band was the best) and to communicate with friends (and even an anonymous reader or two) on 

very intimate levels.  It was my initial reaction to zines that kept me interested and drew me back 

to the medium as I began my doctoral work.   

                                                
4 Zine writers are often referred to as “zinesters.”  For this reason, the term zinester(s) and zine writers are 
used interchangeably throughout this work. 
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I wanted to explore a specific literacy site that lasted beyond adolescence.  I was 

interested in sites where long-term assertions of self and others would continue—and possibly 

transform—as participants moved from adolescence into adulthood.  As I reread zines and saw 

the connection to the personal, particularly in the perzine genre, I realized zines were the ideal 

medium for my exploration.  I wanted to examine subjectivities, which I define as individual’s 

interpretations, experiences, and perceptions of the word.  I was interested in how long-term 

participation in specific literacy spaces created permanent writers and involvement in 

communities of writing. 

I was also interested in examining how, and why, individuals become what I term 

permanent writers.  For me, permanent writers are individuals who write extensively and 

regularly long after writing is done being required in learning communities.  Permanent writers 

return to writing as a tool for communication, self exploration, and creation of community.  They 

use writing as a way to be active members of the domains of which they are a part.  Permanent 

writers use various mediums and genres to share their work.  I am interested in how zines are a 

site for producing permanent writers who focus their writing on discussions of self and 

exploration through personal narrative.  

I chose to do this by finding five zinesters who influenced members of the zine 

community in various ways—longevity, a strong following, influence—through a survey I 

created for a specific group of zine viewers5.  I then performed a longitudinal study of each 

zinester’s work through the use of narrative analysis.  The goal of my work is to show how the 

medium of zines, particularly the perzine genre, allows for exploration of self over time that 

                                                
5 In my work, I found that zines create multi-medium autobiographical sites where visual and artistic 
representation defines narrative as a strongly textual practice.  Because of this, at times I refer to readers 
of zines as “readers” and other times “viewers,” dependent on the graphic language in the specific zine.  
When discussing zines generally, I tend to use the term “reader” to avoid confusion. 
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other mediums do not.  I also work to address how the medium of zines teaches scholars and 

educators important ways of understanding writing and literacy.  By examining individuals who, 

for various reasons discussed later, have influenced the perzine genre, I am able to explore and 

critique the narratives of zine creators6 as they move throughout their zine careers.  In doing so, I 

choose to focus on the tension located in the space where narrators have the ability to shift 

through lived experiences and present different subjectivities to both themselves and a larger 

audience in a way that narrator/subject/object/reader can bleed together and intersection occurs 

on various levels. 

Zines as a site where this tension exists, where the shift occurs, are sparsely addressed in 

academic texts.  The first (and at this moment only) academic book focusing solely on zines, 

Stephen Duncombe’s (1997) Notes From the Underground, examines zines from a sociological 

lens.  Other academic books may address zines as a part of a larger movement: Loraine 

LeBlanc’s (1999) Pretty in Punk or Leslie Heywood and Jennifer Drake’s (1997) edited volume 

Third Wave Agenda: Being Feminist, Doing Feminism.  However, most texts that focus on zines 

are popular culture releases, such as Karen Green and Tristan Taormino’s (1997) A Girl’s Guide 

to Taking Over the World: Writings from the Girl Zine Revolution and Pagan Kennedy’s (1995) 

Zine: How I Spent Six Years Of My Life in the Underground and Finally…Found Myself…I 

Think. Zines in academia are usually examined in the areas of communications, sociology, 

cultural studies and women’s studies (Bayerl, 2000; Chu, 1997; Harris, 2003; Kearney 1998, 

2006; Schlit, 2003; Scott-Dixon, 2001) with little focus on zines as a site for literacy practices 

(Guzzetta & Gamboa, 2004).  I am interested in using work on zines to create connections 

between education and literacy studies.  I seek to move zines into a discussion around literacies 
                                                
6 At times I refer to zinesters as “writers” and other times “creators.”  Because of the multimedia aspects 
of the medium, I prefer to refer to zinesters as “creators,” though when I am referring to specific texts 
discussing zines and zine creators, I may choose to use the term “zine writer” instead of “zine creator.” 
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and autobiography where the notions of empowerment and resistance are critically explored and 

drawn out.  I am also interested in the cultural and social impact the writers of these texts create 

with the literacies they perform and how these acts influence discourse around personal 

narratives and stories of self in both education and literacy studies.  I chose to do this through 

zines because writing as a representation of self and a way to align with specific subjectivities 

and challenge or reproduce dominant narratives and discourses creates stronger understandings 

of social identities and constructs of literacy (Ivanic, 1998).  Through the exploration of writing 

and its impact on both literacy and identity work, I hope to better understand and represent the 

importance of nontraditional texts in the creation of personal narratives.  

In moving to explore the role of zines as a medium that changes mainstream expectations 

of writing about self, this dissertation works to contribute to a scholarly understanding of what 

zines are (at a very basic level) and also to demonstrate how zines are used by five specific 

zinesters to make sense of their worlds and the worlds around them.  Specifically, it looks at how 

zines allow these five creators to explore, assert, and examine their subject positions through 

their creations within the zine medium.  I present five distinct ways zines allow their creators to 

perform specific autobiographical literacy practices not readily available through other textual 

literacy sites and how zines allow the assertion of subjectivities through these literacy practices.  

By creating a narrative analysis of the zinesters and their work, my project influences 

understandings of how specific mediums allow for ongoing dialogue and identity work in ways 

not readily available in others.  It also allows educators and literacy scholars a stronger 

understanding of why self-sponsored literacy work impacts how individuals choose to function 

within larger literacy communities.  In understanding how self-created texts, specifically those 

which revolve around personal narratives and understandings of self, open up and support 
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cultural, social, and political notions of self, we are able to learn ways in which to better engage 

in meaningful literacy work that creates connections both inside and outside of traditional 

learning environments as well as the influences of non-traditional sites of learning on education. 

Using a qualitative narrative inquiry into the work of the zinesters and looking at as many 

of their zines as possible spanning their entire zine writing careers, I asked the following 

questions: 

1.  What are the narratives told by five influential female (socialized)7 zinesters? 

2. How does time impact the subjectivities and narratives of these influential zinesters as 

they move through their zine careers?  

3. How does the medium of zines allow the zinesters exploration into the subjectivities 

found in their narratives? 

These questions helped me to clarify the role that the creation of zines plays in the lives of these 

individuals.  Through my work, I was able to piece together the stories being told and their 

impact on the lives of the creators. 

 I chose to look at zine writers who made an impact in the zine community—and the 

larger community of zine scholars and readers as well—because of the importance of audience 

and community formation on the writing of zines.  This impact of zine creators came in a number 

of different ways. Many people come and go in the zine community, which is quite transient.  I 

wanted to look at zinesters who actively participated in the community for a number of years, 

whom other zinesters felt made a difference in their lives, and who were involved in working to 

                                                
7 When I started my research I focused on female zine writers.  Once I began to collect data it was evident 
that there was a large body of zines done by transpersons and that survey participants wanted transpersons 
included in the discussion of influential female zinesters.  Because of this, I also chose to work with a 
female to male (FTM) transperson who started his zine career when he identified as female.  This changed 
my research question to include individuals who grew up being socialized as female even though they 
may not self-identify as such now.   
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create a cohesive community in their zine work.  This could come through their zines, activism, 

or their roles in promoting expanding notions of what it means to be a zinester and participate in 

the zine scene.    

Though each zinester told (sometimes extremely) different stories as they moved from 

zine to zine, each of the zinesters’ stories connected throughout their careers in some very 

important ways.  It is these connections and themes that help bring together how zines are used 

as a way to assert subjectivities and also provide an understanding of the changes in the 

narratives over time.  The five narratives in this dissertation allow for a stronger understanding of 

how literacy practices are created and performed over an extended period of time.  The zinesters 

present ways of being that extend through various sites and scenes—from punk, to artist, to 

transgender—yet, no matter the content, zines as an autobiographical literacy practice allow 

creator and reader to experience specific ways of being.  These five zinesters present critical 

analyses of personal narrative through their use of a medium that calls for re-examination, co-

option, performance, and presentation of visuals, texts, and graphics.  The re-creation of new 

personal and autobiographical pieces continually over an extended period of time creates 

understandings of subjectivities as they appear, disappear, and reappear.  By focusing on the way 

five different zine creators craft environments for subjectivity exploration, I argue that zines, as a 

medium where subjectivities and narratives are presented, performed, created, and re-presented, 

re-performed, and re-created in each new zine over time, authorize a scene where critical 

examination of personal narrative becomes the norm, allowing for a more intimate and analytical 

understanding of self.  

 In discussing the creation of this space, my work moves to a stronger understanding of 

how our literacy lives support cultural, social, and political understandings of self.  I work to 
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understand the task of zines in carving out this role in zinesters’ literacy lives.  It is also 

important to address zines and zine creators as they function as academic sites and spaces of 

learning.  This work presents a way to connect popular cultural texts to academic notions of 

literacy practices, autobiographical work, and the creation of communities of literacy.  It 

explores ways that individuals actively participate in contemporary literacy communities and 

works to examine the use of these communities as sites for subjectivity exploration and assertion 

of commitments to political and social ideologies.   

Research Context 

In order to understand these stories—and just as importantly, how I came to make 

meaning of these stories—it is imperative to understand where I situate my research and myself 

within larger theoretical and discursive contexts.  It is necessary to see how critical feminist 

ideologies inform my reading of literacy and cultural studies texts.  I believe, as Dorothy Smith 

(1999) argues, that in understanding women’s standpoint it is important to acknowledge that the 

“body is not forgotten…Inquiry starts with the knower who is actually located; she is 

active…The knowing subject is always located in a particular spatial and temporal site, a 

particular configuration of the everyday/everynight world” (pp. 4-5).  Because of this stance, the 

choices I make are due in large part to my personal ideologies and understanding as well as my 

political beliefs around women’s unique observations and knowledge of the world around them.  

Because I believe that this unique knowledge and understanding of the ways individuals move 

and function in the world is a political one, I make a distinction similar to scholars such as Hill 

Collins (1990) and Hartsock (1998) that my viewpoint is a feminist one. 

In acknowledging my understanding of how I personally come to knowing and being, it 

is also essential to place my claims in socially situated sites of resistance—both my own and 
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others, both active and passive—for, as Harding (1993) argues, “knowledge claims are always 

socially situated" (p. 54).  I believe that my work—and world—situates itself in contested spaces 

created by hegemonic ideologies assigned by largely patriarchal understandings of how 

knowledge is both presented and represented.  Because of this, I not only locate the zinesters I 

am working with inside debates around the political and social implications of their work, but I 

also position myself as writer and researcher within these sites.  I also choose to examine my 

own writing practices and how these practices—and my reading and understanding of texts—

impact the work that I do (Hernandez, 1995; Stack, 1993).   

As a feminist researcher, I believe that my research and methodology must work to break 

down pre-existing barriers between the participants and me.  I attempt to do this by creating 

personal relationships with the participants and working toward collaboration when at all 

possible (Bloom, 1998).  In doing so, I acknowledge the multiple and fluid sites and 

subjectivities I perform in my personal and professional lives.  In turn, my relationships with the 

zinesters draw me to the belief that narratives are the primary way in which people make sense 

of their worlds.  It is through the stories of themselves—and others—situated in cultural and 

social experiences and supported by specific cultural rituals and practices, that individuals come 

to explore, examine, and understand themselves and the world around them (Bruner, 1986; 

Ricoeur, 1984). 

I would like to address my position on fluid subjectivities and the use of narrative to 

make meaning of our lives by addressing my definition of subjectivities, the relationship of 

subjectivities to roles, and the relationships among subjectivities.  I define subjectivities as 

individual’s interpretations, experiences, and perceptions of the world.  Subjectivities allow 

individuals to be active participants in their lived experiences.  Because I examine subjectivities 
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through a critical lens, I see that relation to power is an element of some higher order 

subjectivities.  These relations to power create a resource for resistance for some subjectivities, 

but does not necessarily ground subjectivities in notions of resistance. 

Subjectivities differ from roles on a number of levels. I see roles as expected behavior 

from individuals who are part of a specific social group.  It is the connection of functions, 

behaviors, and obligations individuals generally conform to as participants in social 

communities.  Mother, daughter, sister, friend, and co-worker are all examples of roles.  Roles 

someone takes on may shift and change, but they are established as norms by the communities of 

which they are a part.  This is not to say that all communities believe that similar roles take on 

similar functions or obligations (i.e., mother may take on a different role in male/female family 

structures than in female/female or trans identified family structures).  Roles have the potential to 

become subjectivities. 

The movement from roles to subjectivities occurs when an individual begins to take on 

active participation in their lived experiences.  A person may be designated the role of mother by 

others, but when she takes the role and uses it to define herself and her own experiences and 

viewpoints, she moves to a subjectivity of mother.  By taking on a subjectivity, an individual 

understands the knowledge—and at times power relations—of her position.  She becomes 

separate from others and moves away from a universal (or objective) definition of self. 

Although all subjectivities are created through individuals’ active understandings of the 

world, this does not mean that all subjectivities hold equal weight.  Subjectivities exist on a 

hierarchical plane.  Subjectivity is strongly tied to social structures and systems.  The ties to the 

social cause certain subjectivities to have a stronger value than others.  Subjectivities are a part 

of our everyday, fractured lives and as such are tied to issues such as gender and class.  When an 
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individual chooses to value gender, for example, over other social issues the privilege their 

gendered subjectivities and pursue these subjectivities in their narratives of self.  Some 

subjectivities—confessor, survivor, transgender, writer—allow for a stronger relation to social 

structures.  These subjectivities become valued more in the narratives of individuals’ lived 

experiences.  It is these subjectivities individuals return to, revise, and assert as they address 

issues of power and resistance.  Other subjectivities, such as insomniac, may be used to help an 

individual understand their lived experiences but may not have the ability to allow individuals to 

see relations to power or create resistant spaces.  These subjectivities, though important in 

defining self, do not exist at the top of the subjectivity hierarchy.  What becomes important in 

determining subjectivities is that individuals are made up of fragmented subjectivities in their 

lived experiences, some of which are addressed and analyzed in their narratives of self. 

Fragmented subjectivities exist in constant flux and in varying complexities (Henriques et 

at. 1984; Kearney, 2006; Lyotard, 1989).  It is through these subjectivities that I choose to situate 

my research, starting with the role of New Literacy Studies (NLS) in framing my work and 

zines’ role in academic discourse.  Through a NLS framework I examine research into grrrl zines 

and narrative, focusing on literacy work and life writing.   In order to understand where my work 

fits in zine and literacy scholarship, in the following sections I support a NLS basis for my work 

and use this as the grounding for my exploration into narrative research and grrrl zines. 

New Literacy Studies 

In exploring discourses surrounding literacy, it is important to acknowledge that literacy 

scholars, like scholars in many other disciplines, took the “social turn” several years ago, moving 

away from focusing on the individual mind, behavior, and the acquisition of skills to “a focus on 

social and cultural interactions” (Gee, 2000, p. 180).  Unlike “cognitive” movements of the 
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1960s and 1970s, which focused on “information processing” and an emphasis on facts and 

logic, movements involved in the “social turn” stress “metaphor” and focus on meaning and 

knowledge as they emerge “from social practices or activities in which people, environments, 

tools, technologies, objects, words, acts, and symbols are all linked to (‘networked’ with) each 

other and dynamically interact with and on each other” (Gee, 2000, p. 184).  Once thought to be 

an autonomous practice, scholars such as those involved in New Literacy Studies (NLS) moved 

toward studying reading and writing in context with social and cultural practices.  Taking 

example from the work of literacy scholars such as Heath (1983) and Street (1984), NLS’s 

research has moved its focal point to literacy as having social, cultural, political, and historical 

implications (Barton, 1994; Gee, 1996; New London Group, 2000; Street, 1995).   

Although pre-NLS scholars such as Goody and Watt (1963) argued for more exploration 

in the impact of the social on writing and Gee (2000) argues that there are a number of 

movements which chose to make the “social turn”, due to NLS’s creation and engagement of 

dialogue between research and workers for continued development of new models of literacy, 

my work best lends itself to a grounding in NLS scholarship.  Zines work as active, changing 

situations where writers negotiate what they choose to present as well as how they choose to 

present situations through a constant negotiation with self and audience.  This negotiation with 

both text and presentation also recontextualizes ideas of literacy. 

The notions of literacy as something individuals know or do not know—the idea of 

individuals being literate or illiterate—is in contrast to the belief that individuals perform literacy 

in differing ways.  In this way, as literacy becomes a performance, something people do that 

involves a relationship to culture and society, it becomes a social practice; Barton and Hamilton 

(2000) suggest that “the basic unit of a social theory of literacy is that of literacy practices” (p. 
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7).  Literacy practices are defined as “behavior and social and cultural conceptualizations that 

give meaning to the uses of reading and writing” (Street, 1995, p. 2).  Yet, because literacy 

practices involve unobservable traits such as awareness of literacy, values of literacy, and 

attitudes towards literacy (Barton and Hamilton, 2000; Street, 1993), they serve more as a way to 

understand how people make sense of and situate themselves in larger social contexts. 

In this way, the zine scene fits into a definition of literacy practices.  Individuals 

participate in zine related sites to understand the world around them and situate themselves into 

specific cultural sites.  Because they are linked to a specific culture—that of other zinesters and 

underground publishing—they become a part of how participants define reading and writing.  

Participants believe that individuals—no matter what their skill level or background—have the 

ability to create their own texts and take part in literacy culture.  This belief is fundamental to the 

ideology behind zine creation and therefore makes zine culture a literacy practice.   

Yet, it is the literacy event—in this case zine creation— that is observable and also rooted 

in the practices from which it arises.  A literacy event is defined by Heath (1983) to be “any 

occasion in which a piece of writing is integral to the nature of the participants’ interactions and 

their interpretive process” (p. 93).  Events consist of activities that may be formal (work, school) 

or informal (home, social groups) and involve the use and production of texts.  Barton and 

Hamilton (2000) argue that it is the three elements of practices, events, and text that define a 

social literacy theory; “literacy is best understood as a set of social practices; these are 

observable in events which are mediated by written texts” (p. 9, their emphasis).  So the creation 

of zines becomes the event that evolves from the social practice of a belief in self publication, 

alternative press, and DIY philosophy. 
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Barton and Hamilton (2000) go on to situate literacy events in different sites and 

involving differing symbols or media.  For example, literacies involving the computer would be 

computer literacy.  The different literacies also relate to different practices in various cultures or 

the use of different languages.  Some of these practices can be named and identified as relating to 

a specific cultural aspect, such as out-of-school literacies.  The places where people engage in 

literacies that are associated with specific aspects of life are what Barton and Hamilton (2000) 

label as “domains.” The activities people perform in the domains “are not accidental or randomly 

varying; there are particular configurations of literacy practices and there are regular ways in 

which people act in many literacy events in particular” (p. 11).  It is these domains that structure 

literacy activities. 

In analyzing these differing domains, we see how individuals function within various 

domains of which they are a part.  These domains are not always easily definable or separable; 

there is seepage, leakage, and movement between boundaries.  It is where these domains 

fluctuate and seep that I situate my analysis of zines.  Though an argument could be made for 

zines as a distinctive domain where literacy events unique to the practice are performed, I am 

more interested in zines as a culmination of activities learned and privileged in different 

domains. 

Unlike work that focuses on examining a single domain such as school or home, or even 

the institutions that support the activities involved in literacy use and learning within domains, 

my work explores how these particular individuals use activities from various domains—home, 

school, media, work—to create their own sites of meaning and understanding.  They use their 

texts to combine dominant and vernacular literacies and in doing so negotiate between 

relationships of power.  In doing this, the zine creators produce what I term “messy texts.”  
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These texts are ones that are difficult to define using clearly divided terms such as dominant or 

vernacular.  Instead, these texts move between domains, using literacy practices learned in 

different domains and many times for different purposes. It is important to acknowledge the 

multiple functions of zines and how zines use certain literacies to give new meaning to literacy 

events that may occur in either the dominant or vernacular literacy practices.   

It is also important to acknowledge how zines as “messy texts” connect to Gee’s (1996) 

theory of “borderland Discourse” and Discourse with a “D” as “a sort of ‘identity kit’ which 

comes with the appropriate costume and instructions on how to act, talk, and often write so as to 

take on a particular social role that others will recognize” (p. 142).  By having the meta-

knowledge of existing Discourse, individuals are allowed to analyze, resist, and manipulate the 

Discourse and still advance.  It is combining outside relations and understanding and bringing 

them into zine community that creates a way to explore subjectivities through narratives.  Zines 

challenge traditional discourses around autobiography, life writing, and narrative and ultimately 

present how these texts can push beyond a traditional understanding of how these elements 

function in social space 

It is here that my work moves beyond traditional NLS scholarship that focuses on looking 

at either dominant or vernacular literacies (or even more often the relationship of the vernacular 

to the dominant and its influence on dominant literacies).  Instead, I chose to look at individuals 

who combine dominant and vernacular literacies to create a hybrid site.  Yet, even though these 

zines are created within a hybrid site, they have rules and behavior that create the Discourse of 

their environment.  Zine literacies exist in these fluctuating spaces as they work to apply and 

create different literacy events and as a site that allows for individuals to continually create new 

events as well as re-appropriate events of dominant literacy domains.  They also work to create a 
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Discourse within the zine environment and community, one with a history as it relates to 

independent publishing and feminist writings and understandings of the world. 

My work looks at how individuals use literacies to define and make meaning of their 

lives and experiences as part of social context.   It also explores how the literacy practices of the 

individual zine creators work to construct and define a zine scene through the creation of 

dialogue among individual literacy acts.  As the zinesters in my research spent more time 

participating in the literacy community and adding and producing knowledge within the 

community, they learned and acquired new literacy practices.  Their participation in the 

community allowed for exploration and assertion of subjectivities surrounding gendered and 

political selves that created hybrid sites moving fluidly between the dominant and vernacular.   

Lankshear and Knobel (2006) argue that social practices have changed how individuals 

see and participate in everyday life and the ways in which we produce, exchange, and engage in 

texts.  Although Lankshear and Kobel’s argument revolves around digital media, their discussion 

around how literacies are now “often more ‘participatory’, more ‘collaborative’, and more 

‘distributed’, as well as less ‘published’, less ‘individuated’ and less ‘author-centric’ than 

conventional literacies” (p. 25) could just as readily apply to zines.  The social and cultural 

relations and mind set formed from creating, reading, and distributing zines changes how 

individuals involved in the zine scene approach literacies in their everyday lives. 

Individuals are engaging in new forms of literacies in every aspect of their day-to-day 

lives.  Technology brings on the use of blogs and on-line journals to discuss personal lives.  

Individuals are writing and revising work on a daily, and sometimes hourly, basis and it is 

available for large numbers of people to see.  As a practice of “traditional” literacy work, where 

individuals write or type and present their work on paper, zines fall between other mediums and 
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genres.  Though not as instantaneous as blogs and other on-line literacies, zines are created in the 

“present.”  Individuals typically spend only a few weeks writing and compiling their zines.  

Although individuals may spend months—or years—between the publications of each zine, the 

work done in their zines is usually similar to journal or blog writing.  Yet, as a medium that is 

created on paper, zines give the creator the ability to return to the text, revise their work, and 

reflect upon their writing.   

Also, as a paper-based medium zines become an artifact of the everyday writing life that 

cannot easily be discarded or erased.  Unlike blogs or other on-line writing that can be delete, 

once a zine is written, a copy of the text is potentially always available, whether from the creator 

or as part of a library or personal zine collection.  Also, unlike personal journals or letters, zines 

are written for public consumption, creating a space where everyday literacy work interacts with 

social and cultural understandings of writing.  Zines allow the reader and writer to connect and 

create community through their texts.  Zines focus on daily writing and activities also constructs 

a unique opportunity that other, longer, autobiographical practices do not create.   They allow 

participants the chance to present life “in the moment” as well as giving individuals who 

participate in the medium over an extended period of time a chance to reflect and revise on lived 

experiences if they so choose. 

Zines also allow us to open up a discussion of new texts and push exploration into 

multimodal literacies.  Kress and Jewill (2003) define modes as “broadly understood to be the 

effect of the work of culture in shaping material into resources for representation” (p. 1).  Modes 

rarely function on their own, and, as in the case of zines, written texts and visual images as well 

as community values in layout and design create engagement through visual, directional, and 

spacial modes.  Multimodal approaches to literacy create equal significance in the different 
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modes of communication (Kress, 2003); in doing so, zine creators are allowed to value, present, 

and shift into different modes through integration of DIY values and practices.  Participants 

create and transform literacy and communication modes into different and valued landscapes.  

Zinesters create new ways of reading and writing texts and performing social practices of 

communication (Vasudevan and Hill, 2008).  Although zines are a paper-based medium, they are 

used to move traditional print literacies to create visual, and at times other multimodal, work, 

creating messy texts. 

Multimodal literacies also create new knowledge of how individuals write, understand, 

and create narratives.  Participants in multimodal literacies use texts to create narratives by 

incorporating and combining images, color, style, sound, words, animation and more.  Zines 

show how, given a traditional paper-based medium, creators move beyond just simple text on 

page as a way to recreate and expand what it means to live in the day-to-day.  Zinesters also 

work to create new ways of understanding experiences and events in life through the use of 

image, collage, upcycling, recycling, and revising texts.  Narrative lives are created in various 

ways and being through the use of zines as multimodal practices. 

Creating Narratives 

I am interested in the narratives we tell and how our narratives create or complicate 

cohesive subjectivities. Though the focus of my work is on narrative, we do not live narrative 

lives. We exist by playing different roles and asserting different subjectivities.  We can 

potentially create various narrative accounts—long or short—but we cannot rely on sustained 

and uninterrupted stories as part of our lived experiences.  The sustainability of narrative changes 

when we make the choice to use written text to tell out stories. For, as Battersby (2006) argues, 

“Experiencing is one thing, telling another.  Experience lacks the sustained coherence that telling 
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imposes” (p. 34).  We experience life in different ways, but we do not always choose to narrate 

these experiences.  What happens when individuals make a choice to narrate through written 

texts and communities? 

The choices we make in presenting ourselves in multiple, varied ways is highly 

dependent on the medium in which we choose to perform self.  One way in which we create a 

narrative self is through writing personal texts.  It is through personal narratives, larger life 

narratives, and autobiographical practices that subjectivities are asserted, created, and formed.  I 

am interested in how the personal written narrative as created over time, works to disrupt as well 

as reinforce the notion of a narrative identity (McAdams et al, 2006; McAdams, 1996; Ricoeur, 

1984).  In this section, I address what individuals choose to make a part of their written narrative 

lives and how viewing individuals’ zines over the course of their careers creates insight into both 

diachronic and episodic notions of self.  

As part of a writing community, zinesters who choose to write perzines do so through the 

use of written narrative as a way to present self to others.  As individual texts, zines are very 

fragmented, with episodic stories strewn throughout.  Each of these writers addressed different 

experiences, relationships, and life events, some of which have no relation to the other episodes 

discussed within their zines.  In such a way the presentation of self in zines is fragmented.  In 

one zine multiple roles and subjectivities appear and reappear depending upon the stories the 

writer chooses to emphasize.   

For example, if I take one random issue of Crabb’s Doris, there are the following 

elements and stories: 

o A hand drawn cover 

o A zine typed with a typewriter 
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o An insert taped to the back of the front cover that states she forgot a paragraph on 

page 13 so she is attaching it there 

o An Intro about her friend who is apprenticing to be a Blacksmith 

o Where to write her 

o Hand drawn pictures 

o The following stories/narratives 

♣ Robin (a typed piece abut her friend working to make sustainable change) 

♣ Shy (a cartoon about being a part of the punk scene) 

♣ Social Ecology (text that is typed and handwritten with drawings that 

discusses mutual aid and also has two footnotes) 

♣ Truth (a typed piece relating some experiences growing up, her life in 

Ohio today, and her survivor narrative.) 

None of the stories connect to each other.  Each story is very episodic and could stand on its 

own.  Even within the stories there are many random and haphazard connections which work to 

somewhat string together a cohesive narrative. 

Yet, when viewed as parts of a larger body of work, the stories of many zinesters begin to 

create a more diachronic narrative.  Zinesters begin to relate past selves to present self.  Zinesters 

begin to connect narratives.  Zinesters begin to reflect on past episodes in present text and 

analyze how identity changes have created subjectivities and helped create a stronger 

understanding of self.  Zinesters recall and revise specific episodes and events over and over.  

For instance, when I look at Crabb’s work over time I see a number of connections and repetition 

in stories and presentation.   

o I read 26 issues of Doris 
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o Every issue contains drawings of some type 

♣ 19 used drawings to create a narrative in comic form. 

o 15 had Intros and all 15 of those Intros spoke of secrets and stories 

o 10 had writing from other people 

o They all had a combination of being handwritten and typed with only one being 

completely handwritten 

o Each issue addressed issues of abuse, rape, and incest 

o Most issues also discussed family 

o Most issues contained ideas of anarchism and social action 

o There were a total of 585 pages of text written from 1993-2008 

As she writes over time, and creates a space for that writing, her work repeats itself.  Not only in 

the physical characteristics of the writing space, but also in the stories she chooses to tell.  

Because of her consistent choices, specifically around issues of secrets, stories, and narratives of 

abuse and survival, I chose to focus on how Crabb creates those narratives as she moves through 

her zine career.   

 Still, not all zinesters take on strictly diachronic narratives.  The narratives become more 

diachronic than episodic when the zinesters create more of a narrative identity.  Also, even 

though they each take on specific subjectivities, they stretch and manipulate them to meet their 

own needs and desires (Smith, 1993).  Some return to stories as a way to “revise” lived 

experiences.  They choose to return, revise, and recreate to make a more cohesive, diachronic 

narrative as they create a text over time. Others focus on the episodic stories of life.  They 

change their relations to the narratives as they move through time and choose to take on different 
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subjectivities.  Some do not return at all to reexamine specific subjectivities, or even choose to 

discuss specific roles in detail. 

 We make choices, as writers, as to the type of narratives we create.  We can choose to be 

episodic on a daily basis and diachronic over time.  We move between narrative and non-

narrative ways of expressing self.  We may choose to share mundane, everyday experiences, or 

move to more challenging notions of self.  Through zines, we see the choice to either create a 

grand narrative by applying short truths and stories to the narrative as a writer moves through 

time, or to rely on small stories and episodic self as it seems to fit—either throughout a writing 

career or during specific times in life.  Zines and zine writers show the complicated ways of 

writing self as individuals create a writing life. 

Grrrl Zines8 

 There is a growing body of work on how zines are used by young women as sites of 

resistance9.  In particular, zines have become sites for girls10 to examine feminism, politics, and 

                                                
8 The word “grrrl” is taken from the Riot Grrrl Movement where grrrl was used as a term for rebellion and 
resistance from traditional “girl.”  As Anita Harris (2003) writes, “the word ‘girl’ became ‘grrrl’, to 
denote a snarling, angry, young woman who was no longer prepared to be ‘nice’” (p.46).  It has since 
been used to define individuals participating in the zine scene who shared interests in the punk scene and 
alternative feminist politics (Harris, 2003). 
 
9 For a more in-depth analysis on the history of zines as it relates to feminist independent press and 
literacy work, see Chapter 2: Zines, Feminism, and the Underground Press: A History of Self-Publishing 
as it Roots Itself in Feminism. 
 
10 When defining the term “girl” I do not consider a certain age limit so much as the idea behind what the 
term “girl” brings to mind.  Traditionally, this is thought of as someone who has not yet become a 
woman.  It is problematized in academia by researchers such as Jones (1993), who states that the term girl 
has “obscured class and ‘race’ oppressions and privileges through overlooking their specificity and 
uneven expression in girls’ everyday lives” (p. 157).  Because of this, I allow the term girl to be one that 
females place upon themselves.  Therefore, a female may consider herself a girl for a number of reasons, 
including, but not limited to, her age, her status within society, her view of cultural constructs, or her 
academic attainment.  The label is not only one constructed by society, but one constructed by the 
individual’s lived experiences within society as well.  Even though the term girl is used throughout this 
section to refer to the zinesters studied, there are some ways in which the word can apply to other female 
zine creators (those who do not use the term girl) while in other ways it is somewhat limiting. 
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activism through personal narratives.  Zines are seen as “a creative form of resistance, [which] 

reflect the unfiltered personal voices of young women and queer youth who are struggling 

against the societal and patriarchal corset and challenge the conventional meanings and 

expectations of femininity” (Zobl, 2003, p. 61).  Scholars categorically acknowledge the grrrl 

zine scene with aiding in the revolution of young women everywhere, creating active cultural 

producers from what were once passive cultural consumers (Chu, 1997; Comstock, 2001; 

Gilbert, 2000; Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2004: Harris, 2003; Kearney, 1998; Radway, 2002; Schilt, 

2003; Wray & Steele, 2002).   

There is a strong focus on the role zines play in girls becoming active cultural producers.  

By using the zines as a tool of community creation and dialogue building, girls as consumers are 

making decisions based on information outside of traditional hegemonic spaces (Chu 1997; 

Schlit, 2003; Wagner, 1998; Wray and Steele, 2001).  For example, Wagner (1998) claims that 

zines focus on issues that are overlooked by the media, such as sexuality, self-expression, and 

body image, because they are self-published and uncensored by educators or commercial 

sponsors.  She argues they are the true words of girls addressing topics that are silenced by 

traditional media.  By studying zines, scholars learn not only how self-exploration is created 

through a literacy medium, but also about the promotion of critical thinking skills and a critical 

analysis of mainstream media and texts.  Girls who create zines are analyzing the works of 

writers, politicians, and cultural stereotypes as well as other zinesters.  They examine their 

gender roles and places within society and encourage and educate other readers of zines.  

Although the argument for zines as critical cultural producers cannot be denied, it has often come 

at the price of a more critical exploration into the ways zines are used as literacy sites for long 
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term assertions and explorations of self and others as young women move beyond adolescence 

and continue their involvement in the zine community. 

Scholars view zines as a way for adolescents to create communities to share intimate 

stories and come together to share voice and knowledge with other girls around the world 

(Comstock, 2001; Green and Taormino, 1997). The discourse around community connects to 

discussions around sites of empowerment for young women.  Blake (1997) and Radway (2002) 

both argue that traditional educational settings do not empower girls; therefore, girls have gone 

outside the classroom to find a site for empowerment and a place where their voices can be 

heard. Schlit (2003) emphasizes that one important feature of zines is that they are written 

without the editing of adults.  They are written purely by girls’ peers to share their stories, 

educate, and find community.  Zine writers discuss how zines helped them to not only meet 

others, but also to learn about themselves and explore their identities.  Girls form a community 

where they feel comfortable enough to express their thoughts and ideas, to explore who they are; 

they use zines as a tool for empowerment (Blake, 1997; Radway, 2002).  Yet, once girls leave 

these empowering adolescent spaces, scholarship does not explore other sites of resistance in 

their transition into adulthood. 

Still, it is important to address how girls continue creating sites of exploration, 

empowerment, and resistance as they move from adolescence to adulthood.  The disconnect 

between girls studies and adult literacy practices causes scholars to devalue adolescent literacies 

once writers have reached adulthood.  It also devalues childhood and adolescent literacy 

experiences, making the experiences no more than memory or anecdotal reminiscing into past 

experiences as ways of legitimizing the importance of adult learning and expertise.  My work 

bridges the gap by examining literacy practices that start in adolescence and continue into 
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adulthood, exploring what this trajectory looks like and its position in the genre of life writing.  

As a literary genre, life writing encompasses autobiography, memoirs, journals, diaries, and 

other self-created literary works as a way to record and to examine the use of writing one’s life 

and as a way to record and historicize individuals lived experiences.  My work focuses on the 

process of recording experiences and the participants’ choice of site for this process.  In a time 

where social networking and multi-media sites are becoming increasingly used as ways to record 

and represent life narratives, the choice to present life writing though a print medium informs 

literary scholars about the importance of these practices on ways of knowing and being.  It also 

allows for the longitudinal study of a participation in a discourse community that may not be as 

accessible through on-line or privately created texts. 

 Some zine scholars do make attempts to push zines into the realm of life writing.  Red 

Chidgey (2006) argues that “zines represent a covert type of life narrative circulated in sub-

cultural DIY writing communities, largely produced as a form of self-expression by young 

people in their teens and twenties for public consumption.  Zines exist as ephemeral yet powerful 

documents of personal testimony” (p. 1).  She calls for the zines to receive historical merit and 

for zines to have a place as legitimate, historical artifacts.  Chidgey’s argument for zines’ place 

in historical documentation of life writing—calling for zines to be seen as diaries and personal 

essays—moves zine scholarship to a stronger relationship to life narrative.  Her focus more on an 

historical analysis of zines, though important, does not allow for a comparison to literacy 

practice and an understanding of how zines are used as literacy expressions of self. 

 Anna Poletti (2005) also chooses to situate zines in the genre of life writing.  She looks at 

zines as a form of story-telling and examines their role in DIY culture and its connections to 

contemporary autobiographical scholarship.  I struggle with Poletti’s assertion that zines are a 
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part of a youth subculture that focuses on life writing.  Though zines are a part of a culture of life 

writing, Poletti’s work, like that of other scholars who place zines in the realm of youth cultural 

activities, does not allow for an understanding of how zinesters who participate in the zine scene, 

long after they drift away from other adolescent sites, use their work to continue to re-script their 

life narratives.  Also, by placing zines in a subcultural context, Poletti subsumes zinesters under 

one unifying experience, thus not permitting differing understandings of how zines are used to 

promote, interpret, and construct life narrative and identity work11.   

 Other work on life writing and its relation to zines attempts to insert zines into the world 

of life writing arguing for zines’ legitimate space in the discourse as opposed to comprehensively 

examining zinesters as they write across time (Chidgey, 2006; Sinor, 2003).  While Sinor (2003) 

shifts the focus away from adolescent girls and move towards young women by looking at 

zinesters between the ages of 16 and 30, she still chooses to look at zines in a more fragmented 

fashion, not allowing for an awareness of how zinesters re-create subjectivities over time.  She 

writes of zines as genre shifters moving from “resembling a diary at one moment and a research 

paper the next” and how the “hybridity of her text reflects the hybridity of her life” (p. 247).  

Sinor writes that “zines are one of the only sites for exploring how girls represent themselves, 

how they want to write themselves into the world” (p. 248).  Though Sinor’s arguments are 

valid, her work falls short in her use of single issues of zines in order to interpret the role of zines 

as life-writing texts.  Her use of single issues becomes problematic when attempting to make 

larger claims about the lived experiences of the individuals she chooses to write about.  The 

zines she examines are part of a series, yet she chooses to address each as though they are in a 

                                                
11 For a more in-depth discussion on zines as part of a scene versus a subcultural practice, see Chapter 5: 
Alex Wrekk: Punk ‘til the Day She Dies: The Narrative of an Aging Punk. 
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vacuum, taking away from the larger arguments about how literacy practices change and 

strengthen over time. 

 For example, Sinor (2003) uses Brainscan #18 by Alex Wrekk as one of her examples of 

a zine writer who uses zines to create a space where the zinester refuses “to be placed within the 

confines of gender” and labels this refusal as “empowering” (p. 245).  Though her choice to look 

at Wrekk’s work in this particular zine and take it at face value may allow Sinor to argue for the 

importance of a textual community on challenging gendered scripts, by only choosing to 

examine one element of Wrekk’s work, Sinor makes assumptions from a chapter versus the 

whole life narrative.  If Sinor had analyzed across the zine chapters in the lives of the 

individuals, she would see how Wrekk’s work on gender is more complicated and might not be 

so empowering as it seems in one issue.  Wrekk’s choice of identity as Alex becomes 

performance and is complicated by her earlier work under her given name as well as her 

continual stance of being a female involved in the punk scene.  These subjectivities of Wrekk’s 

are not problematized, or even addressed, when zine scholars choose to tie life-writing into one 

zine by an individual who write zines over extended periods of time12. 

 It is important to address the issue that individual zines are most likely one section of a 

larger body of work of the creator.  Though I am not arguing that scholars should only examine 

zines as they fit into these larger bodies of work, I do feel it is essential to address this in the role 

of sustained productions of texts by most zine writers.  Although some zines have a short-lived 

history, most individuals involved in the zine community remain in the community in some 

capacity over an extended period of time.  By acknowledging the longevity of individuals’ 

participation in the zine scene, I bridge the gap between the understanding of zines as artifacts 

                                                
12 For a more comprehensive analysis of Wrekk’s zine subjectivities, see Chapter 4. 
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used to argue for young women’s roles in self-creating resistant sites and the literacy work 

around creations of life-long literacy practices which create rich examples of life writing.  

 Zines’ role as life writing cannot be addressed without an examination into how zines 

play a role in literacy communities and are used as literacy practices.  Barbara Guzzetti and 

Margaret Gamboa (2004) urge scholars to consider zines an important element in the study of 

adolescence in order to “be aware of how students use literacies to form and represent their 

identities, to construct meaning, and to pursue their own interests” (p.  411). More importantly, 

they urge that, “zines represent a literacy practice that, although unsanctioned by the school (or 

by mainstream popular culture), nevertheless represents a passionate form of literate expression” 

(p. 411).  Guzzetti and Gamboa go on to examine the role of zines as they are situated in 

discourses around literacy as social practice as well as feminist understandings of texts and ways 

of being.  Though Guzzetti and Gamboa expand the discussion of zines into the realm of literacy 

studies, again, they only choose to focus on zines’ role as a tool for adolescent girls.  By 

choosing not to address zines beyond adolescent practices, discussions around how zines create 

discourse and literacy communities and sites of literacy practice, where zines are used by 

individuals to understand the world around them and situate themselves into specific cultural 

sites, are not drawn out into life-long learning and forms of literacy expression.  By stopping the 

exploration of zines as a literacy tool for the young, we separate experiences in adolescent and 

adult literacy and do not look at the connections between practices started in youth and 

continuing into early, middle, and late adulthood and how these practices may work to inform 

learning and life work.   
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Methodology 

My selection of feminist research occurred because feminism is concerned with gender 

inequality in both theory and practice, and the overarching belief is that feminist choices are 

always political acts.  Kemp and Squires (1997) argue that “the single most distinguished feature 

of feminist scholarly work has been its overtly political nature and feminism’s commitment to 

material and social change has placed a significant role in undermining traditional academic 

boundaries between the personal and the political” (p. 4).  The goal of feminist research is to 

make a difference in the lives of women through both individual and social change.  Because of 

this goal, the choice of research projects and methods are viewed as political acts.  Therefore, in 

this section I aim to address the reasons behind the choice of methods, procedures, and data 

processing and why they are best suited for the exploration into the possibility that writers 

socialized as females use zines as a site for both personal and social change.  I intend to show 

that the best way to examine these cultural phenomena is by using a feminist theoretical and 

methodological approach. 

Research Paradigm 

Researchers suggest three orientations for qualitative research: positivist, interpretive, and 

critical (Merriam, 1998).  Critical research works under the assumption that people construct and 

reproduce reality while social, political, and cultural institutions work to reproduce existing 

norms and values creating issues of power and control.  Stemming from both critical and 

feminist theories, I utilized a critical orientation in this study.  This critical orientation explored 

zines as possible sites where five influential zinesters assert their subjectivities, subjectivities that 

have the potential to change over time. 
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 Starting with a critical feminist standpoint, I chose to ask questions that make qualitative 

methods the most appropriate for my study.  Qualitative research is a way to understand how 

people make sense of the world with the assumption that how individuals react with their world 

creates reality (Creswell, 2005; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Merriam, 1998).  This makes qualitative 

methods best suited for learning about the writing of zinesters because it would be difficult to 

quantify this information.  Use of narrative inquiry and personal correspondence allowed for the 

examination of patterns among the work of the five zinesters involved in my research, focusing 

that research on the perspective of the respondents, not the researcher (Merriam, 1998). 

 In addition, I focused this research on narrative research design.  In defining narrative 

research design, Creswell (2005) states that as “a distinct form of qualitative research, a narrative 

typically focuses on studying a single person, gathering data through the collection of stories, 

reporting individual experiences, and discussing the meaning of those experiences for the 

individual” (p. 474).   Espinoza and Buchanan-Avray (2004) also argue that “this research 

method allows the researcher to gain access to both self and group narratives, individual and 

collective identities, meaning-making systems, and the participants' understandings of their 

sociocultural environments” (p. 99).  Because qualitative methodology seeks to understand the 

lives and experiences of individuals, and narrative inquiry allows for this examination through 

the use of written texts, I focused on a narrative research design.  Narrative research also allows 

me to focus on each participant as an individual with distinct stories and ways of participating in 

the discourse community.   

 Because perzines are “personal diaries open to the public; shared notes on the day-to-day 

life, thoughts and experiences of the writer” (Duncombe, 1997, p. 11) and narrative inquiry 

works to understand the human experiences through the phenomena of stories (Clandinin & 
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Connelly, 2000), this was best suited for the study of zines.  The process of narrative inquiry has 

seven characteristics: 

• Individual experiences 

• Past, present, and future experiences 

• Collection of stories 

• Retelling of stories (restorying) 

• Coding for themes 

• Detailing of context or setting 

• Collaboration with participants 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell, 2005; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998).  The 

Methods section of this chapter details how this study incorporated these seven characteristics.   

In following these characteristics, I took a feminist approach.  In defining a feminist 

research process, Letherby (2003) first starts with Cook and Fonow’s (1990) focus on feminist 

research as “the search for techniques which analyze and record the historical process of change 

and ultimately transfer of such methodological tools to the subjects [sic] of the research” (p.80).  

She adds to this the following elements compiled from other researchers: 

• give continuous and reflective attention to the significance of gender as an 
aspect of all social life and within research, and consider further the 
significance of other differences between women and (some argue) the 
relevance of men’s lives to a feminist understanding of the world; 

• provide a challenge to the norm of ‘objectivity’ that assumes knowledge 
can be collected in a pure, uncontaminated way; 

• value the personal and the private as worthy of study; 
• develop non-exploitative relationships within research; 
• value reflexivity and emotion as a source of insight as well as an essential 

part of research. (p. 73) 
 

She also adds “an emphasis on creativity, spontaneity and improvisation in selection of both 

topic and method, which includes a tendency to use already given situations both as the focus of 
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investigation and as a means of collecting data” (p. 80).  All these points highlight women’s 

status in both research and society as well as the subordinate positions held by women in 

patriarchal society, emphasizing the importance of forefronting gendered experiences.  In 

summarizing feminist research, Letherby (2003) quotes Millen (1997): 

any research may be considered ‘feminist’ which incorporates two main aims; a  
sensitivity of the role of gender within society and the differential experiences of  
males and females and a critical approach to the tools of research on society, the  
structures of methodology and epistemology within which ‘knowledge’ is placed 
within the public domain. (p. 73) 
 

Therefore, by looking at a subversive and even at times resistant writing practice, that of zines, 

as a potential site for these influential zinesters to explore critical personal and political issues 

and differing subjectivities, this research uses a feminist approach.  

 Although previous research into zines also employs a feminist approach (Chu, 1997; 

Comstock, 2001; Gilbert, 2000; Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2004: Harris, 2003; Kearney, 1998; 

Radway, 2002; Schilt, 2003; Wray & Steele, 2002), all performed a more cross-sectional 

analysis of zines and zinesters, looking at individual editions of zines by individual zinesters.  In 

utilizing this analysis, they show only a “snapshot” into the identity work done by female zine 

writers.  What is missing from the discourse on zines is a longitudinal analysis of zines: a study 

exploring the entire body of work of influential female socialized zinesters as a way to examine 

how subjectivities are shaped through writing over a period of time and how these same zinesters 

view the subjectivities asserted in their zines.  Because of this, my research into how zinesters 

use their zines to construct different subjectivities throughout their lives is important.  By taking 

apart each zine, looking at the structural elements and how zinesters name themselves within 

each particular zine and comparing zines done by each zinester over an extended period of time, 

I conducted a more in-depth analysis of life writing. 
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Methods 

In order to complete a longitudinal study using zines and zinesters influential within the 

zine community, this research took place in a number of phases, with each phase informing the 

next.  Creswell (2005) argues in that qualitative research: 

The data collection and analysis (and perhaps the report writing) are simultaneous 
activities.  When you are collecting data, you may also be analyzing other 
information previously collected, looking for major ideas….The phases are also 
iterative, in which you cycle back and forth between data collection and analysis.  
In qualitative research, you might collect stories from individuals, and, as your 
analysis of their stories proceeds, you may return for more information to fill in 
gaps in their stories. (p. 232) 

Therefore, throughout each phase both data collection and analysis was discussed.   

Determining the Zinesters 

Access to zines may be viewed as random or haphazard.  Individuals come to zines 

through friends, being handed a zine at a show, finding a zine left in a public space, or coming 

across zines at alternative bookstores.  More recently, zines have become available in alternative 

zine libraries13as well as collections in public and academic libraries.  At this time, there are 

approximately 114 zine libraries of various forms across the United States (Zine World Website, 

2008).  On average, most of these libraries carry a few hundred zines.  The zines available in 

these libraries cover all Duncombe’s (1997) zine taxonomy14, but most collections specialize in 

one category. For example, Barnard College, Smith College, and Tulane University all carry 

personal and political zines written by females, while Michigan State focuses on comics and the 

University of Michigan collects anarchist zines. 

                                                
13 The phrase “alternative zine libraries” refers to zine libraries run out of people’s homes or community 
organizations, many times run by volunteers. 
 
14 Duncombe lists 15 categories in his taxonomy of zines based on analysis of zine reviews.  These 
categories are fanzine, political, perzine, scene, network, fringe culture, religious, health, vocational, sex, 
travel, comix, literary, art, and the rest. 
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The other site where there is access to a great number of zines is a Zine Distro.  Distros, 

short for distributions, are stores run for the express purpose of buying and selling zines.  Distros 

usually purchase zines from zinesters at wholesale rates and then promote and sell them through 

websites, storefronts, or at zine events (i.e. zinefests).  Most distros are run for little, if any, profit 

and are created because of the owner’s interest in zines.  Like libraries, smaller distros may focus 

on one category of zines, usually perzines, while larger distros run as sections of book stores 

(Quimby’s, Atomic Books), taking zines on consignment and selling them as one section of 

printed materials.  Though distros may carry only one or two categories of zines, because 

numerous zines are sent to distro owners for consideration to be carried in their distro, the 

owners read a wider variety of zines than the ones they choose to carry in their distro. 

Unlike mass-market publishing, zine access relies on the discretion of the creator of the 

zine.  Zine writers decide where to send their zines, be it distros, libraries, or through 

independent sale or trade.  Because of this, the selection of zines available at a library or distro is 

never completely random.  There is already a self-selection process in place.  The zinesters 

decide to whom they submit their work, the distro owners decide which zines to carry, and 

libraries receive many (if not all) of their zines from donations-either from individuals or larger 

private collections.  Yet, even with this self-selection, curators, librarians and owners of zine 

libraries and distros see the greatest variety of zines (both in context and authorship).  This 

places these individuals in a better position for analyzing zines as opposed to individual zinesters 

who may collect zines from a certain region, category, or those done by people they already 

know. 

Previous research into zines has all been through convenience samples.  Zines used in 

research were ones that the researchers already had in their collections or purchased from 
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contacting individual zinesters (Chu, 1997; Comstock, 2001; Gilbert, 2000; Guzzetti & Gamboa, 

2004: Harris, 2003; Schilt, 2003; Wray & Steele, 2002).  Researchers chose to look at the zines 

as somewhat independent texts and the zinesters became secondary to their analysis.  Most 

research focuses on a particular zinester because their zine was available.  I was interested in 

examining the stories individuals told as they participated in the zine community over an 

extended period of time.  In order to accomplish this, I needed to create a way to move from 

finding specific zinesters to examining their zines in a way that set my research apart from 

previous studies. 

In order to accomplish a structured examination of the stories within specific zinesters’ 

zines as a unit of analysis, I needed to start by selecting the zinesters.  Zinewiki.com, an on-line 

zine encyclopedia, lists 500 zinesters and more than 3,000 zines.  Duncombe (1997) argues that 

there are more than 10,000 zines in existence.  Due to the large numbers of zines, I needed to 

find a way to narrow down the individuals whose work I chose to read.  If I would have 

randomly selected specific zine titles or even zine writers, I may have ended up with zinesters 

who just completed one or two zines or zine titles that only had a few issues.  I wanted to find 

individuals who were doing sustained, long-term writing.  By finding individuals who were part 

of the zine community for an extended amount of time, I was able to focus on examining 

narratives as they appeared—and at times reappeared—in individual’s work over extended 

periods of time.  In order to narrow the focus and find the zinesters, I designed surveys that were 

sent to both zine libraries and distros in order to determine whom curators, librarians, and distro 

owners felt to be the most influential female zinesters. 

Of the 114 zine libraries, 25 are based out of either academic or public libraries.  Because 

these are more accessible and established than the smaller volunteer zine libraries and info shops, 
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surveys were sent to these 25 librarians.  Distros number in the hundreds and are worldwide.  

Because this research focuses on personal zines written by females, 25 zine distros were chosen 

to receive surveys using the following criteria: 

• The distro has been in existence for 3 or more years 

• The distro focuses on selling personal zines by female zinesters 

• The distro carries at least 30 different zines 

• The distro is listed under the Grrrl Zine Network distro list15 

In addition, surveys were sent to three larger, independent bookstore zine distributors: Quimby’s, 

Atomic Books, and Microcosm Publishing.  All in all, 53 surveys were sent out. 

 Surveys asked participants to list whom they feel to be the top five female zinesters using 

the following guidelines: 

• Readership (the number of zines sold or frequency zines are accessed from the 

library) 

• Staying power (the zinester has been writing for more than 5 years) 

• Impact on the zine community (including influence on other zinesters and zine 

culture) 

• The zines are either personal or political (with a small p) using Duncombe’s 

(1997) zine taxonomy. 

                                                
15 Grrrl Zine Network is found at www.grrrlzines.net and is a comprehensive listing of zines and distros 
by “grrrl, lady, queer, and trans folk” as well as listings of academic texts on zines and grrrl culture.  It 
was created 5 years ago by zine scholar Elke Zobl, who writes of the Network: 

when I was looking for feminist zines on the Internet there was no comprehensive resource site 
available. So I decided to create one. That’s how GRRRL ZINE NETWORK, came into being. 
My overall goal for the web site is to share resources on grrrl zines in different languages, and to 
create connections between like-minded but often far-away feminist youth who read and produce 
zines. Currently the site is listing and linking around one thousand feminist-oriented zines and 
distros from more than thirty countries in twelve languages (grrrl zine network). 
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Distro owners and librarians were contacted via post and asked to participate in the survey.  The 

results of these surveys determined which five zinesters’ works were examined in the next 

phases. 

Narrative Analysis 

Collecting individual stories/experiences.  I selected the five zinesters and then compiled 

as much of their entire bodies of work as was available.  Libraries, distros, and individual 

zinesters provided access to these zines.  Most of the zinesters allowed me access to their 

personal collections.  Some only had copies of more recent issues or scattered copies of older 

issues.  In collecting the zines, I contacted various zine libraries for access to the zines they 

might have that I did not have access to through my personal collection, a distro, or from the 

zinesters themselves.  I was able to compile 75-100% of the zines created by each zinester, as 

well as zines to which they made submissions. 

In collecting the zines, the first characteristic of narrative inquiry (collecting individual 

experiences) took place.  Creswell (2005) refers to Dewey’s belief that understanding an 

individual comes from learning of her experiences and viewing these experiences as a 

continuum.  Therefore, it is essential in narrative inquiry to understand how past experiences 

influence both present and future decisions.  This makes gathering the entire body of work of 

zinesters and reporting the story through this chronology a vital part of this research.  The 

collection of these stories is referred to as “field texts”, which consisted of the zines as well as 

the letters and email gathered in subsequent phases.   

Read-through one: restorying.  Once all the zines were collected, during the first read-

through the narrative inquiry characteristic of restorying took place.  Retelling of stories consists 

of analyzing the stories for key elements or themes.  The goal was to find links in the ideas 
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discussed within both individual zines as well as across the body of work of the zinesters.  In 

looking for the stories of the zinesters as they told them through their zines, I felt it was 

important to look at not only the stories written in narrative form, but how they told their stories 

through the structural elements of each zine and the way they used these elements throughout 

their zines to define themselves.  I also felt it important to look at the ways zinesters name 

themselves and the naming terms they used throughout their zines.  To do this, I did three 

readings of the texts, loosely following Avray’s (2001) suggestions on narrative design. 

Avray (2001) suggests three interpretive readings of texts to analyze data.  The first 

reading focuses on content.  The researcher looks for events, themes, and images that emerge for 

the participant.  These are placed in chronological order according to the publication dates and 

then clarification of the content occurs (if necessary).  The researcher looks for coherence, clarity 

of themes, and plot development.  To accomplish this, in the first reading I completed a reader 

response.  I read through each set of zines, responding to each zine as an entire piece, the 

sections and elements of each zine that impacted me, and how each zine in a collection related to 

other zines before and after it in chronological order.  Because some zines’ content was not 

linear (for example, events occurring in a zine written in 2000 might be referring to an instance 

in the zinester’s life that happened in 1990 while a zine written in 1995 might refer to something 

occurring that same year), I also attempted to create some essence of a timeline of events for 

each zinester when I felt it was applicable.  In doing so, I was able to set up places where I 

needed clarity as well as create cohesive narratives. 

Read-through two: Structural elements (detailing of context).  The second reading is one 

where participants’ meaning-making is assigned to the events.  Significance of the event, what 

the zinester is attempting to convey, positionality, and subjectivity were examined.  In order to 
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do this, I used each zine as an event and determined the structural elements of each zine in order 

to determine the meaning the zinesters applied to different features in the zines.  Structural 

elements as a form of narrative relate to the study of visual literacy where images take their own 

forms of language.  Expanding Halliday’s (1994) and Fairclough’s (2003) work on textual, 

ideational, or interpersonal metafunctions, Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) discuss how images 

visually encode experiences much like grammar does in written language.  Images, like written 

texts, can be read for meaning.  The visual imagery serves three functions: the first as symbols 

that represent things in the real world (ideational metafunction), the second analyzing how the 

creator and viewer interact (interpersonal metafunction), and the third examining the way the 

visual texts are coherent with internal texts and the context for which they were created (textual 

function).  Keeping these three functions in mind, I chose structural elements that were present in 

multiple zines by the zinesters, as well as those that worked as representations in the real world, 

worked as a way to help zinesters and readers interact, and served a purpose in the context of the 

zines themselves. 

Keeping these ideas in mind, zines were coded looking at elements such as whether the 

zine was handwritten or typed on a typewriter or computer, if there were photographs of the 

zinesters, drawings, collages, intros, the size of the zine, and other thematic elements that 

occurred in other zines by the individual zinesters.  Because each zinesters’ zines had similar 

features and elements in a number of their own zines, exclusive to others in the study, each 

individual had their own set of structural elements.  I then took the ideas of textual, ideational, 

and interpersonal metafunctions and privileged one within my work on each zinester as a 

schematic for looking at zines as both text and practice. 
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Third read-through: naming.  The third and final reading focused on experiences and 

how zinesters make meaning of these experiences in relation to others and the community.  To 

do this, I looked through each zine for the ways in which the zinesters named themselves.  I 

focused on naming that occurred explicitly and with explanation as well as implicit naming that 

related to other events.  I also acknowledged naming the zinesters applied to themselves as well 

as the naming the zinesters recounted which was applied to them by others, always being careful 

to separate the two and weigh more heavily on the authors’ self naming. 

 During this naming analysis, the narratives were coded for themes.  Themes were 

determined through the retelling of the stories and used to add depth and complexity to the 

understanding of the zinesters’ experiences.  Coding took place using Avray’s suggestion of 

interpretive readings as well as following these steps adapted from Riley and Hawe (2005): 

 Step One: Examine narrative segments (sentences and paragraphs) focusing on whether 

they are descriptive, consequential, evaluative, or transformative in nature. 

 Step Two: Examine the story for words and phrases that help explain why zinesters are 

naming themselves in the chosen manner.  How do they describe events?  What terms are they 

using to describe themselves?   

 Step Three: Examine the occasion of the story.  Why is this important?  What does it tell 

the reader about the story? 

 Step Four:  Examine how the process of meaning-making intersects with cultural, 

institutional, or broader community norms or events.  Does resistance appear? 

 Step Five:  Identify the point of the story, the sequence of events, and how plot and 

direction are created. 
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Through these five steps, major plots of each naming narrative were identified.  Major patterns 

were identified based on these naming events.  Within these themes, sub-themes also emerged.  

These themes were used as part of the communication with zinesters taking place in the last 

phase. 

Collaboration with Participants 

 This last phase took place simultaneously with Determining the Zinesters and the 

Narrative Analysis and was similar to the Narrative Analysis in its analysis of data.  Instead of 

relying on zines, during this phase data was collected through participant collaboration.  After 

initial contact with zinesters, participants were asked which method(s) of communication work 

best for their contribution to analysis: written communication via email and post, semi-structured 

interviews, or a combination of the two.  I then contacted zinesters via their chosen form of 

communication. 

Because an important element of narrative analysis is the understanding of the story 

through the standpoint of the narrator, throughout the study communication occurred between 

zinesters and me in order to establish a relationship for collaboration.  Throughout the narrative 

process, zinesters were asked their reactions to themes and analysis, making sure I understood 

the thoughts and processes behind the choices made by the zinesters.  This communication also 

allowed for access to other artifacts, such as pictures, collages, art, and other mail.  These 

communications were analyzed for themes as well as used for purposes of triangulation. 

 The choice to communicate primarily through writing was one made for a number of 

reasons.  Other researchers of zines and zinesters chose to collect data in this way because 

writing is the preferred form of communication within the zine community (Eichhorn, 2001; 

Schilt, 2003).  Feminist research also has a history of using written texts as primary research 
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tools as well as the conduction of correspondence research (Graham, 1984; Letherby and 

Zdrodowski, 1995; Purvis, 1994).  Although this may not allow for spontaneous redirection of 

questions, it does create a space where many respondents feel more comfortable and less 

exposed.  Also, Chester and Nielsen (1987) argue that “the act of writing itself can be political 

for women.  Learning to organize thoughts on paper, to express feelings, to respond to others is 

an enormous extension of women’s power” (p. 17).  Because this research argues that zines are 

in fact both a personal and political act as well as a way for female (socialized) writers to express 

different subjectivities and positionalities, the choice of completing the entire research through 

written correspondence is both valid and the best choice for this study.  It also permitted rich, 

deep descriptions of these texts and the stories of zine creators as potential sites of feminist 

theory and practice.  

The Construction of This Dissertation 

 I chose to arrange this dissertation with a focus first on overarching themes and 

ideologies and then a move to more situated understandings and analysis of specific findings in 

order to help better articulate the vast differences in identity work done in zines.  What follows is 

a brief overview of what makes up the rest of my work. 

In order to fully understand zines as a literacy practice, Chapter Two, Zines, Feminism, 

and the Underground Press: A History of Self-Publishing as it Roots Itself in Feminism, 

historically situates zines.  The goal of the chapter is to help better understand “the ideology, 

culture, and traditions on which current practices are based” (Barton and Hamilton, 2000, p. 13).   

Because societies and literacy practices are constantly changing, without an understanding of 

how zines as they are presently understood came to be, it is difficult to fully grasp their role in 

the scenes within which they exist and inform and the one they play in larger social domains.  
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Because of this, literacies must be situated in history and history in literacy (Tusting, 2000).  

Therefore, Chapter Two situates zines in not only the history of underground texts and radical 

publishing but in relation to feminists’ use of written literacies as an instrument for 

consciousness raising and political action. 

Chapter Three, Situating the Zinesters, introduces the zinesters.  The chapter serves as a 

way to better understand who each zinester is as well as their roles in the zine community as 

understood by the survey participants.  The chapter discusses the use of my survey data to 

determine the zinesters and contains mini biographies of each zinester.  The biographies were 

compiled from what zinesters wrote in their zines as well as from communication and input on 

their biography by each zinester in order to make them as accurate as possible. 

 Chapters Four through Eight engage my findings.  Because the focus of my research is on 

each of the individual zinesters and an analysis of their work over time, the findings for this work 

are not one chapter consisting of all the information on the zinesters compiled together; instead, I 

have chosen to write five different chapters—one for each zinester—discussing elements of each 

of their work as it relates to their growth over time and how their subjectivities engage with one 

another and transform each zinester over their zine careers and relate to larger theoretical 

arguments.   

As I analyzed my data, I learned a number of things.  One is that if I chose to write about 

every subjectivity asserted in the zines I would be able to write a separate book for each zinester.  

Because of this, I chose to focus on telling subjectivities.   With this I chose to use Mitchell’s 

(1983, 1984) definition of “telling cases” which allow for making theoretical connections 

between relationships.  The creation of “telling subjectivities” is the exploration of subjectivities 

that give me the ability to make theoretical connections to how the subjectivities are asserted in 
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zines and how these subjectivities are defined, redefined, formed, reformed, and transformed 

over time. 

 Therefore, the following findings chapters share how the five zinesters asserted specific 

subjectivities throughout their zine careers in ways that allowed them to examine elements of self 

and notions of power and control—both their own and others—in ways that allow for the telling 

of life stories.  For, as Long (1999) argues, “the examination of the traditions of autobiography, 

biography, and life history leads to a method based on intersubjectivity” (p. 6).  As a medium, 

zines are a unique way to share these lives.  They create narratives that move beyond traditional 

forms of ways we tell women’s and transperson’s lives by the fact that women and transpeople 

are allowed to create them in ways that are not found in other documents, and because of this, 

they become privileged sources of life knowledge.   

Yet, I must also acknowledge my role in the telling of these lives and subjectivities.  

Although their writing is done in autobiographical form, as the “translator” I am playing the role 

of narrator, choosing which subjectivities to highlight and present as well as examining how the 

subjectivities relate to one another and create unique discussions and patterns over time.  It is 

important to recognize that as a feminist researcher and narrator I am choosing to privilege the 

subjectivities that express their relationships to sites of resistance to hegemonic practices, yet at 

the same time identifying those subjectivities that may be in contradiction with or controversy to 

these relations.  I am also choosing subjectivities that occur throughout their zine writing careers 

in order to allow for theoretical application and connections.   

In each chapter, I start by situating zines as part of a specific scene or theoretical 

framework that allows for the examination of identity work.  I then discuss the metafunction I 

privilege in each.  I discuss the application of specific subjectivities the zinesters assert in their 
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zines and how these change over time.  Some subjectivities, such as feminist and activist, are 

shared by two or more of the zinesters.  Others are unique to the work of a specific zinesters.  

Though there may be connections to other zinesters discussed within each chapter, the 

connections within specific chapters tend to highlight how the individual zinester’s subjectivities 

impact and influence each other.   

Chapter Four focuses on the ideational metafunction, examining how zinester Cindy 

Crabb gives meaning to her experiences and their relation to the real world.  Using the work of 

Foucault and writing around confession and survivor narratives, I examine Crabb’s role as 

confessor and creator of confessional space.   

Chapter Five focuses on the interpersonal metafunction, specifically what Fairclough 

(1992) defines as the identity function.  Fairclough labels the identity function as one which 

examines the constructions of subjectivities and social identity.  The chapter explores Wrekk’s 

position in the punk rock community and its impact on her work around environmentalism, 

gender, and the creation of a new subjectivity within the zine community. 

Chapter Six also focuses on interpersonal metafunction.  This chapter situates Kelly 

Shortandqueer in the relational function, where the ways relationships among people are 

constructed (Fairclough, 1992).  Using transgender studies, this chapter discusses Kelly’s 

position as a female to male trans person working to create fluid subjectivities that are at times in 

direct conflict to other individual’s stagnant subjectivities placed on him. 

Chapter Seven explores textual metafunction as Lauren Martin’s work shows the strong 

relationship of elements within zines.  Using the conceptual apparatus of autographics, this 

chapter addresses how Martin’s work shows a relationship between the written text and visual 
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imagery used in zines.  The chapter privileges Martin’s use of multimodal literacy practices in 

creating her work and exploring her subjectivities. 

Chapter Eight returns to ideational metafunction, examining how Davida Breier examines 

how things in the real world give meaning to her experiences.  This chapter explores Breier’s use 

of small stories in her Intros as a way to assert subjectivities and examine self. 

 Chapter Nine, What Zines Teach Us: How to Become Permanent Writers, makes a return 

to the zine medium.  I choose to relate the work done by the five individuals to participation in 

the zine community.  As individuals using a specific medium to create permanent, writerly lives 

it is important to examine what being a part of the zine community teaches individuals about 

being writers and creating narrative lives.  The chapter focuses on the lessons we learn from the 

medium of zines and how we can apply these lessons to our work as literacy scholars and 

workers.  I examine the importance of zines in understanding writing lives and the creation of 

permanent writers.  I also acknowledge the different writing archetypes and ways of being a 

writer that are highlighted through zines and my analysis of these five zinesters. 
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CHAPTER 2 
ZINES, FEMINISM, AND THE UNDERGROUND PRESS: A HISTORY OF SELF-

PUBLISHING AS IT ROOTS ITSELF IN FEMINISM 
 

“We’re tired of being written out—out of history, out of the ‘scene,’ out of our bodies.  For this 
reason we have created our zine and scene” 

 Jen Devosb, et al., Riot Grrrl #3  
 

Starting in the pamphlet era of the 1700s, American writers have often appealed to the 

nation using alternative means of production.  Since the inception of pamphlets, such as Thomas 

Paine’s Common Sense, the production and distribution of independent publications has taken 

many forms.  In the past two decades, another form that has emerged is the zine.  Zines address 

specific scenes or interested groups ranging in topics from music and biking to Pez dispensers 

and everyday life events.  Due to the underground nature of zines, it is difficult to know the exact 

amount in existence, but some scholars estimate that more than 20,000 print zines are in 

circulation (Duncombe, 1997).  In order to understand zines’ present day form and place in 

independent publishing, it is important to understand how the independent press evolved 

throughout United States history.  The aim of this chapter is two-fold.  I present specific points in 

American underground publishing history that influenced modern-day zines either in form or 

content.  I also situate zines in feminist sites and resistant cultural practices.  I do this through 

presenting a history of zines as they connect to specific feminist sites that relate to the zinesters I 

worked with—specifically the Riot Grrrl movement. I situate both zines and zinesters as a part of 

revolutionary and politically motivated sites of resistance. 

The Pamphlet Era 

 Nico Ordway (1996) places pamphlets and broadsheets as the first predecessors to zines.  

Ordway discusses The Ranters, radical English dissenters prominent in the mid-1600s, as well as 

other major groups during the English Revolution, who self-published non-commercial, radical 
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texts—a trait shared by contemporary zines. The use of self-published works for revolutionary 

political means continued in the 1700s and 1800s as English dissenters crossed the Atlantic and 

continued their fight against English rule. At this time, revolutionaries such as Thomas Paine 

worked to present their political ideologies by publishing and promoting their texts.  In this vein, 

lone printers of the time—arguably the most famous of which (or at least the one who has best 

stood the test of time) was Philadelphia’s Benjamin Franklin—not only worked producing 

publications submitted from outside sources, but also used their resources to create and produce 

their own work in the form of broadsides16 and pamphlets (Berger, 1961; Ordway, 1996).   

 Carl Berger (1961), in his historiography of American Revolution propaganda, states, 

“from the beginning it was a war of words as well as gunpowder, with each major protagonist 

seeking to subvert and weaken the enemy camp with carefully prepared arguments” (p. 7).  

During the Colonial Revolution both the Colonists and the British published propaganda aimed 

at furthering their causes. This practice was supported by lone printers, such as Franklin, who 

worked to support their side.   

During the 1800s, abolitionists calling for an end to slavery and a change in the social 

and political ideologies of the country also used pamphlets.  Activists such as David Walker, 

whose 1829 Walker's Appeal, in Four Articles; Together with a Preamble, to the Coloured 

Citizens of the World, but in Particular, and Very Expressly, to Those of the United States of 

America, called for an immediate, universal, and unconditional emancipation.  The appeal 

prompted slave revolts, such as Nat Turner’s, in its call for revolution, as well as Southern 

legislation against the reading of the text. 

                                                
16 Leslie Shepard (1962) defines broadsides as “many different kinds of popular street literature—
handbills, proclamations, advertisements, religious documents, as well as ballads and songs.  A broadside 
is simply a sheet of paper with printing on one side” (p. 23). 
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 Female abolitionists such as Angelina and Sarah Grimke—known as the Grimke 

Sisters—also used the publication of pamphlets to support their calls for social change and 

activism.  Moving from South Carolina to Philadelphia and becoming active members of the 

Quaker community, the sisters worked to publish An Appeal to the Christian Women of the South 

(A. Grimke, 1835) and An Epistle to the Clergy of the Southern States (S. Grimke, 1836) among 

other radical abolitionist pamphlets.  They became the first women to fight for abolition and 

believed to be the first women to make large public speeches in the United States about abolition 

and women’s rights in crowds of both men and women, making them controversial in the North 

and the South.  Their publications paved the way for other female writers and activists 

throughout United States’ political and social activist literary history. 

While the Revolutionary War and Abolitionist Eras were arguably the height of the 

production of broadsides, they, like other forms of independent publication, continued in the 

United States, adding to the inception and production of the modern zine. Some zines may not be 

as revolutionary in ambition or execution as the colonial pamphlets and broadsides, yet each in 

their own way adds to the analysis of zines as they are known and produced today.  Although 

exploring other underground publications on a broader level may indeed work to inform zines as 

a larger cultural medium, the goal of my work is to place zines, colonial pamphlets, and 

broadsides into the discussion of feminist texts and to explore how in some ways zine writers 

become journalists reporting on feminist and radical spaces of which they are a part.  Because of 

this, I focus on a discussion of radical female press and relate this back to zines as they start to 

take their modern form, beginning in the 1930s.  
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The Work of the Suffragists 

 In the mid-1800s, textile workers, or “mill girls” as they were known, published The 

Lowell Offering17, one of the first publications in which women worked to distribute their own 

news.  The Offering was used by the Massachusetts factory workers who created it as a way to 

“better themselves” by publishing pieces that defended their work and status in literary outlets 

(Cronin, 1996).  Using The Offering as an example, other factory workers in the area then began 

to publish texts—at times very critical of the factory owners and workers conditions.  Women 

also participated in alternative publications of both the anti-slavery and temperance movements.  

One example is Paulina Kellogg Wright Davis, who published Una for three years, starting in 

1853.  The masthead of Davis’ publication stated that it was “A Paper Devoted to the Elevation 

of Women” and like the zines which follow her, sought to “speak to not the sentimentalized 

‘true’ woman, but a real woman” (Chambers, Steiner, & Fleming, 2004, p.147), thoughts echoed 

today in the comparison between feminist zines and modern, mainstream women’s publications.  

Like other women’s magazines—as well as modern zines—Davis lacked the finances to continue 

her publication past the production she could afford on her own. 

 Though there are a number of examples of women starting and publishing radical texts 

geared towards women’s issues during this time period, it is the work of the suffragists that 

gained the most widespread audience.  During the 1848 convention in Seneca Falls, New York18, 

Amelia Jenks Bloomer met Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton.  It was during this 

time that Anthony and Stanton encouraged Bloomer to start her newspaper; the following year 

                                                
17 The Offering was published from 1840 to 1845 and then again from 1847 to1850 under a different 
name (Chambers, Steiner, & Fleming, 2004). 
 
18 The 1848 Seneca Falls Convention was the first women’s rights convention held in the United States 
and therefore considered by some to be the birthplace of the first wave feminist movement. 
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Bloomer began publication of The Lily. Originally, Bloomer used The Lily to promote 

temperance; later, her interests moved to fighting for women’s higher education, women’s 

suffrage, and reform of marriage laws, gaining her quick success and a circulation of around 

4,000. By 1852, Bloomer defined her magazine as one for the “Emancipation of Woman from 

Intemperance, Injustice, Prejudice, and Bigotry.”19  Bloomer also received help from other 

revolutionary publications with women such as Stanton writing columns on politics and 

education for The Lily.   

 Like Bloomer, starting in 1868 Stanton and Anthony—along with male backers—

published Revolution, a magazine geared towards women’s voting rights.  One of the most well 

known suffrage papers, all male backers and editors left the publication by mid-1879, making it 

one of the first all-woman funded, written, and produced magazines of the time.  The publication 

also carried extremely radical articles on issues such as women’s abuse and victimization at the 

hands of men and articles in sympathy of prostitutes.  By keeping the subscription rate low and 

writing columns such as “The Working Woman,” Anthony aspired to have the Revolution reach 

a larger readership. After Anthony’s departure in mid-1870, it lasted only two years.  Yet, as the 

Revolution shows, unlike mainstream publications, the women who participated in the radical 

press production during the suffrage movement geared their publications towards promoting 

their cause and arguing feminist ideologies, not as a profitable business20.  In this way, zines as 

instruments to promote political and feminist consciousness in readers found some roots in these 

                                                
19 She also began to publish articles on women’s clothing and fashion promoting the clothing of the 
women of the social commune of Harmony, New York that existed in the 1820s, which bear her name 
due to her work to save women “from the destructive influences of Custom and Fashion” (Chambers, 
Steiner, and Fleming, 2004).   
 
20 For a more extensive look at women’s participation in both mainstream and alternative presses see 
Deborah Chambers, Linda Steiner, and Carole Fleming’s (2004) Women and Journalism. 
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women of the first wave21.  As the first wave came to a close in 1920 with the Nineteenth 

Amendment to the Constitution being ratified, elements of the modern-day form of zines began 

to emerge. 

The Fanzine 

 The modern day zine directly descends from the science fiction fanzines of the late 1920s 

and 1930s22.  During this time, science fiction fans looked for ways to connect with one another.  

Starting by writing letters in the pages of professional magazines that published science fiction 

stories, fans sought ways to connect to one another and share their interest with other fans across 

large geographical divides. Fans began to publish their own magazines, calling them “fanzines,” 

a term that differentiated them from the “fan magazines” of the time that were newsstand 

publications geared towards fans of pop movie stars and singers. Over time, the name “fanzine” 

was shortened to “zine.”  These zines contained many of the elements of the zines of today, such 

as stories, reviews, and letters, and they eventually moved beyond science fiction and fantasy to 

address other interests of the publishers and readers. It was at this time that zine hallmarks such 

as self-publishing by an individual or small group, the preference to trade publications versus 

selling for commercial profit, filling a void in mainstream publications, and the erratic and 

sporadic attempts at publishing all became commonplace (Wright, 1997).   Although fanzines 

                                                
21 The “first wave” usually refers to women’s activism from the 1830s to 1920, with the focus on the 
women’s suffrage campaign.  The “second wave” focuses on the resurgence of women’s organizing and 
activism in the 1960s which lessened after the defeat of the ERA (Equal Rights Amendment) and the 
Reagan-Bush era.  Finally, the “third wave” of feminism commonly refers to the start of the Riot Grrrl 
movement, grrrl zines, and young women’s frustration in the feminism of the second wave (Siegel, 1997).  
Though I feel that the use of the term “waves” is somewhat problematic, I use reference to major 
women’s underground publishing during each of these waves as a way to situate feminist zine writing 
during the major resurgences of feminist political and social collective movements. 
 
22 Zine and fanzine scholars alike refer to the May 1930 publication of the fanzine The Comet as the start 
of both the fanzine movement and the modern zine movement (Duncombe, 1997; Rowe, 1997; Wright, 
1997).  Though other isolated fanzines were published before this time, it was with the publication of The 
Comet that the continual existence of science fiction fanzines began (Wright, 1997). 
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and modern zines have a number of common markers, zines of today also move beyond the 

genre of fandom into discussions of personal life, politics, comics, and humor to name a few. 

Comics to Feminist Underground Press 

 With the inception of the fanzine, science fiction fandom crossed over into the realm of 

comic books and other works of fiction.  This movement into comics created a large subculture 

for artists and illustrators to have their works seen, and move into mainstream, professional 

arenas as artists.  Like science fanzines before them, the first comics created inspired others to 

create their own comics, creating a world of independent and self-published comics.  Starting in 

the 1940s, comics began to hold a prominent position in underground publishing.  As the 1960s 

and the second wave of feminism began its resurgence, so too did women authors of comics and 

feminist publications.   

 By the 1970s hundreds of feminist magazines, newspapers, and newsletters appeared.  

Like zines, some of these publications, such as Ain’t I A Woman?, Tooth and Nail, and Goodbye 

To All That, lasted only a year or two—or even an issue or two—due to the time and economic 

commitments of establishing independent and alternative presses.  According to Chambers, 

Steiner, and Fleming (2004), University of Southern California archives “hold more than 300 

lesbian and feminist periodicals published in the US since the early 1970s, and its holdings are 

incomplete” (p. 161). One example of a longstanding feminist publication that is still in existence 

today is the periodical off our backs (oob). 

 Starting in early 1970, off our backs—considered by some to have started as a zine—is 

the longest running feminist periodical published in the United States.  It is run by a women’s 

collective and all decision making is by consensus.  Its mission is: 

 to provide news and information about women's lives and feminist activism; 
to educate the public about the status of women around the world; 
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to serve as a forum for feminist ideas and theory; 
to be an information resource on feminist, women's, and lesbian culture; 
and to seek social justice and equality for women worldwide  

(http://www.offourbacks.org/mission.htm). 

In the first issue of the publication it states:  

off our backs is a paper for all women who are fighting for the liberation of their  
lives and we hope it will grow and expand to meet the needs of women from all  
backgrounds and classes. In order to succeed we need you to use this paper to  
relate what you are doing and what you are thinking, for we are convinced that a  
woman speaking from the agony of her own struggle has a voice that can touch  
the experience of all women (1970, p.1). 
 

Like the zines that came after them, oob calls for readers to actively participate in the process; 

they call for women to not only read the publication but apply it to their own experiences and use 

it to work on empowering their own voice.  oob highlights the feminist consciousness raising of 

the time period that become the basis for Riot Grrrl collectives of the 1990s. 

 Though there are a large number of feminist publications stemming from the 1970s, it is 

important to note that the work of women in modern zines also derives from the creation of 

feminist collectives formed in support of dismantling oppressive movements.  For this reason, in 

order to understand how second wave feminist literacy and political practices impacted the grrrl 

zine movement today, it is important not only to look at feminist publications during the time, 

but also the creation of feminist consciousness raising groups and collectives. 

One collective that set a precedent for radical women’s movements in the 1990s and 

2000s is the Combahee River Collective.  The Collective was formed in Boston in 1974 as a 

response to “a predominantly white feminist movement, and a Black nationalist vision of women 

deferring to Black male leadership" (Grant, 2000, p. 185).  Known largely for the pamphlet they 

published in 1977, The Combahee River Collective Statement, that has been republished in 
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numerous feminist publications, the Collective also relates to modern zine ideals of community 

and creating sites of activism and public awareness. 

 The Collective was formed by a group of highly educated black lesbian feminists. 

Together, they supported such causes as Ella Ellison, a black woman seen in the location of a 

homicide and thus accused of the crime, as well as the picketing of the Third World Workers 

Coalition in order to guarantee the hiring of black laborers to construct a new school in a black 

community.  From 1977 to 1979 the group formed retreats where black women came together to 

talk about black feminism; in the words of the Collective’s Statement: 

We are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and 
class oppression and see as our particular task the development of integrated 
analysis and practice based upon the fact that major systems of oppression are 
interlocking.   The synthesis of these oppressions creates the condition of our 
lives.  As Black women we see Black feminism as the logical political movement 
to combat the manifold and simultaneous oppressions that all women of color 
face. 
 

It was through these retreats that the women formed a strong community to support other women 

of color and find a way to create, inform, and educate larger communities in addition to 

educating one another.  It was a time for these women to actually read and write themselves into 

existence in a movement that focused much attention on the needs and goals of white feminists. 

 The Collective also moved beyond their work solely in the feminist community to 

addressing larger issues of black oppression and working with other sectors of the black 

community such as black church groups and civil rights groups who were fighting similar 

causes.  They used this work with other groups to forefront violence against black women and to 

let their voices be heard.  Members of the Collective also believe they in fact were the 

forerunners for theoretical discussions around issues such as “identity politics.”  As member 

Barbara Smith stated in an interview with Duchess Harris (1999): 
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 I would suggest that people – if they really want to find the origin of the term –  
that they try to find it in any place earlier than in the Combahee River Collective  
statement.  I don’t remember seeing it anywhere else.  But what we meant by  
“identity politics” was a politics that grew out of our objective material 
experiences as Black women.  This was the kind of politics that had never been 
done or practiced before. (Simultaneity of Oppression: Defining a Politic, para. 
1 ) 
 

It was this defining of a public that gave them a relationship with the communities of women that 

came after them that fought to give voice to the silence, through their writing of texts that re-

envision women’s place in history and the larger community.  At the same time that women’s 

use of alternative publications was being used by radical 1970s political feminist groups, 

members of subcultures based around music began to define zines as the physical presence they 

are today. 

Rock Fanzines  

As comic zines and the feminist movement were evolving, so were rock and roll 

subcultures, and by the 1960s individuals involved in science fiction begin to find a niche in the 

creation of rock and roll fanzines.  Unlike the mainstream rock and roll publications of the time, 

creators of rock and roll fanzines of the 1960s were able to write about music in a non-regulated 

way.  The writers shared their love for little known musicians and bands and were also able to be 

as critical or adoring as they wanted.  Because of its affordability at the time, the use of 

mimeograph machines as a means of producing fanzines became the norm.  Individuals and 

small groups created zines, and, like modern day zines, they called for communication and 

dialogue among fans.  Though the early zines of the 1960s and 1970s set a precedent for rock 

fanzines, it was not until the punk rock and new wave era that fanzine publication and 

distribution really surged to a whole new level. 
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Punk Rock Fanzines 

 In the late 1970s, a series of events occurred that brought zine writing to a new level.  

During the punk rock movement fans became frustrated with the treatment of their music and 

scenes in the mainstream press.  Fans of punk rock bands and lifestyles showed open hostility 

towards mainstream media as well as mainstream culture and ideologies.  As a movement, punk 

rock took on its own revolutionary stance.  As Tricia Henry (1989) discusses, punk had ideals of 

other early twentieth century avant-garde movements.  There were unusual fashions, the view of 

everyday life as an abstraction of art, audience involvement in performance in adversarial ways, 

lack of formal musical training, juxtaposition of unrelated behaviors and objects, and the 

rejection of accepted modes of performance. It is from these beginnings that Hebdige (1988) sees 

the inception of a subcultural space which he defines “as a form of resistance in which 

experienced contradictions and objections to ruling ideology are obliquely represented in style” 

(p. 133). 

It was through the creation of fanzine writers who embraced this scene that zines worked 

to form and define a movement.  As Leblanc (1999) writes: 

The CBGB scene was dubbed ‘punk’ in 1975, when Legs McNeil and John 
Holstrom used the term to title their new fanzine (‘zine), a homemade, hand-
lettered, cartoon-filled, photocopied magazine that brought DIY into the realm of 
publishing.  Until then, the label punk was designated either a young male hustler, 
a gangster, a hoodlum, or a ruffian. (p. 35) 
 

LeBlanc goes on to discuss how the term was chosen exactly because of these negative 

connotations.  The idea that the youth—or arguably anyone—could create music, or become a 

star regardless of ability fueled the punk movement as the ultimate in DIY. Even at the roots of 

the movement, zines helped establish and define what the scene looked like. 
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Due to punk’s ideologies of blurring the lines between fan and performer, many fans of 

the Sex Pistols23 began to form their own bands, solidifying the community around which the 

United Kingdom punk scene formed.  Punk bands formed their own independent labels, rarely 

signed commercial contracts, and, as part of the strong DIY culture surrounding punk, zines 

dedicated to the music began to form.  In New York there was Punk and in London Sniffin’ Glue.   

Punk zine designers shared art school backgrounds, a lack of resources creating a cut and 

paste aesthetic, and access to photocopiers—something not as readily available before this time.  

Zines became the predominate tool for promotion of bands, reviewing shows and recordings, 

interviews with band members, and the promotion of the DIY ethic, encouraging readers to go 

out and start their own band.   

Even though early punk seemed to open doors for women to be full-fledged participants, 

the scene was not without blatant sexist overtones. Lyrics by punk bands promoted violence 

towards women and sexual degradation and domination of women.  Early punk zines such as 

Sniffin’ Glue explicitly stated that women were not welcome in the scene.  “Punks are not girls, 

if it comes to the crunch we’ll have no option but to fight back” (Mark P. qtd. in Laing, 1985, p. 

41).  Through the 1980s, punk music became more hardcore, and females began migrating away 

from the punk community and into the margins of the scene.  It was not until the 1990s and the 

Riot Grrrl movement that women begin to find their own place in the scene and they did this 

through the use of zines. 

                                                
23 Some argue punk’s defining moment was the advent of the Sex Pistols.  The Sex Pistols were the vision 
of manager Malcolm McLaren as a way to promote the clothing styles in the King’s Road store he had 
created—along with partner Vivian Westwood—from the ripped t-shirt held together by safety pins 
created by musician Richard Hell, which McLaren noticed on a trip to New York (Savage, 1991). In order 
to promote his line, McLaren recruited John Lydon (Johnny Rotten) and three other boys to wear his 
clothing line as members of the band Sex Pistols, named after McLaren’s store SEX. The band began 
performing in 1975 and immediately gained a fan-base of other youths interested in music and the punk 
scene.  
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Riot Grrrls Enter the Scene 

 In the early 1990s, young women involved in the punk scene who were fed up with the 

male domination of the scene decided to do something about it.  At the same time that Time 

Magazine was asking “Is Feminism Dead?” (June 29, 1989), young women in Oylmpia, WA and 

Washington, DC were working to create a space within the scene where young women as 

feminist cultural producers could unleash their brand of feminism onto the punk scene and the 

world.  In doing so, they found a way to make both feminism and punk rock their own. 

During this time, women in both cities were witnessing males at the forefront of the punk 

scene, leaving women at the margins.  In reflecting on the Riot Grrrl24 movement, musician and 

founder Kathleen Hanna recalls being part of a scene where the art shows at galleries were 

geared towards women but the bands who played at them and were used to promote the feminist 

art were all-male (Raha, 2005).  It was occurrences such as these that had young women who 

were involved in punk longing to find a way to move out of the margins, and to find ways for 

themselves and other young women to safely discuss issues such as rape, homosexuality, racism, 

classism, eating disorders, and other issues considered taboo by the male dominated society and 

scene of which they were a part; they found this in the creation of the Riot Grrrl movement.  

Unofficially, the movement formed in the summer of 1991 in Washington, DC while 

members of the predominantly female bands Bikini Kill and The Bratmobile were there on break 

from college in Olympia, Washington.  A race riot25 occurred in the neighborhood in which they 

                                                
24 The young women involved in the movement did not take on this name until mainstream press began to 
use it in reference to them. 
 
25 The history of Riot Grrrl is most often traced back to the Mount Pleasant Race Riots that occurred in 
Washington, DC after a Black female police officer shot and wounded a Salvadorean man who was 
resisting arrest during a Cinco de Mayo celebration on May 5, 1991 in the Mount Pleasant neighborhood.  
Teens rioted for two nights, and a curfew was put into place until May 9,1991 (for more detailed 
information on the riots see The Washington Post between May 6-12, 1991.) 
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were staying, prompting Bratmobile members Molly Neuman and Allison Wolfe to start the zine 

Riot Grrrl in an attempt to create a community with other young women from the neighborhood.  

Neuman recalls the choice of the term Grrrl; “we had thought about Girl Riot and then we 

changed it to Riot Grrrl with the three ‘r’s’ as in growling.  It was a cool play on words, and also 

kind of an expression about how there should be some kind of vehicle where your anger is 

validated” (qtd. in Anderson and Jenkins, 2003, p. 315).  It was this same summer that the 

members of Bikini Kill and Bratmobile, along with a number of other female punk bands, 

participated in the International Pop Underground Convention in Olympia, WA as part of 

sponsor K Records’ designated Girls’ Night.  Although these incidences were defining moments 

for young feminist punks, it was the DC-based weekly meeting of these young women that truly 

created a lasting movement. 

The band members of Bratmobile and Bikini Kill started weekly group meetings for 

young women involved in the DC area’s punk scene.  Like the women before them involved in 

previous feminist movements, these young women were able to create a strong community 

where they could use their personal experiences to examine larger systematic problems within 

society and the punk scene.  These consciousness-raising groups, like the Combahee River 

Collective and other feminist groups of the 1970s, permitted young women to form safe spaces 

to discuss their lives. As Raha (2005) discusses in her work on women in the punk scene: 

Riot Grrrl aimed not only to support female self-expression through homemade 
art and music, but to encourage girls to explore ways in which being an American 
woman can damage individual spirit, all while utilizing the inflammatory 
language and sounds of punk and personal, diary-form ‘zines.’ (p. 161) 
 

Young women were not only encouraged to put their anger and feelings into music, but also to 

put pen to paper and create a space for revising the history of the punk movement and making 

permanent their everyday lives through the creation of zines. 
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 It was through the creation of zines that these young women were becoming part of their 

communities.  They were writing themselves into existence by letting themselves be known, 

heard, and not settling for a position on the margins.  Yet, unlike other feminist movements 

before them, young women who were part of the Riot Grrrl scene spoke in a language familiar to 

dominant members of the community as well as women outside their punk community who 

might read or come in contact with their work.  In this way, the zines and young women creating 

them were those I term Vernacular Feminists, based out of a feminism that is rooted in 

theoretical works (whether strictly academic or mainstream) combined with popular culture 

ideologies and understanding and  “the recognition of popular culture as a primary site of 

politics” (Farred, 2003).  These young women took the language of the punk scene and formed a 

movement with an open political agenda and message for a DIY revolution to self-empower the 

young women involved, liberating themselves from the dominant practices of the punk scene 

and, I would argue, greater societal culture as well. 

 Zines, like Riot Grrrl #8 let young women know: 

You don’t have to take shit from anyone.  Be who you want, do what you want.  
Don’t be pushed back at shows if you want to be in the front.  Don’t stop doing 
something just because someone says you can’t do it, or doesn’t encourage you.  
Go skateboard, write a zine, form a band.  Make yourself heard! (1993) 
 

Young women were encouraged to make themselves active members of the scene.  They were 

told to place themselves at the center and do it in the vernacular of the culture—a loud, 

screaming, in your face, kind of way: a way that seized the DIY ethos of punk and made it their 

own.  This comes through in the Manifesto of the movement. 

It was through zines that Riot Grrrls defined who they were and what they stood for 

within it.  The Riot Grrrl Manifesto, a small zine put together by Hanna, addresses the tenets of 
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the movement.  In simple, though angry, language, she fights for grrrls to be a part of the 

movement: 

BECAUSE us girls crave records and books and fanzines that speak to US that 
WE feel included in and can understand in our own ways. 
BECAUSE we wanna make it easier for girls to see/hear each other's work so that 
we can share strategies and criticize-applaud each other. 
BECAUSE viewing our work as being connected to our girlfriends-politics-real 
lives is essential if we are gonna figure out how what? we are doing impacts, 
reflects, perpetuates, or DISRUPTS the status quo. 
BECAUSE we know that life is much more than physical survival and are 
patently aware that the punk rock "you can do anything" idea is crucial to the 
coming angry grrrl rock revolution which seeks to save the psychic and cultural 
lives of girls and women everywhere, according to their own terms, not ours. 
BECAUSE I believe with my wholeheartmindbody that girls constitute a 
revolutionary soul force that can, and will change the world for real. (1992, p.3) 
 

Hanna’s Manifesto cries for the things that brought women to punk in the first place: the 

ideology that anyone can produce music and art and that punk allows its members to blur the line 

between performer and audience.  She calls for young women to form communities like those so 

important and essential for previous feminist consciousness-raising groups.  She uses her zine to 

“speak” in the language of the scene, the vernacular of the culture, to work to create a political 

movement. 

 The Riot Grrrl philosophy stated in Hanna’s Manifesto makes known that girls should use 

zines as a tool of communication, to create dialogue and community building, and to fight 

against “girl/girl jealousism.”  In following Hanna’s call, through the use of self-publishing, Riot 

Grrrl zinesters subvert mainstream media and critique society and the punk scene without being 

censored.  They are able to call on each other to band together to strengthen their movement. 

This political movement’s call for action is apparent with zinesters such as Misty who argues: 

Wimmin need to learn that power is not given, we have to take it.  We need to 
realize that we don’t have to stand around and be treated like this. Don’t let 
anyone control or dictate your life to you…No one can save you from your 
oppression except yourself.  GIRLS UNITE!” 
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She calls for girls to take on the politics by personally changing their lives, creating a community 

and working together to fight oppression.  The idea of working cohesively to change dominant 

hegemonic ideologies helps participants find a community and realize they are not isolated. 

 It is via this movement of putting anger to paper, using the vernacular of punk, and 

forming a written community that rewrites and re-envisions what it means to be punk through the 

use of zines, that the punk scene becomes a site of feminist consciousness-raising.  It is in these 

spaces that sexist practices in the scene are transformed and young women write themselves into 

existence in the center of a movement.  It is the strength of the vernacular feminist that allows 

the movement to co-opt and control media and cultural representations of itself in a more 

effective way than any participants in punk culture before or since.  Compared to the Riot Grrrls, 

McLaren’s creation of the Sex Pistols should be considered a mainstream co-option of true punk 

ethos, while the Riot Grrrls seized what punk’s DIY philosophy stands for.  For, as R.G. writes 

as she defines Riot Grrrl: 

We ARE angry! We are pissed off how we as grrrls (females) are treated in 
society. We are angry that patriarchy rules our lives from birth to death.  We are 
angry that media continues to promote and condone the abuse and rape of womyn.  
Womyn are seen as the lesser gender: the one to be dominated, owned, ruled.  We 
are angry that more people don’t stand up and tell patriarchy: “FUCK OFF AND 
LET ME BE!” (qtd.in Green and Taorimino, p. 185) 
 

It is in this language of the participant, seeped in rage and creating their own revolution, where 

the true meaning of punk lies.  It was also at this time that the use of zines by women as a way of 

sharing personal stories, and using the community to combine personal struggles with larger 

issues of how young women were viewed in patriarchal society, began to become the norm in 

perzines by young women. 
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Beyond the 1990s 

 In the past decade, there has been an explosion of zines created for and by young women.  

With ready access to computers, copiers, and other production supplies, young women use zines 

to share their stories, find communities, and create dialogue.  Popular magazines, such as 

Sassy,26 regularly published zine reviews with contact information for readers to get in touch 

with zine writers and obtain their work.  Though started in the early 1980s, by zinesters such as 

Mike Gunderloy and his publication Factsheet Five, large circulation review publications along 

with mainstream press publications, such as Pagan Kennedy’s (1999) Zine: How I Spent Six 

Years of My Life in the Underground and Finally . . . Found Myself . . . I Think and Stephen 

Duncombe’s (1997) Zines: Notes from the Underground, began to bring zines to the attention of 

mainstream audiences.  Larger independent publishing companies, such as Microcosm Press, 

mass publish and distribute zines and other DIY products, yet the majority of zine writing and 

distribution still occurs underground by individuals or small groups who solely use their own 

time and resources to promote their work. 

 The late 1990s and 2000s also brought about the increased daily use of computer 

technology as a means of communication and community formation.  Zine writers and readers 

began to use the computer to form zine communities through Yahoo groups and blogs such as 

Live Journal and MySpace.  Zine Distro owners formed websites with easy access for the 

browsing and purchasing of zines, and many zine writers have moved from paper-based products 

to e-zines due to the ability to easily change and add information as well as a way to do away 

with the overhead of compiling, printing, and publishing a paper-based zine. 

 

 
                                                
26 Now defunct, Sassy was in publication from 1988 to 1994. 
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Connecting Zines to Their History 

 Though some zine creators are more aware of their relation to DIY, alternative 

press, and feminist history, there is much in common among modern zine scenes and historic 

alternative press and feminist press sites.  The use of community resources and support continues 

today within the zine world, some examples of which include the distribution of zines by other 

zinesters, the contribution by a number of zinesters to zine collections, the work of zinesters to 

combine zine efforts in split zines27, and the effort to promote the work of other zinesters through 

reviewing and trading zines throughout the zine community.  There is also a strong connection 

between the women’s movement of the late 1800s and the use of zines and texts for community 

building and activism. 

Another relationship radical feminist publications have to zines is the experience—or 

more appropriately lack thereof—with mainstream publishing.  Feminists creating alternative 

publications lacked the wherewithal to keep their publications going, especially with little or no 

advertising, and most folded due to financial issues.  Zine editors often comment on keeping jobs 

in order to get free photocopying or access to other publishing resources, or how the reason their 

zine has not come out in a long time is because they did not have the financial or time resources 

to publish their work. 

Though the use of the web creates a greater opportunity to publish with limited funding 

and there are many web-based zines and zine communities flourishing, I would argue that this 

does not take away from the zinesters who use traditional methods of producing zines by the use 

                                                
27 A split-zine is one in which two zine writers write a zine together, each taking half the space allotted to 
the zine. Conceptually there are two “fronts” to the zines—one on each side—with the middle of the zine 
being where each ending page meets.  Zinesters work on split zines about a certain topic, or more 
commonly with fellow zine writers with whom they have close relations, some collaborations happening 
locally while others are long distance. 
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of typewriters or in handwritten form.  Some of the cut and paste art school esthetic of zines have 

been lost due to the polished creations that computer design and layout offer, but these zinesters 

are still choosing to produce and publish paper-based copies of their zines to pass around and 

trade with others.  It is these zines that I am most drawn to: zines created and produced on paper 

for the entire world to see.  Zinesters write themselves into existence without the glossed over 

look and feel of the web where errors can be erased and changed.  Instead, these writers leave 

their typos, misprints, and mistakes out in the open.  They may cross-out or white-out a word, 

line, sentence, or even paragraph, but these decisions are left visible and allow readers to 

understand that the decisions of what goes into a zine and what should come out is solely edited 

by the author during one moment in time—the moment the layout is ready to go to the copier.   
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CHAPTER 3 
SITUATING THE ZINESTERS 

 
 The goal of this chapter is to address how zinesters were chosen to be a part of my 

research and to present mini-biographies of each zinester in order to better understand the 

relationships of the zinesters to the zine readers and the work they do in the zine community.  

The chapter shares some of the reasons survey participants selected the zinesters and notes their 

influence in the zine community.  I start with the results of the survey, sharing my rationale for 

selecting the five zinesters and what others stated as their impact in the community.  The next 

half of the chapter covers mini-biographies of the five participants. 

Influencing Others: Survey Results 

These zinesters were selected using the results of the surveys described in Chapter 1.  Of 

the 50 surveys sent out, 13 librarians answered and returned them while another 4 librarians 

returned surveys stating they were not able to answer because they did not know anything about 

the zine collection or had not read the zines.  12 distro owners returned completed surveys as 

well.  There were 9 surveys returned by the post office stating that the address the surveys were 

sent to was not current.  The other 12 were not returned.  Having nearly 20% of the surveys 

returned because of address issues, even with access to internet information, shows how transient 

zinesters, zine cataloguers, and zines can be28.  Interestingly enough, all 9 postal returned surveys 

were sent to zine libraries and info shops.  Some of these libraries were started at colleges and 

universities by students who have since graduated and the zine collection has been disbanded.  

The unreturned surveys were by distro owners, while most librarians took the time to answer the 

survey.  Not including the 9 “return to sender” surveys or the 4 surveys returned for lack of zine 

                                                
28 This problem is not uncommon in the zine community.  Distros shut down, owners move, or individuals 
running independent libraries or info shops close doors due to lack of time, funding, or location.  Some 
web-based information on locations is updated, but more likely old addresses and information remain. 



70 
 

knowledge, the completion rate of the surveys was 68%, with returns divided practically 50/50 

by librarians (52%) and distro owners (48%).  

Because of the even divide between sources, I was able to accurately determine that the 

zinesters chosen were influential in different zine communities.  The distro owners respected the 

zinesters they chose because of the personal impact of their zines.  The zines by the zinesters 

they selected influenced them to write a zine, what they write about in their zines, or even how to 

start a distro29.  The librarians selected zines they felt were heavily requested by patrons, those 

they felt influenced the work of other zinesters, or those whose work heavily influenced the zine 

world.  A number of librarians also felt it important to include a transgender zinester as a 

member of an underrepresented group—paralleling this with female zinesters—that has 

influenced and impacted the zine community.  These comments prompted me to choose one of 

the most frequently mentioned female to male (f2m) transpersons as one of the most influential 

zinesters.   

I asked survey participants to “list the five female zinesters you feel have been the most 

influential within the zine community” and also offered a space for participants to give a brief 

rationale for their choices, as well as the opportunity to add other zinesters and state why they 

made additional choices.  Survey results yielded 50 different zinesters, with one standing out 

above the rest. That was zinester Cindy Crabb, described by one distro owner as “the influential 

zine writer of the 90s to present. Constantly imitated, never as good” (survey results).  Other 

responses to Crabb’s work reflect on her use of personal narrative and frankness, stating: 

Cindy has probably been the most prominent female zinester for numerous years.  
The only female to have a widely published zine anthology rivaling Cometbus and 
Burian.  She has garne[re]d so much respect over the years for consistently 

                                                
29 Most distro owners start off as zine writers themselves and then start distros because they want to have 
a greater involvement in the zine community.  Most continue to write their zines and focus on carrying 
zines they feel others will enjoy, a criteria usually determined primarily by their own interests. 
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publishing honest zines with political undertones.  Her role in bands with Aaron 
Cometbus probably helped give her more exposure, but also her great writing and 
constant production couldn’t hurt either. (distro owner) 
 

When writing about Crabb in relation to their other selections, one librarian wrote, “I feel really 

strongly about this one—her zine’s amazing and well known and I think her impact on readers is 

large.”  Crabb indeed influences her readers.  One distro owner recalls, “She has be[en] a regular 

in the zine scene for over a decade and when I have been in touch with her she seems as sincere 

and down to earth as any zinester.  I expected her to be a bit more superstar.”  In making choices 

about which zinesters have impacted the community at various levels and use zines as literacy 

sites and identity work, after reading responses from my survey participants, Crabb and her work 

became a central component to my research. 

 The other zine writer that was mentioned frequently was Alex Wrekk.  Wrekk’s impact 

was partially due to her long-running zine, but a lasting influence is the creation of Stolen 

Sharpie Revolution, a DIY zine resource guide that includes zine making tips, promotion and 

distribution of zines, advice on skills such as zine layout, copying, and making envelops, and a 

directory of zine distros, libraries, and on-line resources. As one distro owner describes her, 

“Alex is relatively well-known for writing Stolen Sharpie Revolution, regarded by some as the 

official zinesters’ bible.  Her personal zine writing is also very approachable and easy to relate 

to.”   

Survey participants labeled her as famous for her work in creating Stolen Sharpie and her 

work with Microcosm Publishing, one of the premiere zine and small press distributors.  

Wrekk’s contribution to sustaining the zine community appeared in a number of the survey 

responses.  One distro owner wrote, “Stolen Sharpie Revolution got me into doing my 
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distro…She’s just the first person that comes to mind when I think about zines—male or 

female.”  Another distro owner summed up Wrekk’s work with the following: 

Stolen Sharpie Revolution is the single most popular zine in my distro.  If I order 
six copies, I am sure to sell out.  In addition to that influence, Wrekk has been a 
regular in the zine scene by her Brainscan zine.  Brainscan is a leader for its 
imaginative packaging and inventive cover.  The content may not be political or 
intriguing but the package is generally ahead of its time.  Another way Wrekk 
contributed to the zine community was with her involvement in Microcosm 
Publishing, which recently ended. 
 

Though I disagree with the conclusion that Wrekk’s work is not political or intriguing, like other 

respondents, this distro owner saw the vast expanse of Wrekk’s work and participation with 

zines, both as a creator and an active member in the scene, making the selection of her as a 

participant an easy one. 

 A number of zinesters mentioned in the survey fell into the category from which I 

selected my final three zinesters.  Many zinesters were mentioned in various surveys.  Because 

survey participants did not need to complete the rationale section of the survey, I chose to narrow 

down my remaining zinesters by looking for three different traits.  I was interested in zinesters 

who remained active in the community for an extended period of time, zinesters of color who 

chose to overtly address issues of race in the zine community, and a trans zinester.  I looked for 

responses to my survey that addressed one of these three traits in detail when discussing specific 

zinesters.  Through this analysis I found my remaining three participants. 

The first was a zinester who has participated in the zine community for the longest 

amount of time and who continues to participate in the community today, unlike some who were 

influential in the Riot Grrrl movement or other aspects of the zine community but are no longer 

members of the scene.  In looking for a zinester who fit this description, I chose to look at 

Davida Gypsy Breier, a “very popular author and review zine editor” (librarian). Breier’s staying 
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power in the scene came through in a number of responses; “her perzine is long running and 

excellent and XD [Xerography Debt] is one of the primary review sources zinesters can use to 

find other zines.  She brings the zine community together and has staying power.”  Like Wrekk 

and Crabb, Breier’s role in the zine community has branched out to create active work in 

forming and expanding the community, as well as creating sites for dialogue. 

 The next trait I found important was to include a zinester of color in my work.  

Interestingly, 25% of the zinesters mentioned as influential were people of color.  My choice in 

selecting Lauren Martin was to find a zine writer who actively tackled race in her work and was 

known for doing so.  One librarian wrote, “She was one of the first to bring up issues of race in 

the zine scene and in punk rock.”  Martin’s work has been sited in various other zines and she 

has often been thanked in other works.  In describing Martin and her work, a distro owner wrote: 

Lauren has consistently produced educated feminist zines that dissect racism, 
classism, homophobia and sexism within and out of the underground community.  
As a queer woman of color in a mostly white zine community, Lauren 
simultaneously critiques and embraces the role of zines.  
 

Martin’s work is complicated by the fact that she has chosen to end her participation in the zine 

community but is still making an impact through other DIY activities.  Her decision drew me to 

her and the choices she made around ways to present and assert subject positions. 

 Lastly, after having a number of survey participants state that they would like to see 

active transgender and gender queer individuals included in my work, I selected the transgender 

individual who was cited most often, Kelly Shortandqueer.  As one librarian wrote, “The trans 

zines are still coming into their own, and Kelly’s were some of the first.  (I wish you had an 

innovations category).”  Kelly helped co-found an active zine library in Denver and works to 

reach other transgender people through zines by creating zines with information and resources 
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for trans people.  He has also participated in other trans activist communities and used his work 

in zines to promote trans activism and awareness. 

 I also feel it is important to state not only my survey results and choices of participants, 

but some of the limits to my work and participant selection.  Absent from my choices are 

individuals outside of the United States, mainly due to the lack of response about non-U.S. 

zinesters from survey participants.  I also chose to look at zinesters who started writing in or 

prior to their early 20s—a choice I made due to my interest in how zine writing creates links 

between adolescent and adult literacy practices.  This choice, although stated in my letter to 

survey participants, caused a few of the respondents to comment on my work being ageist.  My 

research and survey are by no means meant to be all encompassing, especially due to my use of 

narrative inquiry as a research method, but I feel I have a varied enough sample of zine writers to 

address some of the ways zines impact writing lives.  

The Zinesters 

What follows are biographies compiled about the five zinesters.  The biographies include 

background information the zinesters shared through their zines as well as any other information 

about their lives outside of the zine community that the zinesters chose to have presented in these 

biographies.  Each biography was sent to zinesters to comment on, change, and critique.  The 

biographies are by no means exhaustive; instead, their goal is to give readers a better 

understanding as to the influences each zinester’s lived experiences have and how these lived 

experiences impact the zine community. 
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Cindy Crabb 
 

Cindy Crabb’s involvement in the zine community began sixteen years ago.  Her zine 

Doris, which she started in 1993, is in issue 2630.  She has an anthology of the first ten years of 

the zine, containing most of the first 18 issues.  When describing the zine, one librarian writes: 

A mix of insightful anarcho-feminist thought and revealing deeply personal raw 
emotions crafted deftly so as not to be simply a whiny rant.  Understated and 
poignant, Doris is moving and inspiring, challenges the reader to question their 
own ways of thinking and viewing the world.   
 

Crabb has also contributed to many compilation zines and other publications, including the 

anthology We Don’t Need Another Wave: Voices From the Next Feminist Generation.  More 

recently, Crabb has used the work she has done in the zine community to produce Support, a 

resource zine she compiled that contains articles, letter, and information on sexual abuse and 

abuse prevention, which has also been translated into Spanish.   

 Crabb is in her late 30s.  She grew up in Minnesota in the 1970s and 1980s, where she 

first learned of anarchist politics.  It was during this time that she witnessed her first protest, but 

was too afraid to get involved.  It was at this same time that she took her first women’s studies 

class.  Crabb is very candid in her discussion of her changing views on feminism.  In a speech 

she gave at the University of North Carolina, Ashville on “Breaking Silence,” she declares, 

“when I was a teenager, I was not a feminist. I thought feminism was stupid. I thought it was for 

women who were just not strong enough to be able to handle the world. I thought they should 

stop complaining and just deal with it.”  This class changed her opinion.  It forced her to not only 

examine her thoughts on women and feminism, but to look at the abuse in her own life.  She had 

to deal with her parents’ emotionally and sexually abusive relationship and the abuse from her 

step-brother, as well as how her mother was silenced to the sexual abuse of her daughters 

                                                
30 Crabb published Doris #26 in fall 2008. 
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through society’s acceptance of spousal abuse.  She also began to examine how cycles of abuse 

cause survivors to struggle with issues of power, deal with self-hatred, and work on breaking the 

circles of abuse surrounding them.   

 After leaving Minnesota, Crabb moved to Vermont where she attended a small liberal 

college, participated in anarchist groups, lived in a tree house, and, after attending a year, 

decided to leave school.  She has moved around a number of times since then, living in Berkeley, 

Portland, Florida, New York, San Francisco, North Carolina, and Ohio to name a few.  She also 

held a number of different jobs, from work in an alternative school to making scarves for the 

ultra rich. 

While living in Portland, Crabb started writing zines.  She writes that she got involved 

writing zines for a number of different reasons.  She knew she wanted to write a novel, “but the 

whole process of publishing seemed so annoying” (personal communication, June 9, 2007) and 

she saw extreme sexism in the literary world.  She also wanted to write about politics.  She is 

extensively involved in anarchist political movements as well as social justice causes about 

which she writes at length in her zines.  She felt she did not have the confidence or educational 

credentials to articulate her beliefs like the people involved in the collective of which she was a 

part.  She recalls, “I wanted to learn to articulate my political beliefs” (personal communication, 

June 9, 2007). 

 When thinking back to why she became involved in writing zines, Crabb repeatedly 

refers to a Muriel Rukeyser (2005) quote that got her to think about breaking her own silence. 

"What would happen if one woman told the truth about her life? The world would split open" (p. 

463). She wanted to reveal the secrets in her life, because for her, as she reveals in the second 

issue of Doris, it is about secrets; “it’s about giving strangers something real, something shitty 
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and beautiful that I hand to them with a shy smile” (1994, p.16).  She writes about handing out 

her zine to strangers or leaving it for others to find.  She writes about why it is so important to 

talk about these secrets: 

I could feel my secrets eating away inside of me, and I thought that other people 
must feel that too.  I thought there was an important and missing part of the 
struggles for social change, was just engaging people on a very real and personal 
level, breaking down isolation and silence and secrets.  Showing that a new world 
where we aren’t shut off from each other was possible, and there were real ways 
to start creating this change. (personal communication, June 9, 2007) 
 

Crabb used her zine to make this happen. 

 Not having read many zines before starting her own, she loved zines for the fact that “you 

don’t have to be a professional to have your words in the public realm” (personal 

communication, June 9, 2007).  For Crabb, zines were a way of figuring out process, a way to 

think through politics, ideas, and beliefs without needing to have all the answers.  She could 

relate her lived experiences to the ideologies she was examining.  “Mostly, zines felt very very 

much like something I could do, when everything else in the world told me I couldn’t do shit” 

(personal communication, June 9, 2007). 

 She writes candidly about her three abortions, her sex life, her father’s abuse, her 

relationship with her mother and sister, mental illness, her mother’s alcoholism, anarchism, 

women’s rights, feminism, and her drinking.  Her zines focus on both very personal aspects of 

her life as well as larger social and political issues, focusing on women’s health, oppression, 

sexual issues, and social justice.  When commenting on Crabb’s work, one reader says, “Two 

years after reading my first Doris I still reflect back on points she made about anti-oppression 

work (#22).” 

 Crabb still avidly writes zines.  Doris, still in existence at issue 26, is no small feat in a 

world where most zines don’t last more than 3 or 4 issues or a few years.  She is active in a 
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women’s health collective and her zine Support is one of the ways she works to educate people 

about abuse and provide resources and support.  Crabb is also actively involved in two bands and 

is working on writing a novel.  

Alex Wrekk 
 

Alex Wrekk writes the zine Brainscan (now in its 23rd issue) and is known for creating 

Stolen Sharpie Revolution.  Besides her main zine, which Wrekk started in 1997, she has also 

completed a number of one-shot zines31 and split zines with a number of different zine writers.  

She has also participated in a number of zine tours, audio recordings, and was active in starting 

the Portland Zine Symposium. 

Wrekk was born in Houston, Texas and lived there until the age of 9 when she and her 

family moved to Salt Lake City, Utah.  It was there that Wrekk, whose given first and middle 

names are Jennifer Sunshine, was introduced to zines.  Wrekk first started writing zines after 

reading her then-boyfriend’s father’s collection and meeting other zinesters on a church mission 

trip.  Her first zine was “Fun In a Bucket,” a zine she compiled starting in 1995 with her sister. It 

was during this time that Wrekk also became involved in the Salt Lake City Punk scene.   

 Starting in 1997, when Wrekk was 20 years old and attending college, she decided to 

move away from the “silliness” of Fun in a Bucket and start her own zine.  In the first issue of 

Brainscan, she writes, “Brainscan is mine (hahaha evil laugh) well actually it is my scattered 

thoughts that I scrawled in my Star Wars notebook that just aren’t silly enough for Fun in a 

Bucket…Brainscan is just me doing what I do best” (1997, p.1).  In Brainscan, Wrekk becomes 

more thoughtful and analytical about her life. The majority of the texts of the first issues of the 

zine were hand-written and, unlike many of the other zine writers, Wrekk includes many of the 

                                                
31 One-shot zine refers to a zine that only has one issue. 
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same divisions in each issue of her zine. She has sections such as quotes, out of context quotes, 

and “dumb stuff I have pondered.”   

 When Wrekk started writing Braincan, she used her given middle name, Sunshine.  It 

was shortly into her zine writing career that her then-boyfriend gave her the name Alex Wrekk, 

the pen name she then used in all her zines.  This name has now become the name she uses on a 

daily basis.  When asked about the name, Wrekk writes: 

I moved to Portland after a not so fun breakup and a way of getting a fresh start 
was to have a new name. All the people who knew me here knew me through 
zines. So it was easier for them to just call me by my pen name. ironically, that 
pen name was decided on with the same person who i had the not so fun break up 
with. And to make it even funnier, he and I are back together now. (personal 
communication, July 13, 2007) 
 

Wrekk’s participation in the zine community helped create the identity she is known by today 

and comes out of relationships she freely discusses in her work. 

 Reading Brainscan is like reading a movie script of her life.  Her zines are filled with 

photographs of herself, providing a glimpse into her life at the time each zine was written.  She 

documents the everyday mundane occurrences and the personal and applies it to the larger 

public.  When talking about her zine, she states: 

 I see my zine as sharing my world for a bit. I see zines as a way to make the  
 personal particulars correspond to universals. I think it is really tedious to read a  

zine that is so personal and self indulgent that I have no way of relating to the 
person who wrote it. I will say that i have gotten more selective in language and 
edit more. I used to say "I don't think in paragraphs so why should I write in 
them." The older I got the more I realized how annoying it is to read stuff that is 
not broken up. That's why I like bolding significant ideas so that I hope people 
can pick up on them. (personal communication, July 13, 2007) 
 

 Wrekk’s relationship to the zine community is far-reaching, both in how she has 

influenced the community as well as how the community has influenced her.  As she discusses in 

Brainscan, due to the friendships she made while writing zines and her sister’s move to Oregon 
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for college, Wrekk decided to leave Salt Lake City and head to Portland, Oregon, where she 

would eventually live with and later marry fellow zinester Joe Biel.  Together Biel and Wrekk 

made Microcosm Publishing32 one of the largest independent zine publishers and distributors in 

existence.  During her time in Portland, Wrekk also worked to create and implement the Portland 

Zine Symposium, one of the largest zine events in the country, which she writes about 

extensively in her zines.   

 In 2002 Wrekk came up with the inspiration to create a zine writers’ guide, and the first 

edition of Stolen Sharpie Revolution was born.  She recalls wanting to create a resource for 

people interested in starting a zine or distro, something that answered questions, gave tips, and 

provided useful information.  The first printing of Stolen Sharpie was 128 pages and 3,000 

copies. Wrekk photocopied and hand stapled the covers to the guts of the text which were offset 

printed.  Now this “zine-makers’ bible” is mass produced and distributed in numerous distros.  In 

addition to creating Stolen Sharpie, Wrekk also started working with the Independent Publishing 

Resource Center and the Rock and Roll Camp for Girls in Portland, where she spent three 

summers helping girls write and create their own zines. 

Recently, Wrekk ended her relationship with Biel, which she discusses at length in 

Brainscan #21.  Presently, she runs Small World Buttons where she designs and sells one-inch 

buttons, zines, and most recently her own coffee blends.  She continues producing her zine and 

podcasts and is working to start her own beer store.  During March 2009 she completed Stolen 

Sharpie Revolution 2, a completely updated, rewritten, and lengthened version of her famous 

zine resource guide which has reached a run of 10,000. 

 

                                                
32 Microcosm Publishing was originally started by Biel in 1996 but it was not until his work with Wrekk 
that it grew and secured itself as having a dominant place in the zine community. 
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Kelly Shortandqueer 
 

Kelly is a transgender individual whose main zine, Shortandqueer, documents his 

relationships with friends and family members as well as his experiences coming out as 

transgender. In addition to Shortandqueer, Kelly has written a number of zines, including, 

Trans(in)formation; Do As I Say, Not As I Do: Family Lessons to Unlearn; and Bodily Fluids.  

Kelly also co-founded both the Denver Zine Library and The Tranny Roadshow.  When 

commenting on his work in the zine community, Kelly writes that he is “one of a bunch of 

zinesters writing about gender and/or transition issues and I think for some reason my zines have 

caught on or been more widely accessible or something” (personal communication, November 1, 

2008). 

Born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, Kelly grew up and went to college on the east coast, 

majoring in education and hoping to someday be a math teacher.  During his childhood and 

young adulthood, Kelly was also very active in the summer camp he attended first as a camper 

and then worked at as a counselor.  In addition to discussing these and other life events, Kelly 

uses his zine to write about and document the transition from first identifying as a queer female 

and then identifying as male. He shares personal stories and documents experiences as a member 

of the trans community and promotes activism and awareness of transgender individuals.   

 Kelly, more than any of the other zinesters, writes a great deal about his friends and 

family, dedicating one zine to his friends and how they influenced and impacted his decision to 

come out as trangender.  He talks about his friend whose lesbian mother made him comfortable 

enough to talk with her about the fact that he might like girls.  He talked about how his first 

girlfriend—at a time when he identified as a queer female—helped him realize the “fluidity of 
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sexuality and gender identity” (2004b, p.6).  He also talks about the importance of the camp 

community in his life and how coming out at camp was something important in his story. 

 Like many of the other zinesters, Kelly was introduced to zines by a friend who was 

already writing zines.  It was a boyfriend of Kelly who introduced him to writing zines, and as he 

says in Shortandqueer #1, “It wasn’t long before I was sucked in and decided to write my own” 

(2004b, p. 16).  And he does this with vigor.  He talks of his life being a zine and the pages of 

Shortandqueer portray this.  Readers learn of Kelly’s likes and dislikes, Kelly’s sex life, 

participation in activist communities, transgender and genderqueer workshops, going to the 

doctor as a trans person, coming out to his parents, and dealing with gender identity on a daily 

basis.  Like Wrekk, Kelly also fills his zines with images of himself and his friends, allowing for 

an even more intimate glimpse into his life.  Currently, he lives in Denver and works as the 

Director of Victim Services for the Colorado Anti-Violence Program.  He is still active in writing 

zines as well as participating and touring with The Tranny Road Show. 

Davida Gypsy Breier 
 

Davida is a zine writer from Maryland.  She has been producing her perzine Leeking Ink 

(originally titled Slow Leek) since 1995, with her 31st issue released in February 2008.  In 

addition to her perzine, Breier edits the highly acclaimed “review zine33 with latent perzine 

tendencies,” Xerography Debt, and the now defunct compilation zine The Glovebox Chronicles, 

which is filled with “stories about cars by a bunch of people who don't seem to like them.”  

When commenting on why she should be considered an influential zinester, one librarian wrote, 

“She brings the zine community together and has staying power” while another discussed the 

importance of the letters column in Xerography Debt as a tool of communication for zinesters. 

                                                
33 A review zine is a zine that reviews other zines. 
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 Breier’s perzine consists of stories of being an extra for the television show “Homicide,” 

her obsession with horror films and culture, her search for the perfect job, her trips around the 

world, and her activist work around animal rights and veganism.  She uses her zine to discuss 

issues that are important to her on both political and personal levels, but unlike other zine 

writers, Breier’s work tends to shy away from the extremely detailed accounts of the personal.  

Though some of her earlier zines discuss her personal relationships—like those with a fellow 

zine writer—on the whole, Breier talks of how she does not feel comfortable sharing specifics of 

her private life with the larger public.  Yet, Breier’s work is anything but impersonal.   

 Breier shares events of her life in ways that allow the reader to get a glimpse into who she 

is and how she chooses to live her life.  Breier includes topics such as letters to readers and 

allows her readers to see her struggles with finding employment that does not go against her 

staunch vegan beliefs.  She struggles with decisions about graduate school, life, and finding 

money to produce her numerous zines.  She uses her zine as a way to alert readers to issues 

involving causes such as Tibet and animal rights.  She also has regular travel logs throughout her 

zines to let readers learn of her adventures, and even the mundane and everyday experiences in 

her life.  Her zines are more reflections of events than reactions to events, something different 

than the other zinesters who tend to focus more on reaction to life and how it is important to 

present and represent their reactions. 

 Breier, more than most, is upfront with readers as to her struggle with whether or not to 

continue her zine.  After a period of not wanting to write, “I didn’t know how to keep writing 

what is bascially a ‘personal zine’ when I didn’t want to talk to anyone” (1999a, p. 1); in the end, 

Breier decided to change the name of her zine from Slow Leek to Leeking Ink and to more 

consciously divide the line between the personal and the private.   She talks of writing about life 
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without writing about her life, but realizes that it is extremely important to her life for her to 

keep writing.  It is through this writing of life that Breier reflects on larger social issues, such as 

how her writing has changed, how life is different after turning 30, and also how much she has 

not changed.   

Breier still publishes out of Maryland, does zine readings, and is active in supporting zine 

libraries and other zine community projects.  She lives outside Baltimore with her husband—a 

fellow zine writer—and their toddler.  The most recent issue of Leeking Ink came out in February 

2008 and Breier feels that “a lot changes in Leeking Ink #31 where there was too much pain not 

to show it—to try and explain it and perhaps exorcise some of it” (personal communication, 

November 9, 2008). 

Lauren Jade Martin 

 As a mixed race, queer feminist artist and activist, Lauren Martin has impacted the zine 

community through her frankness around issues of racism and her activist and social justice 

work.  Martin started writing zines in high school when she learned about them as part of a 

summer art camp.  Her zines are impacted by her participation in artistic communities and her 

history in the Riot Grrrl community, as well as her mixed race background.  As she wrote in 

1999 in The Yellow Peril Inserts Herself, Martin identifies as a “radical, angry, silly, queer, and 

sometimes crazy Chinese/Jewish girl from Staten Island.”  Martin struggles throughout her zines 

in dealing with racist and sexist aspects of the zine community and the larger Riot Grrrl 

community of which she also became a part due to zines. 

Martin started writing zines when she was 16.  In her first issue of Boredom Sucks, she 

shared how she was vaguely aware of the zine community from reading the zine I Hate Brenda 

Newsletter.  During the summer after her sophomore year in high school, she started to write 
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again and then decided to take intensive art lessons at Snug Harbor where she was introduced to 

zines by an instructor who “gave out copies of Doing Your Own zine by Sarah of Action Girl” 

(1993, p. 1). She had originally wanted to compile a book of her own writing and art and realized 

that a zine would be much less daunting.  She collected a number of zines and realized she 

wanted to participate in the zine community.   

Her first foray into the zine world was with SCRAPS, a mini-art zine.  After completing 

that zine, she moved on to creating a more lit zine34 which is what Boredom Sucks, the zine she 

wrote in high school, started as.  When Martin started college, she continued her zine career and 

created You Might As Well Live, which began to transform into a more personal zine.  During 

college she also created The Yellow Peril Inserts Herself about her family history, Princess 

Charming #1 and #2, which focus on feminism and girl power, and the more political Who is Fit 

For Motherhood?, created from her longer traditional Senior Project, which tackles issues 

around reproductive rights. Once Martin left college and moved to Portland, Oregon, she began 

to write the zine Quantify and also put together a comp zine35 about tough girls, titled hard as 

nails.  Martin ended her perzine career after the sixth issue of Quantify, which she released in 

2005.  In 2004, she also produced Art Missive, a zine that focused on presenting art and artists 

and sharing ideas around art as an active political project.  It is here that Martin now chooses to 

focus her work. 

Being a New Yorker, an advocate for survivors of domestic abuse, an artist, and a writer 

have all impacted Martin’s career.  Her most recent zines focus on the intersection and 

performance of identities, specifically surrounding race, class, gender, and sexuality.  After 

                                                
34 Lit zine stands for literature zine, a zine that focuses on short stories, poetry, and other works of fiction. 
 
35 A comp zine is a compilation zine, where one person compiles submissions from a variety of 
individuals.  It is akin to an edited volume of work. 
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graduating from Bard College with a degree in Sociology, Martin worked in the anti-violence 

advocacy community for nine years and now is completing her doctorate in sociology. 

Impacting the Community 
 

 Each of these zinesters impacts the zine community in various ways, from their work as 

active members of the zine community through writing long-standing zines, to their influence in 

creating a literacy community.  These zinesters are just a small picture of the vast influence 

individual zinesters continue to have on the zine scene.  Hopefully, by selecting a variety of zine 

creators that impact the community in various ways, my work adds to the understanding of the 

medium of zines and in particular the perzine genre and how these five individuals who 

participate in the community create social and political sites for identity work. 
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CHAPTER 4 
SECRETS, STORIES, AND DORIS: 

CONFESSIONAL WRITING AND NARRATIVES OF THE BODY 
 

“and the stories you tell are your life, the stories you don’t tell control you.”  
(Crabb, 2004, p. 10) 

 
“like always, doris is about strangers and secrets and stories.” (Crabb, 1995a, p. 35) 

 
As a zinester, Cindy Crabb chooses to use her writing as a space to tell secrets and stories 

to her readers.  In reading 26 issues of Crabb’s zine, Doris, I found that 15 of the issues 

mentioned that her zine was about secrets and stories.  In all 26 issues she uses the zine to share 

specific secrets and stories.  It is through these secrets and stories that Crabb asserts differing 

subjectivities of the body and survivor narratives, and examines how these subjectivities change 

throughout her zine writing career.  For Crabb, her zine is about two things: the secrets she wants 

to reveal to her readers and the stories she is interested in telling.  It is the secrets and stories that 

are her motivation for writing the zine.   

It is through secrets that Crabb reveals what she feels is the primary reason for Doris.  

Crabb shares that Doris is about secrets, and she wants to share her secrets in order to allow 

others to tell their secrets and stories.  In Doris #1, Crabb (1993) writes: 

I think there’s something really subversive about giving secrets to strangers.  Like 
look at these things that are important to me and we’re not really supposed to talk 
about, and there’s too few people who really know us, and we’re supposed to be 
so shut off from eachother.  And here I am, handing you this thing full of my life, 
and I want it to break down those barriers, and I want it to make it so people talk 
about their lives and secrets aren’t secrets anymore, and we’re not all shut off and 
self conscious and scared and cool and tough and alienated and quiet. (p. 4) 
 

By telling secrets to strangers, by sharing the stories of her life, and by putting herself onto the 

page, Crabb breaks down barriers and get readers to talk and share.  She discloses experiences in 

her life that she believes most people would feel uncomfortable sharing in public, and she works 
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to deconstruct—and at times reconstruct—her secrets in order for readers to gain a better 

understanding of self and begin to examine their own secrets and stories.   

Crabb reveals most of her secrets through stories she presents and represents various 

times throughout Doris.  In Doris #1 she explains what she sees as stories: 

Like why I’m writing this thing.  I mean, I don’t have it all figured out or 
anything, and some of it is just because it’s fun.  But part of it is something else.  
It’s that I’m really interested in people’s stories, you know, what their families 
were like and weird stages that they went through, and fucked up things that they 
did and thought, and crazy fun things that they did.  How they got where they are.  
That kind of stuff.  (1993, p. 4) 
 

Stories are what Crabb shares about her family: the tales of growing up, her mother, father, 

sister, stepfather, and stepbrother; her jobs, trips, and activist and anarchist work.  It is in the 

stories that Crabb asserts specific subjectivities around the body that she sees herself performing 

in everyday life: confessor, survivor, victim, woman, and women’s health advocate.  The stories 

that Crabb tells help her to express these subject positions, which she feels are important for 

understanding who she is and where she is coming from in her analysis of self and her secrets.  

In turn, her stories are the foundation for the understanding of the secrets she chooses to tell. 

In revealing her secrets through the stories of her everyday life, Crabb creates a 

confessional site where she asserts subjectivities around the body and shares intimate details of 

her life.  Crabb’s work creates a new understanding of confession as she asserts subjectivities of 

confessor, storyteller, and survivor.  She presents subjectivities of the body as ways to explore 

stories, secrets, intimate narratives, and understandings of self, and by doing so helps create a 

better understanding of confessional writing sites. Focusing on the ideational metafunction, this 

chapter starts by discussing confessional as it relates to Crabb’s work.  It then moves to 

examining Crabb’s subjectivities around narratives of the body, specifically those of storyteller 

and survivor. 
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Crabb’s Creation of a Confessional Space 

In recent years, the popularity of the confessional has increased with the creation and 

integration of reality television, social networking, and projects such as Post Secret.  The 

positioning of persons in public spaces where they confess their deepest secrets or “true” feelings 

has become an everyday form of entertainment for viewers and readers.  Confession creates a 

link between the confessor and her audience, creating a space where the confessor becomes the 

subject of her statements and an integral part of spectacle and speculation.  For Crabb, public 

confession creates a site for exploration of self and others.  She redefines zines as a space for 

public confession and reexamines what discussions are allowed as part of confession.  

Specifically, she moves confession to sites of the body and pushes for an appreciation of 

confession around these topics.    

Confession has not always been part of the public sphere.  Foucault’s work addresses 

confession as the private and controlled practice of the Roman Catholic Church. He ties 

confessional to Roman Catholic practices, starting in the 18th and 19th centuries, which were used 

for surveillance and discipline.  In his analysis of the Church, Foucault (1978) defines confession 

as: 

a ritual of discourse in which the speaking subject is also the subject of the 
statement; it is also a ritual that unfolds within a power relationship, for one does 
not confess without the presence (or virtual presence) of a partner who is not 
simply the interlocutor but the authority who requires the confession, prescribes, 
and appreciates it, and intervenes in order to judge, punish, forgive, and reconcile. 
(p. 61-62) 
 

For Foucault, confession is not an inherently liberating space. It was through confession that the 

church gained knowledge of individuals.  Through this knowledge, the church was able to create 

forms of social control.   The control the church gained through confession was a powerful 
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disciplinary form.  It allowed the Catholic Church to punish and effectively control individuals 

through continual, private means.  For Foucault, confession is a private venue for the punishment 

and discipline of subjects controlled and monitored by the Catholic Church.   

Through power and control confession became a way of producing truth: 

…next to testing rituals, next to the testimony of witnesses, and the learned 
methods of observation and demonstration, the confession became one of the 
West’s most highly valued techniques for producing truth. We have since become 
a singularly confessing society. The confession has spread its effects far and wide. 
It plays a part in justice, medicine, education, family relationships, and love 
relations, in the most ordinary affairs of everyday life, and in the most solemn 
rites: one confesses one’s crimes, one’s sins, one’s thoughts and desires, one’s 
illnesses and troubles; one goes about telling, with the greatest precision, what is 
most difficult to tell. One confesses in public and in private, to one’s parents, 
one’s educators, one’s doctor, to those one loves; one admits to oneself, in 
pleasure and in pain, things it would be impossible to tell to anyone else, the 
things people write books about. (Foucault, 1978, p. 59) 
 

Confession became such a powerful tool for control and surveillance that it invaded our everyday 

lives, creating spaces where individuals felt comfort and security.  As a way of finding truth, 

Foucault would argue confession created a false sense of liberation.  Individuals were still 

subjected to the powers that draw confession from them, creating a false sense of self as a 

thinking subject who chooses to participate in confession. 

Crabb complicates Foucault’s notions of confessional by creating a space where she is 

both confessor and confessant.  She holds a position of power by opening up a confessional 

space where one did not always exist before. For instance, in Doris #8 she talks about a woman 

who read a copy of her zine that Crabb had left for her mechanic.  The receptionist read her zine, 

and Crabb reports: 

when i went back to the garage because my truck broke again, the receptionist 
woman says to me “i was going to call you”.  and she is this lady, older than me 
and really friendly, loves my dog.  she pulls out my magazine—the boy lent it to 
her, and she starts talking to me all about how she is trying to get her kids to write 
her stories about their lives for christmas, anything, just a story.  and she starts 
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telling me about how she didn’t care if they wrote one sentence or a big long thing 
and how hard it was to get them to do it…i don’t know.  it was so nice. (1997, p. 
112) 

 
Her work invites confessions.  People choose to tell her stories of their lives and share narratives, 

even if she does not explicitly elicit them.  She holds a position of power by opening up a 

confessional space and accepting (and even welcoming) the stories and secrets that are part of 

the space.  Yet, as with her reporting of the woman who had read her zine, Crabb does not see 

her role as one of punishment or judgment.  She pushes to create new boundaries for discussions 

and dissemination of public discourse.  Unlike Foucault, who views confession as part of power 

bound relationships where confession does not free individuals from those power relations, 

Crabb pushes for a more equal relationship between confessor and listener.    

Crabb’s work relates to other feminist scholars who address the relationship between 

confessor and confessant.  In examining confession’s relationship to feminist writing there is an 

appreciation for the value of confession “as a site of academic study in feminist autobiography” 

(Goldthwaite, 2003, p. 55).  Goldthwaite, like other feminist autobiographical scholars, is drawn 

to the relational aspects and implications of the confession (Cushman, 1998; Gilmore, 1994; 

Lindeman-Nelson, 2001).  She ponders confessionals’ desire not for “truth” but more for 

understanding and commitment to others: “I want to figure confession in such a way that it 

would necessitate both confessor and confessant, a way that would make it difficult to 

distinguish between the two” (p. 65).  The relational aspects of confession and the push to blur 

distinctions between confessor and confessant open up the discussion around the roles of stories 

and narratives.  The role of stories and narratives also assists the move for confession to occur in 

more public sites, where surveillance and control happen in more transparent ways. 
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Personal narratives are the stories told by individuals that create ways of knowing and 

being (Hatch and Wisniewski, 1995).  Duncombe (1997) argues that zine personal narratives are 

unique because they come from individuals who are not “authorized” by others to do personal 

writing.  The creation of narratives by “real individuals” about daily events creates texts that 

illustrate a difference from mass media produced works.  Though Duncombe argues that zines 

allow individuals living outside mainstream culture to share stories with others in similar 

positions, some perzines move beyond merely creating positions of difference.  Instead, work 

such as Crabb’s constructs confessional spaces by redefining traditional narratives of self and 

recreating everyday narratives of self into resistant personal identities. 

Crabb’s work shows the transparency of confessional relationships.  Her zines become a 

literacy site where personal confessional practices present themselves for discussion and 

exploration.  It is easy to argue that by the nature of the genre, perzines are a form of public 

disclosure of elements of a private self. Yet, the extent of the revelation also plays a large role.  

Personal narratives may create a site for confession, where the author is allowed the space to 

reveal elements of the self they are not able to share in other settings, but this is not always the 

case. 

One way that confessional space is created in public occurs in the use of personal 

narratives to confess intimate stories.  Still, all stories confessed are not equal.  Hilde 

Lindemann-Nelson (2001) argues that not all stories contribute to identities and that stories need 

to be credible through three features: explaining force, correlation to action, and what she terms 

“heft.”  Many personal zines may have one or two of these features, but it is by combining all 

three that I contend confessional space is created.  First, Lindemann-Nelson argues for an 

explanatory force, where stories explain a “person to herself and others” allowing for 
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understanding of the teller by others through best presenting the evidence put forth (p. 93).  Next, 

she argues for a story to have correlation to action.  The story must strongly relate to a person’s 

actions.  Through this relationship, an individual performs identity work: a means by which she 

can construct and negotiate identity.  Lindemann-Nelson makes the argument that this must be 

true for both past and future actions.  “A credible backward-looking story must explain the 

person’s actions, while a credible forward-looking story must structure the field of the person’s 

actions so that she can continue to act in accordance with who she understands her self to be” (p. 

95).  Lastly, she argues the importance of heft in making a story credible.  Lindemann-Nelson 

states that “heft underscores the idea that identity-constituting narratives are woven around the 

features of people’s lives that they, or some of the rest of us, care about most” (p. 96). Having 

heft means the story must be important to someone, or it loses its credibility.  Lindemann-Nelson 

argues the story must have the “‘right amount’ of heft” depicting a person accurately and not 

disturbing the story (p. 96). For Lindemann-Nelson, heft is what draws others to the story. 

Heft is what narrative researchers would define as tellability.  Research into narrative 

often sees tellability as inherent to the story.  Ryan (2005) defines tellability as “a quality that 

makes stories inherently worth telling, independently of their textualisation” (p. 589).  In 

conjunction with the notion of inherent worth, there is the belief that the story must be 

“reportable” and able to stand in its own.  William Labov (1972), who is thought by most to have 

coined the term, states that in order for a narrative to be tellable, it must be “reportable” and that 

in tellable narratives “the events involved [are] truly dangerous and unusual. . . . Evaluative 

devices say to us: this was terrifying, dangerous, weird, wild, crazy; or amusing, hilarious, 

wonderful; more generally, that it was strange, uncommon, or unusual––that is, worth reporting” 

(p. 371).  It is in Lindemann-Nelson’s notion of heft that the confessional space begins to create 
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itself.  Zine writers who choose to move beyond the everyday narratives of life and share stories 

that have heft and are valued by others start creating sites of confession.  It is through heft that 

outsiders determine whether or not confession is valued. 

Crabb’s work becomes important for a number of reasons; it has the correct amount of 

heft to become a part of her subjectivity narrative, and it also allows for complications in the 

discourses of power Foucault addresses in his work on confession. Crabb’s secrets and 

confessions are not those traditionally accepted or produced as part of public cleansing.   Also, as 

a participant in alternative media, Crabb’s confessions are situated outside commercial media, 

allowing her more unrestricted use of the space and unedited choice of information shared in her 

confessions. 

 The telling of her stories and secrets moves Crabb into the use of confession as a way to 

share intimacy in somewhat anonymous ways.  Crabb’s secrets and the stories behind them vary 

from the seemingly mundane (“One is that I shaved my mustache for years.  From the time I was 

14 to 21.  It was very embarrassing, but now I love it.  I want to die it pink but I think that it 

would just die my skin mostly”) to the secrets she is even scared to face (“All this is not a secret, 

but the emotion behind it is very secret, even to me it is secret.  It scares me.  It is the first locked 

up thing I’ve had since I learned to unlock”) (1993, p. 14).  Yet, by using her zine as a way to 

share her secrets (even the ones she struggles to face), Crabb is able to create her own 

understanding of herself for her readers; she is able to reveal those features of self that she sees 

as instrumental to her secrets.  In doing so, although she shares intimate stories, she creates 

anonymity around parts of her self that she chooses not to share or feels are not essential to the 

understanding of the subjectivities she asserts in her zines. 
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Crabb creates the space where confession can take place—the confessional.  She argues 

for the communities of which she is a part (in this case the zine community) to start to listen to 

stories and gain a new understanding.  Crabb’s goal in creating this space is to get people to talk 

more openly about sex and abuse.  “I want to talk about sex.  I want to blow the lid off the whole 

closed up subject…I want to talk about sex and not feel judged” (1995a, p. 50).  She feels that it 

is important to get others to talk about abuse and to move away from abuse being such a taboo 

subject in society. “I want it to be made real.  I want it to change the way we communicate and 

care for each other.  I want people to know for sure that this is there.  I want people to talk and 

fight against it” (2004, p. 9).  She uses Doris to start these conversations, to create a confessional 

space, to get people to think and to understand that abuse affects multiple aspects of life.  She 

calls for an end to the silence.  “Like everyone knows that everyone’s been abused so what’s the 

point in talking about it.  So much silence.  I’m wondering how many times we’ll have to start 

from scratch” (2004, p. 6). Unlike private confession, Crabb calls for dialogue to occur in the 

open.  She wants people to address issues of abuse so that they become real and not taboo.  She 

wants to open up a public discourse as a way for people to be able to begin a process of healing.  

Crabb states, “I had been taught so precisely that sex could be used to take everything away from 

me” (1995a, p. 46) and by talking about sexual and physical abuse, rape, and torture, she hopes 

that this will not always be the case.  It is for this reason that Crabb feels it is important to tell her 

stories and create subjectivities of both confessor and confessant.   

 Crabb redefines self through the retelling and reexamination of her secrets and stories.  

As she moves through her zine career, she is continually reevaluating her experiences, changing 

how she defines her self and subjectivities, and moving to different understandings of the 

subjectivities she asserts in her zines.  She becomes confessor as a means to get others to break 
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the silence and communicate.  She creates a confessional space, not as a position of power, but 

through the need to share her secrets and stories in vary transparent ways.  This call to examine 

how confession helps to define and redefine selves is a way to express Crabb’s presentation of 

self in her zines.  It is through her confession of secrets, her telling of stories, that Crabb is able 

to define and redefine herself as she progresses through her zine writing career. 

Tell Me a Secret: Crabb’s Confessions of the Body 

             The first issue of Doris is full of all the secrets Crabb chooses to tell.  Early on, she sets 

the scene for the revelation of her secrets.  In the piece My Biggest Secrets, Crabb (1993) writes: 

Right now, sitting in this little grove of redwood trees, I’m not sure my secrets are 
so secret or scary, but last night, when I wrote the title, the title was as far as I 
could get.  I’m all wired on coffee now, and I’m not at all sure I know how to 
explain, I’m not even sure that I know what they are.  There are the secrets about 
my body, how I am scared and distrustful of it, how I feel diseased and sometimes 
everything inside of me becomes so removed, and I think if I tell people about my 
past, they wont want to be with me. (p. 12) 
 

She creates both the image of the confessional site as well as the foundation for the secrets she 

will share in her confessions.  She chooses to let readers know that she is unsure of herself.  

Although she feels it is important to share her secrets and reveal information about herself that 

may be viewed as taboo, she also admits that sharing the secrets is at times difficult and not 

something she is always comfortable doing.  Still, each secret she tells, whether more private or 

personal, works to create a self-designed confessional space. 

          Crabb shares a wide variety of secrets.  Some secrets, such as “another secret is I don’t like 

menstruating” (1993, p. 12), address taboo issues of women’s health and also may be viewed as 

private confessions of the body.  But the revelation of a secret such as this is not uncomplicated.  

By labeling her aversion to menstruation as a secret, Crabb is also complicating her appeal to 

readers to start to share and confess secrets.  Although she calls for a discussion about 
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menstruation, by labeling it as a secret, Crabb is also reasserting menstruation’s position as a 

taboo, one that can only be discussed in confession.  Crabb’s labeling of menstruation as secret 

also asserts a subjectivity as woman and even more so as a woman who seeks to discuss and 

address issues of women’s reproductive health.  Confessing her personal secret about women’s 

health allows her to share more private (and controversial) secrets related to reproductive health.   

              In Crabb’s confessional in her first issue of Doris, she moves from the secret of 

menstruation to discussion of abortions.  She shares that “the other secret is that I got pregnant 

on purpose to see what it was like to have an abortion” (1993, p. 14).  Again, she details and 

complicates the secrets by working through her lived experiences and reactions.  In this one 

secret, she becomes a pregnant woman, abortion rights activist, and women’s health advocate.  

The subjectivities revealed in this confession situate Crabb in context with other women who 

have struggled through the narrative of abortion.  The revelation of this secret opens up the 

opportunity for Crabb to begin a dialogue around abortion narratives and to also make public the 

discussion around women’s reproductive rights.  She grounds her texts and confessions in private 

narratives and creates a space for the exploration of others’ private narratives. 

             Yet Crabb does not stop telling her secrets in her first issue.  Instead, she continues 

sharing secrets throughout her zine writing career—defining and redefining her subjectivities 

through her secrets and stories.  She tells about her family, and all her thoughts, but they do not 

all come out at once.  “I talk about it under my breath.  I tell bits and pieces and never the whole 

story” (1994, p. 21).  By stating that she tells bits and pieces, Crabb is sharing how she chooses 

to reveal her stories.  She is addressing her own fears, discomforts, and continued analysis of her 

experiences and situations.  She shows readers that she does not have all the power and control.  

By being open to ongoing dialogue and narrative, and by showing readers she is working through 
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issues of self, Crabb creates a more open confessional site where the lines between confessor and 

listener are blurred. 

 For example, Crabb spends a great deal of time in her work discussing issues and 

instances of abuse.  But this discussion is never over or completed.  In Doris #4 she addresses 

her continued deconstruction of stories of abuse: 

i didn’t know how to talk about it.  i told half truths because i dont even know the 
whole truth. i say one thing and then it feels all wrong.  i didn’t want my 
perspective to invalidate my girl friends experience.  So I told half truths, all 
simplified. (1995a, p. 49) 

 
In this passage, Crabb explicitly addresses her relationship with her friends and readers.  She 

discusses how, as an abuse survivor, she is not sure her story is valid.  She also addresses the 

influence and impact others’ stories have on her own.  She complicates her own narrative by 

addressing the narrative of others.  She also presents how she, at times, devalued her narrative in 

order for others to be heard.  Through her zine, she reveals parts of herself and her narrative as 

she feels comfortable. 

           The creation of a confessional space is not without some hesitation.  Crabb fears she is 

telling too many secrets: “I think I’ve given away too many secrets and the ones I have left are 

too hard to explain” (1996, p. 103).  She is unsure of whether or not she should use the space as 

confessional and if she has made the correct choice in sharing her secrets.  Still, she always has 

more secrets and stories.  She comes back to those she revealed when she first started Doris and 

then tells new ones when she is ready.  “I guess there are a lot of stories that will come later, 

after I’ve made a little bit more sense of it all” (1998a, p. 14).  Time and time again, she works 

through the space, wondering when she will become comfortable enough to share a larger part of 

the secret.  Because Crabb creates a self-designed confessional space, she is able to reveal her 

secrets when she feels it is time, allowing for a deeper, more private understanding of self.  She 
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uses her zine to find some understanding of self.  It is through Doris that she makes sense of 

many of the stories and secrets she chooses to tell and creates a subjectivity of storyteller. 

Crabb as Storyteller: A Confessional of Stories 

           An important element of Crabb’s creation of a confessional space is her subjectivity of 

storyteller.  As a storyteller, Crabb also chooses to find the stories of others and share those in 

order to help change the world.  “I listen to peoples stories.  I bring them home and mull them 

over.  I use to think it was the task of the revolutionary to redefine communication to make every 

sentance valuable and push every encounder beyond its useful limits” (1995a, p. 38).  Crabb 

collects stories.  She listens to people and then uses their stories and her own to “redefine 

communication.”  Crabb uses her ideologies as revolutionary and anarchist and her work to 

radically change social structures.  She works to tell her own stories, as well as the stories of 

others, in order to create new sites of resistance. 

          In telling others’ stories as well as her own, she becomes narrator and subject.  In 

Examining Women’s Lives, Long (1999) argues that narrators can share different truths about the 

same persons or events;  “this multiplicity provide[s] a clue to the plural subjectivities involved 

in writing another’s life, and the possibility that authorship [can] be shared by subject and 

narrator” (p. 2).  Even though at times the zine narrator and subject can be the same, as a 

storyteller Crabb is able to show multiplicities in her life.  Because of the immediacy of zines she 

tells and retells her stories as she moves from issue to issue, and in doing so she defines and 

redefines her selves.  She creates a subjectivity as storyteller, making her narrative a part of her 

stories and connecting her experiences with those of others. 

 For example, in one of her issues, Crabb has a piece titled Dear Girl, where she responds 

to something she has read.  Crabb writes a letter to the author, responding to the author and to the 
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author’s work.  She uses the girl to whom she is writing as the basis for a larger discussion of 

sex, rape, and survivor narratives.  By using the story of the girl to align her story and 

understandings of self, Crabb (re)examines dominant narratives around rape and sexual 

practices: 

Dear Girl: When I got to the middle of your magazine- pages 38-42 ‘The night I 
wouldn’t call rape’- my heart just sunk.  Partially because I don’t want that to 
happen to you- and partially because I am fucked.  I don’t know, it’s hard to say 
it.  It’s like I’ve had sex so much, so many times when I didn’t want to- and now 
it’s hard for me to know anymore what I really fell…Half the time I don’t even 
know whether I’m having sex out of obligation or because I want to…I start to 
shut down, start to feel small and scared, so I just try not to think (1998a, p. 15). 

 
For Crabb, the piece she is reading and responding to is a way to create new discourses around 

sex and sexual experiences.  Crabb intertwines her story with that of “Dear Girl” and creates a 

new narrative around the discussion and discourse about sex and the body.  She relates her 

narrative to the girl’s, and at the same time she pushes at and reconstructs knowledge systems 

around sex and sexuality.  She connects stories in ways that challenge others to think about their 

own narratives and practices.  

         As a storyteller, Crabb creates a space where individuals feel comfortable sharing their 

secrets and stories and pouring out their hearts.  She becomes the individual who listens to 

confessions, therefore having control of the confessional space: 

it’s strange + kind of great and pretty worrisome all at once, when people I barely 
know pour their hearts out to me.  And I try to figure out how much to give them 
and what to hold back, and where they stand.  It seems to happen to me a lot.  
People telling me their stories.  I worry because I know how easy it is for me to 
wrap myself up in other people lives. (1996, p. 20) 

 
Even with this potential power, Crabb questions her role.  She does not readily accept a position 

of power.  She chooses to analyze it, to use it to figure out what is going on with the people 

whose stories she hears.  She also realizes hearing other people’s stories is not without 
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consequences to her own narratives.  By becoming too involved in the stories of others, she is 

able to forget about her own stories.  She realizes she may lose sight of her own confessions.  

Crabb’s troubling of her position allows her an increased understanding of what it means to be 

both the subject and narrator of confessions.  The role also positions Crabb in the subjectivity 

that is the basis for her identity work and where she plays out the plural subjectivities in her 

survivor narratives.  

Creating Subjectivities through Survivor Narratives 
 

Crabb’s confessions revolve around a number of issues, yet the most volatile of secrets 

transform around discussions of sexuality and narratives of sex and survivor.  In History of 

Sexuality, Foucault (1978) discusses the connection between sex and confession: “For us, it is in 

the confession that truth and sex are joined, through the obligatory and exhaustive expression of 

an individual secret.  But this time it is truth that serves as a medium for sex and its 

manifestations” (p. 61).  For Crabb, Foucault’s argument manifests in her discussion of sex and 

sexuality.  On the one hand, Crabb feels that her sexual experiences—especially those where she 

discusses rape and incest—are secrets that she confesses in bits and pieces throughout her zine 

writing career.  She takes her time to assert the multiple subjectivities of victim, survivor, and 

sexual being as she makes her way through her zine.  In doing so, Crabb follows Foucault’s 

(1987) assertion that: 

the confession lends itself, if not to other domains, at least to new ways of 
exploring the existing ones…It is no longer a question of simply saying what was 
done—the sexual act—and how it was done; but of reconstructing, in and around 
the act, the thoughts that recapitulated it, the images, desires, modulations, and 
quality of the pleasure that animated it. (p. 63) 
 

Crabb’s zine repeatedly explores new ways of examining her subjectivities as survivor.  Through 

her sharing of different stories and her slow revelation of the complicated experiences of self in 
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relation to sexuality and sexual experiences, Crabb reconstructs the sexual acts of which she was 

a part (either by force or by choice), examines power dynamics, and works to complicate her 

narratives.  It is her history of abuse and incest that stands at the core of Doris. 

       Crabb uses her zine to share her stories, and in doing so, she creates a survivor narrative.  In 

discussing Rape Stories, Hesford (1999) states that “survivor narratives do expose oppressive 

material conditions, violence, and trauma; give voice to heretofore silent histories; help shape 

public consciousness about violence against women, and thus alter history’s narrative” (p. 195).  

Hesford discusses the importance of women telling their stories and writing about trauma as an 

element of recovery.  She goes on to problematize the survivor narrative, arguing that trauma and 

violence tend to become individualized, removing the systematic sustaining of violence through 

material, sociological, and political forces.  Questions surrounding how “real” survivor narratives 

are and the reality of the narratives impact the acceptance of both the narratives and the narrators 

and are commonplace to the arguments about incest and rape survivors.  Yet, by creating and 

recreating her stories of abuse and survival in her zines, Crabb shows a way that zines, as a 

medium in which stories are able (and encouraged) to be told and retold, interpreted and 

reinterpreted, help to understand the multiple realities that appear in the narratives of survivors as 

well as help in more fully understanding practices of survival. 

               In creating a narrative of survival, Crabb illustrates that “alongside each history of 

violence and oppression, there runs a parallel history of prudent, creative, and determined 

resistance” (Wade, 1997, p. 23).  In a recent issue of Doris, Crabb addresses this struggle to 

examine her history and (re)create her survivor narrative. The impact of the abuse on Crabb is 

enormous.  “I have spent 19 years dealing with how much I have been effected by abuse.  I’ve 

gotten a lot better.  I don’t hate myself at all any more.  I have spent 19 years and finally gotten 
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most of myself back” (2001, p. 15).  It is through the telling and retelling of her stories, her 

confession of the ways in which abuse has impacted her life, that Crabb is able to begin to gain 

an understanding of self.   

           She discusses how being abused affected her self-worth.  “I was full of self love and love 

for the world before my abuse happened, so I had that in my core, somewhere inside was that 

resource.  And I had some amount of privilege” (2001, p.15).  But it takes confessing her stories 

and having an avenue to reexamine them to understand the subject position of privilege and her 

acceptance of self.  Even though she comes to this revelation in her more recent work, the fight 

to survive her abuse is continuous.  In older zines, she writes, “sometimes I think I’m all over it.  

Like I’m strong and brave and got through it all, and then sometimes I’m just the same as 

always” (1998a, p. 17).  She is constantly (re)creating her position of survivor.  

              The constant struggle to confront abuse and address these issues of power is not one that 

is cut and dry for survivors of childhood incest and abuse.  Like Crabb, abuse survivors search 

for ways to overcome their abuse, fight back against their abusers, and recreate their lives.  Many 

choose to attempt to fight back a number of different ways, not always succeeding in the ways 

outsiders read and interpret their stories.  In addressing how resilience strategies impact abuse 

survivors, Anderson (2006) argues: 

A definition of resilience based on competence is restrictive because it categorizes 
people who have been exposed to adversity as either resilient, if they are doing 
well, or dysfunctional, if they are having problems.  Such a definition risks 
reducing resiliency research to a simple attempt to consign people to categories of 
success or failure. (p. 411) 
 

Throughout her zine, Crabb shows a fluid definition of resilience.  She shows herself as resilient 

by finding ways to cope with the abuse that continues to impact her life.  Crabb uses resilience to 

address abuse in varying ways in her work.  One way she chooses to push understandings of 
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resilience is by creating an arena to explore and examine issues of race, class, and power as they 

relate to sexual narratives and narratives of struggle. 

           In one issue, Crabb gives a detailed account of an experience on a family trip she took to 

Aruba.  She shares what happened to her when she and her sister went on a ride with a group of 

men from the island: 

that was the guy sitting next to me, feeling me up.  Sometimes I’d move his hand 
away, but he was pushy and I was tired, and to let him touch me was the less had 
thing to do…what’s his name’s hand was down my pants, where I didn’t want it, 
but fuck.  It didn’t seem to matter any more, you know.  All my life my body had 
been fucked with.  I’d fucked plenty of times when I didn’t want to.  Boyfriends 
wanting it or whatever.   And my body was so removed from me that it didn’t 
seem to matter what went into it anymore.  As long as I consented.  So I always 
consented.  Like if I didn’t consent then maybe they’d do it anyhow, and that 
would be bad, right....i knew that they knew the power of a white girl charging a 
black man with rape on an island whose government relys on a good public 
image, a good tourist draw.  I knew that they knew that if they raped me and I 
pressed charges that they would be fucked, they would be charged quick and put 
away.  The law would come down on them…and I didn’t want it, but I took his 
dick in my hand and I leaned back against the car.  I put him inside of me.  I 
figured we could get it done with because I was bored and wanted to go home and 
I was sick of it all, sick of dealing with it all.  He fucked me, you know, and he 
whispered in my ear “I want you to let my friends fuck you too”.  I said no and he 
said why not and I said “because you all hate me” (1995b, p. 78). 
 

In this one story, Crabb does a number of things.  She asserts plural subjectivities, all occurring 

simultaneously and complicating one another, subjectivities that cannot be separated in order for 

the subjectivities to be explored and understood.  In confessing this story in her zine, Crabb 

asserts subject positions of whiteness, power, woman, victim, survivor, aggressor, outsider, 

insider, and privilege.  Through the intertwining of subjectivities, her understanding of her 

survivor narrative complicates and reinstates the status quo. 

         On the one hand, Crabb’s narrative could be viewed as one of outsider victim in an 

unfamiliar, uncomfortable space where she and her sister are taken advantage of by cultural 

insiders.  Crabb’s narrative could also be read as the story of a privileged outsider—one who has 
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racial, sexual, and class capital—who has the ability to use these dynamics to manipulate her 

situation and place herself in a position of power.  Instead, I choose to read Crabb’s narrative as a 

confession of survivor resistance that cannot easily be separated—nor should it be—from the 

complex, multiple, and intertwining subjectivities she chooses to highlight.  In telling her story, 

Crabb chooses to express how, as a survivor of previous sexual abuses, she practices resilience 

and resistance.  In this case, Crabb’s ability to justify her experience in her mind comes from her 

opportunity as a white woman to imagine a scenario where she is in control of the situation of 

which she is a part.  Yet, Crabb also allows for other dynamics—ones where males dominate 

over females and insiders over outsiders—to take place as well.  Her confession creates for her 

readers varying scenarios and outcomes to her narrative.  Ultimately, Crabb’s experience, her 

choice to practice the resilience and resistance she chooses, as recreated in her zine, allows the 

reader to begin to understand her strategies of dealing with and allowing herself to understand 

her experiences on her own terms, and not the terms defined by others.   

           Throughout her work, Crabb complicates survivor narratives.  In the second issue of 

Doris, Crabb begins the narrative about experiencing incest at the hands of her stepbrother: 

And then it started.  Him sneaking into my room in the middle of the night and 
touching me while I was sleeping in the place I’d never touched myself.  And he 
watched me take showers and him and his friends wrote porn about me, hid 
vibrators in my bed.  He ruined it all.  Everything I had wanted.  Everything that I 
was.  He fucked it all up.  He ruined it all. (1994, p. 22) 

 
As well as one of her more recent issues where she again recounts the incest: 
 

Tomboy me, in secret love with my stepbrother.  Him and them sitting in his 
room writing porn about me.  I found this out later.  Him and them hearing the 
shower go on, and sneeking up to watch me through the window.  The dildo in my 
bed.  The hands on me when I was sleeping.  All those nights of hands or him just 
standing there, looking. 
  That’s all.  That’s it.  But it effected every bit of my.  My entire life and every 
part of it.  It set into motion a whole series of events.  I was never heard or taken 
care of, and I still feel like I will never be heard or take care of.  From the time I 
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was 14 to 20 I was totally depressed and suicidal.  I thought the only reason 
people talked to me was because they wanted to fuck me (2004, p. 13). 
 

Crabb discusses this experience throughout her zine career.  Looking at these two confessions as 

an example—one that takes place at the beginning of Crabb’s zine writing career and the other 

more recent—reveals Crabb’s reexamination and reconstruction of events as her zine writing 

continues and she critically examines her subjectivities.  In both stories, Crabb recounts similar 

incidents - sneaking into her room, being touched, porn being written about her - yet in the first 

confession, she only shares that “he ruined it all.”  It is not until almost 10 years later and 

numerous stories about her stepbrother and a number of different sexual experiences that she 

discusses her deconstruction of her subjectivities as stepsister and incest survivor.  It is Crabb’s 

deconstruction of her survivor narrative involving her brother that informs other survivor 

narratives she shares. 

  The stories of abuse continue as she talks about her relationships with boyfriends:   

I told him that, well, you know, I had been abused when I was younger and I had 
these issues, and you know, just because I liked sex sometimes didn’t mean I 
wanted it always, and I was having this problem and I thought maybe to deal with 
it, maybe he could wait for me to initiate sex. 

            He was so sympathetic.  He listened and then he never waited.   
            Every night. (2003, p. 20) 
 
The story of her relationship with a boyfriend she felt was sympathetic to her experiences and yet 

still perpetuated abuse continues Crabb’s exploration into narratives of survival.  Her sharing of 

her narratives creates a constant struggle for Crabb.  She wants people to know that she has good 

judgment and believe that she is in a healthy relationship.  She did not want people to know their 

relationship was abusive: “I also felt full of shame for being in this totally abusive relationship.  

And I didn’t want anyone to know what was happening” (2003, p. 21). Yet, because she is 

actively working to share secrets and tell her stories, she feels the desire to share her experiences 
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in Doris.  She is using the space to address the narratives of abuse and create a narrative of 

survival. 

 Crabb’s experiences as an abuse survivor allow the reader to see different, and at times 

conflicting, sides to abuse and the subjectivities and emotions that are entangled in situations of 

abuse.  In an early issue of Doris, she talks about how she feels about herself and her body, and 

how sex makes her feel.  “I’m sick of feeling like prey like boobs and a cunt and ears maybe 

years after the fucking is done I’m tired of feeling like lips like tounge like choking and moans” 

(1994, p. 17).  Crabb wants to be more than an object.  She longs for her body to be viewed as 

more than its physical attributes.  But, she also wants others to know she is a sexual being, one 

who struggles with how she is perceived and in turn defined through a subjectivity she feels is 

being asserted onto her by others.  

         The identity of sexual being creates in Crabb feelings of powerlessness and worthlessness: 

but I could really never resolve it all.  The way I wanted to fuck, wanting that 
power in my body, and then feeling all crappy about the way I was viewed, 
feeling like my Body was the only thing that held any worth.  That the rest of me 
was powerless and worthless. (1995a, p. 46) 
 

Because of the subjectivity she identifies with (and that is identified with her), she begins to long 

to create power around what she felt was the only instrument she had in order to do so: her body.  

She takes control of her body and experiences and uses her zine to recount how she takes control 

of her position as sexual being as well as the choices she makes with her body: 

over the next five years I was in a million different kinds of relationships.  Long 
term boyfriends, onenight things, monogamous, nonmenogamous.  I learned all 
about my own body and all about boys bodies.  I spent forever talking through 
dynamics, emotional and sexual.  Trying to break out of roles, make things equal.  
I fucked boys I loved and boys I never wanted to see again.  And somehow, 
amongst it all, I got rid of my dependance on sex relationships to give me self 
worth and I finally felt powerful in a million ways, not just in my body.  And now 
I make my choice instead of falling into things for reasons I don’t exactly 
understand.  I make my choices consciously, sometimes dumb choices, sure.  Im 
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not magic girl who always gets everything perfect.  But even dumb choices, im 
usually pretty aware of their stupidity and why im doing it. (1995a, p. 49) 

 
            She works through and deconstructs the stories she tells in her zine.  She also candidly 

questions what happened to her, how to define it, and how those definitions—and in turn how 

she defines self—changed over time: 

            I wonder what we do now with the words and the definitions. 
  There are things that happened to me that I called rape then, that I wouldn’t 
define that way now.  There is no way to put everything on a scale.  What was 
worse?  My step brother molesting me, on-going non consentual sex with a 
boyfriend, or the daily torture of growing up sexualized female.  I needed to call it 
all rape to validate it, because the other words were not strong enough for how I 
felt. (2004, p. 6) 

 
By opening up in Doris, by making herself vulnerable, by letting people in and allowing them to 

see the different sides to abuse and what abuse does to a person’s self-esteem and self-worth, by 

letting readers see that the struggles are not only happening during the time of the abuse, but 

ones she must deal with throughout her life, she is allowing the readers access into spaces and 

places that are not normally available.  In doing so, she finds ways to share her experiences and 

show the different coping strategies she uses to deal with abuse.   

Conclusions: Pulling Together Confessions, Survivor Narratives, and the Body  

 For Crabb, zines are a way to present private narratives around the body and discussions 

of the body.  She creates a confessional space, one where she feels it is important to share her 

secrets and tell her stories as well as the stories of others in a way which allows for the assertion 

of subjectivities around the body.  In creating a confessional site, Crabb allows for a presentation 

of the personal in ways that help transform personal narratives and move to a more critical and 

transformational space.  In examining Crabb’s zines, an understanding of how self-designed 

confessional sites are used to assert subjectivities allows for a better understanding of how 

narratives of the body work to define and redefine personal narratives in the public sphere. 
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 Crabb’s work allows us to see how critical identity work, if practiced over time, creates a 

literacy space for the reimagining of self and a stronger understanding of self, and how it is 

positioned in intimate engagement with personal experiences.  Crabb’s work as a storyteller 

demonstrates how non-traditional literacy practices create discourse communities that allow for 

discussion and re-creation of stories and subjectivities across public and private domains.  By 

reimagining what it means to discuss the body and sexuality, Crabb creates a narrative history 

through literacy that opens up and reimagines the uses of literacies in our everyday lives. 
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CHAPTER 5  
ALEX WREKK:   

PUNK ‘TIL THE DAY SHE DIES:  THE NARRATIVE OF AN AGEING PUNK 
 

“If someone kept track of all my published writing, what kind of picture would they have of 
me?  Would it be a closer representation of who I am?  Would it be a contradiction?  A 
paradox?  If you added my countless letters to people all over the place, would it make a 

difference?” (Alex Wrekk, 1999e, p. 5) 
 

Throughout her zines, Alex Wrekk repeatedly discusses living a punk lifestyle.  In all 30 

of Wrekk’s zines I read she addresses being part of the punk and D.I.Y communities.  In one of 

her early issues, she defines herself this way: “I guess in a way being a non-Mormon, Christian, 

Punk rocker is just another way to express being ‘Against the Grain’” (1999a, p. 10).  Later, she 

ceases to use “Christian” to define herself, but instead “punk,” being part of the punk lifestyle, 

and supporting punk ideology are beliefs she avows and complicates as she evolves in her zines. 

This is because Wrekk’s participation in the punk culture supports an understanding of punk that 

scholar Maria Raha (2005) asserts when she writes, “a widely accepted notion of indie culture 

has always been its advocacy of leftist, progressive, and radical politics in all forms, and its 

rejection of the capitalist monotony of popular culture” (p. xiv).  Wrekk accepts these notions, 

using her zines as a way to perform what she sees as authentic productions of punk.  For Wrekk, 

her zine allows her to present what it means for her to be a part of the punk scene.  Like other 

music-centered scenes, punk has a number of elements, zines being one of them.  Punks use 

zines as a tool of communication and community building.  I am drawn to the ways in which 

Wrekk’s punk subjectivity actually creates four distinctive subjectivities she chooses to assert in 

her zines—all offshoots of being punk.  In this chapter, I examine these multiple punk influenced 

subjectivities.  I begin by situating Wrekk as a punk involved in a scene and not a subculture, 

using her primary punk subjectivity to do so.  I then examine her roles in the scene as they relate 
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to the three other subjectivities of environmentalist, feminist, and as Alex Wrekk (her zine pen 

name). 

Punk ‘Til the Day I Die: Being an Authentic Punk 
 

 Wrekk’s zine career—and arguably her life—revolves around her notions of what it 

means to practice punk ideologies, specifically DIY aesthetics.  For Wrekk, punk allows her to 

present an “authentic self” and she chooses the traditional punk tool of the zine as a site to do so.    

Notions of authenticity are rampant in punk and zine scholarship. As zine scholar Stephen 

Duncombe (1997) states: 

an authentic individual, therefore, is one who cuts through the conventions of 
manners, norms, and communication and connects to his or her ‘real’ self.  More 
thananything else, this search to live without artifice, without hypocrisy, defines 
the politics of underground culture. (p. 32) 
 

Duncombe goes on to assert that authentic does not necessarily constitute a scholarly or 

theoretical understanding of authentic self—or an argument against it in some postmodern 

circles.  Instead, it is the idea of being able to express thoughts, feelings, and subjectivities 

without needing to follow prescribed layout, design, or corporate sponsorship.  “For in producing 

a zine, the individual commits nonviolent propaganda of the deed, creating an authentic medium 

of communication, expressing the thoughts and feelings of an authentic individual” (p. 36).   

Duncombe’s argument for authentic self does not fully take into account the complexities 

of producing authenticity in a medium that, although not a part of mainstream media sites, is 

created for public consumption.  Arguing that zines are authentic because the creators cut 

through conventions of communication does not take into consideration the norms and 

conventions within the zine scene.  Larger than that, Duncombe does not address that, as a 

medium to be read and shared, zines are a performance venue for participants who choose to 

assert specific subjectivities and ways of knowing and being to an audience.  Though the scene 
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may pride itself in the creation of a site for individuals to share authentic selves, the overarching 

argument of zines as a site for authentic explorations of self simplifies the larger discussions 

around authentic zinesters versus notions of authenticity.   

Duncombe’s argument situates all individuals who participate in the zine scene as being 

given equal access to the zine medium as a site to assert an authentic self.  In doing so, his 

argument negates discussions around the functions of race and class in the zine community, 

assuming all individuals feel zines are a medium they can use equally and a community they are 

accepted into without question.  So, though I may disagree with Duncombe’s final analysis of 

zines creating authentic individuals, I do support the notions that participants find zines to be the 

space to present notions of what it means to be an authentic member of a scene.  For Wrekk, 

zines are a medium to present authentic punk. 

Punk scholarship also addresses authenticity in various ways within the scene.  In order 

to understand Wrekk’s application of her personal and political beliefs surrounding authentic 

punk, it is important to situate her within punk discourse.  In doing so, we see how her punk 

authenticity relates to larger arguments around punk ideals. Scholars tout the advent of punk as a 

musical genre and the ultimate DIY youth movement where anyone can create and participate in 

elements of the culture.  In attempting to define punk, Roger Sabin (1999) writes: 

At a very basic level, we can say that punk was/is a subculture best characterized 
as part youth rebellion, part artistic statement.  It had its high point from 1976 to 
1979, and was most visible in Britain and America.  It had its primary 
manifestation in music—and specifically in the disaffected rock and roll bands 
like the Sex Pistols and the Clash. (p. 2) 
 

Using the above definition, Sabin and others argue that punk is as much a social, cultural, and 

artistic movement as it is a musical one (Frith, 1997; Phillipov, 2006; Sabin, 1999).  It is this 

notion of punk as a part of a larger cultural and political movement where Wrekk’s relation to 
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punk is located.  Davis (1996) argues that punk’s radicalism originates in its refusal to be the 

authority and speak for the audience.  The singer does not have a special status; instead, he or she 

participates and interacts with the listener, creating a community around the communication of 

politics and ideologies. 

 This belief that punk creates a community around political and cultural movements is 

found in Wrekk’s work.  She sees the punk ideology as a way to fight what she labels as “the 

establishment.”  “We were punk rockers!  We had been fucking up our hair to piss of[f] the 

establishment for decades with out a license” (2000, p. 40).  She works to resist the 

establishment and present her resistance.  Like punk scholar LeBlanc (1999), I choose to define 

Wrekk’s resistance as primarily “a form of political behavior” where the act and intent must be 

addressed, and that resistance may consist of “not only behavior, but discursive and symbolic 

acts as well” (p. 18).  Though LeBlanc uses this argument to assert that “punk girls are not just 

deviant, but resistant as well” (p. 18), I examine Wrekk’s role in punk not as deviant but as 

resistant to the traditional ideologies she finds herself wrestling, such as her coming to terms 

with the lifestyle of her parents.   

Although Wrekk is close to her parents, she struggles with their choice of lifestyle and 

their beliefs.  When writing about them in 2004, she describes them as ex-hippies who have now 

“sold out” and are working corporate jobs, living as yuppies, and not doing what they once felt 

so strongly about.  “Am I doing the things they [parents] never had the courage to?  Like DIY 

urban punk complete with dumpster diving and critical mass is some kind of weird substitute for 

hippies living off the land?” (2004, p. 10).  She sees that she is participating in a community that 

fosters the same beliefs her parents once held but gave up on, and because of this she struggles 

with not wanting to end up like them someday.   
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At the same time, she is sad about not knowing why her parents made the decisions they 

did.  In reflecting on an “old hippie book” her mother sent her in the mail, Wrekk (2004) writes: 

It made me sad.  Who was the woman who wrote in the margins of these pages so 
many years ago?  Who was this idealist hippie woman in the 70s?  What events 
changed in her life that she sold it all out for a two pay check family, 2 SUVs, a 
dog to treat like a spoiled child and a house in the suburbs.  What would the old 
her feel about her now? (p. 9) 
 

She goes on to write about the difference between her parents in the 1970s versus the parents she 

knew while growing up, never feeling she would get answers to her questions.  Later, she further 

complicates her ideas about her parents.  In an email, she recalls that she recently spent time with 

her parents getting “to know my parents as real people” (personal communication, October 31, 

2008).  As Wrekk becomes older, she sees her resistance, but also moves to accept the 

differences in her behavior and the others who are a part of her life.  In doing so, she creates a 

critical awareness that moves beyond her deviance and resistance of LeBlanc’s (1999) analysis 

of girls in the punk scene. 

 Instrumental to Wrekk’s involvement in the punk scene is her position growing up as a 

non-Mormon in Utah between the ages of 10 and 22.  In personal communication, she writes that 

growing up non-Mormon is “the very subtext of my personal history.”  She writes that: 

socially Utah was a really messy place to grow up and I never really discussed [it] 
because it was sort of a given in my experience.  It was a hard thing to explain but 
being told at the age of 10 that your friend can’t have a slumber party with you 
because “the spirit isn’t in your house” really helped set up an “us” vs. “them” 
mentality that has thankfully mellowed over the years. (personal communication, 
October 31, 2008) 
 

In a recent issue of Brainscan, Wrekk reproduced her zine Dear Utah, which comments on her 

experiences.  She writes about Utah being “the place where I’m started to discover who I was” 

(2003, p. 3).  It was her “formative years.”  Although she also writes that having her history tied 

to one location marked it incomplete, it is her experience in Utah that left the biggest impression 
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on her. Though she writes of her memories of shows, zines, school, and typewriters, it is with the 

perspective of an outsider, gazing in and sharing the view with others.  For Wrekk, finding a 

scene that understood who she was and allowed her to find a “real” self happened in punk and 

zines and her outcast subjectivity in Utah. 

 The notion of punk authenticity is at the forefront of much of Wrekk’s work.  Her work 

must be situated not only in the physical location, but in the mental and ideological sites as well.  

The role of Salt Lake City in Wrekk’s positioning of self and participation in the punk scene 

through zines helps in understanding how and why individuals become involved in the zine 

discourse community.  As outsider and outcast, Wrekk seeks a space to present self to a 

community larger than the one in which she is a part because the community she is physically in 

does not allow for her to present what she sees as authentic.  Wrekk uses zines to find like-

minded individuals and promote her sense of self.  She finds others she feels have a better 

understanding of the punk ideologies she espouses.  She uses zines as a resistance from the 

physical location in which she exists and creates her own site outside of the location to present 

self.  Later, as she becomes an avid member of the community, she uses the community as a site 

to create and recreate an authentic punk self. 

 Another form of Wrekk’s resistance as presented through her zines is her use of the 

phrase “punk scene” versus placing herself in a punk subculture.  Wrekk’s continued use of the 

phrase “punk scene” allows me to deconstruct the difference between being part of a scene and a 

subculture and how the notion of scene adds to the resistance of Wrekk’s work.  In exploring 

punk rock and participation in punk lifestyles and communities, I choose to use the term scene (a 

term I also employ when discussing zinesters), taking from Bennett and Peterson (2004) who 

argue: 
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We use the term “scene’ here rather than “subculture” because the latter term 
presumes that a society has one commonly shared culture from which the 
subculture is deviant (Gelder & Thorton, 1997).  In addition, we avoid 
“subculture” because it presumes that all of a participants actions are governed by 
subcultural standards, while the scene perspective does not make this 
presumption. (p.3) 
 

By labeling punk and zine writing as part of a scene and not a subcultural site, participants are 

able to put on and take off identities of the scene, something they do regularly (Bennett, 2000).  

The term “scene” also allows for diversity in participants.   

In moving to a definition of scene, I take from Irwin (1977), who, in his text on scenes, 

writes on the emergence of scenes in the city, labeling them as “leisure social worlds which are 

more complex and much more important than mere forms of entertainment in supplying the city 

and urban works in general with its new primary meaning” (p. 23).  He chooses scenes because 

this is the label already placed on these “worlds” by participants and lay people alike.  Irwin sees 

these worlds as expressive, voluntary, and available to the public.  For Irwin, the notion of scene 

also conjured the image of an actor performing for an audience, and in this way she is able to 

either participate in the performance or leave it as she sees fit.   

Scenes can also be virtual, local, or in the case of punk and zine scenes, translocal, where 

although there may be local elements and participants—such as zine collectives—they are also 

“connected with groups of kindred spirits many miles away” (Bennett & Peterson, 2004, p. 8).  

Zines are used as a primary tool of communication for many of the translocal scenes with which 

Wrekk at one time or another identifies—punks and zinesters—and her creation of a large 

number of compilation zines36 is proof of her value of the inter-local scene communications.  

                                                
36 Compilation, or Comp, Zines are those compiled by 2 or more zinesters, sharing the space with their 
specific personal zines or writing around a specific topic where zinesters from all across the country 
submit work.  Comp Zines are usually created by zinesters who are not located near one another in 
physical space, allowing for much communication back and forth between zinesters in order to create the 
completed zine. 
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Wrekk also participates in translocal events when she writes about traveling on road trips with 

her boyfriend’s band or being a part of a zine tour or zine fest; by participating in and organizing 

events such as these, Wrekk is able to create sites where “participants have a chance to enact the 

ways of life idealized within the scene free of the usual supports of urban life and away from 

other people and from the agents of social control” (Bennett & Peterson, 2004, p. 10).  By being 

an active participant in translocal punk—and zine—scenes, Wrekk experiences her ideal images 

of what being punk means for her. 

The translocality of the punk and zine scenes is also important to Wrekk’s work in 

preserving her understandings of what it means to be punk.  Wrekk’s struggles for definitions of 

punk and zines create a space where she can explore her different subjectivities and 

understandings of what it means to her to be a part of the punk scene.  She is also able to use 

zines to find individuals who understand and assert similar subjectivities.  By becoming an active 

part of the zine scene, Wrekk is able to assert her punk subjectivities and also create spaces to 

preserve what it means for her to be punk and be a part of the punk scene. 

An Ageing Punk 

Zines allow insight into how Wrekk’s participation in the punk scene is an ongoing and 

ever changing process.  Wrekk draws on themes that “continue to evolve from and give form to 

personal experience—making identity a cumulative process” (Kaufman, 2000, p. 103).  Wrekk’s 

participation in the scene is not a stagnant process or one she feels she might age out of.  Instead, 

for Wrekk, the ideals and practices of punk subjectivity continue to evolve as she ages, causing 

her to present new notions of what it means to be punk in her zines.  As with other aging punks, 

she feels punk is not “a closed, fixed space.  Rather, it is a space that they experience as 

negotiated, as requiring attention and intention through their choice to incorporate the scene and 
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their aging selves into each other” (Davis, 2006, p. 64).  As Davis argues, successful aging punks 

“synthesize” their identity, “incorporating the aging self and the scene to negotiate a new sense 

of self” (p. 64).  As a “career punk” Wrekk actively participates in the DIY culture, writing 

zines, and mentoring youth, all the while holding to her anti-conformist ethics: “so I am an anti-

conformist.  That means that I am against conforming, but it doesn’t mean that I don’t 

conform…Most people ascribe to some form of dogma…I like the prefix ‘anti’ better than 

‘non’” (1998b, p. 6). 

Though Wrekk continues her involvement in punk as she grows older, she begins to 

critically examine what it means to be an authentic member of the scene. Though she sees punk 

as a strong community (“I couldn’t help but think of the punk community, punk meaning D.I.Y., 

stores, bands, zines and people who feel the responsibility to take care of a fellow ‘punk’ in 

need…For the most part people are willing to put you up for the night, distro your zine or review 

your record” (1999d, p. 3-4)), she also feels that it is important to be involved in creating social 

change. “Activism is about more than going to protests or being vegan.  It’s about being involved 

in your community to create social change” (2002c, p. 56).  She sees the importance of more 

than just being a part of a music centered scene, but also the need to commit to working within 

your community to promote change.  Still, she knows that her views do not always fit with others 

who are a part of the scene: 

I guess I have felt like this a lot of my life.  My views don’t fit nicely into 
categories and only seem to leave people confused.  Things like my views on 
veganism to feminism to music nnever seem to make sense to people with out me 
having a lot of explaining to do.  I’m not a fan of black and white issues.  I can 
see and appreciate many different views.  Although I guess in the indie 
rock/emo/whatever scene these it is cool to like the smiths.  It sure hasn’t always 
been that way. (2004, p. 12) 
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She sees things differently than others around her.  She is part of a scene, but as part of this scene 

she performs multiple subjectivities, putting them on and taking them off as she sees fit.  She 

learns that her subjectivity as punk is fluid and one she creates and transforms as she interacts 

with other participants inside the scene as well as outsiders. 

In her later writing, she begins to understand that not everyone in the community she is 

so invested in has the same values and beliefs that she does, and this also causes her to take 

pause. She begins to overlap her subjectivity of feminist with her punk subjectivity and realizes 

that she needs to recreate what it means for her to be an authentic participant in punk scene and 

how this participation is sometimes at odds with others’ notions of what it means to be punk.  

For example, when writing about going to punk shows and participating in the pit37, Wrekk 

recalls: 

Some of my friends and I were trying to circle dance during MTX but the jock 
fuckheads didnt seem to understand the concept of a circle pit and seemed to think 
it was a football game ofshove and tackle.  They got pissed at me when I asked 
what the score was…Another thing Guys who think it is their chivalrous duty to 
protect girls in the pit.  The girls that are there usually know what is going on and 
wouldn’t be there if they couldn’t take care of themselves or they are just 
complete idiots who deserve what they get for not thinking. (1998e, pp. 7-8) 
 

She is an active woman in a male-centered and dominated scene.  As she grows older and 

reflects on being a female participant in the scene, she is able to see more clearly the 

inconsistencies, working to assert different subjectivities as she writes about her positioning and 

the positions of other women in the community.   

Wrekk’s critique of punk and the subjectivities of women in the scene are addressed by 

scholars such as Leblanc (1999) who points out that most historical and scholarly works focus 

primarily on males who arguably founded and created (or at least impacted) the scene as either 
                                                
37 The Pit, or as Wrekk refers to it “circle pit,” is “the area where ritualistic dancing occurs during many 
punk shows” (Cogan, 2006, p. 153).  It is viewed as a key element of the scene and assumptions are made 
by those within the scene as to the “rules” of the pit and how participants are to act. 
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major or minor players, leaving out women and girls who “appear only in glimpses or the 

margins of the marginal” (p. 34).  Wrekk’s zines echo this history of women in punk, and she 

calls for changes.  “I just wish there were more females out there willing to stop being coat 

hangers38 and start being active in the scene for what it is for: the music, the shows, the zines, but 

most importantly the people.  Not women, not men but the humans that co-exist” (1998d, p. 17).  

She feels that women only participate in punk in certain ways and she calls for those ways of 

being in punk to be expanded.  “It shouldn’t be a novelty to have a girl writing a zine or 

promoting shows.  That ‘token’ female bass player in so many bands shouldn’t be ‘token’” 

(1998d, p. 17).  She sees herself as moving beyond the stereotypical images of girls in the scene 

(“maybe I am a girlfriend to a singer /guitarist for a band, and maybe he is a great help to me in 

my endeavors, but anyone that knows me, knows that there is more to me than that” (1998d, 

p.17)) but has a hard time feeling the same way about other women who participate in punk: 

I had o watch two girls put on makeup and change their clothes three times before 
one settled on a plain white shirt and green pants and the other a banana Republic 
shirt and blue pants.  For a punk show I couldnt comprehend it I went to shows 
for the music not to meet guys it probably comes as no surprise that those girls 
dont go to shows anymore. They are part of the 
I’ve*got*better*things*to*do*I’m*a*grown*up*now and the why would I want 
to go to a show with a bunch of sixteen year olds?  (1998e, p. 6) 
 

As Wrekk ages in the scene, she reflects on how others perform punk subjectivities. She sees 

girls who viewed being punk as a trend that they have grown out of, aging out of the scene.  

Wrekk sees them as inauthentic punks.  Interestingly, Wrekk talks of performing different 

subjectivities in spaces such as her zine and how zine writers might be different in person than 

on the page, but she is not critical of these performances like she is of the punk scene.  As a 

“career punk,” Wrekk places all other subjectivities in relation to what it means to her to be 

                                                
38 The term “coat hangers” refers to the girls in the scene who are just there to hold their boyfriends 
jackets and not be active participants of the scene. 
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punk.  It is Wrekk’s strong ties to the punk scene and her work negotiating between her punk 

subjectivities and other subjectivities within her punk sense of self that forces Wrekk to 

complicate both what it means to be punk and her roles and sense of self as punk.  It is these 

ever-changing subjectivities which impact Wrekk as they influence her zine writing career. 

Wrekk as Environmentalist: Ecocomposition in Zines 
 

One way Wrekk’s punk ideologies appear in her work is through her environmentalism.  

Wrekk’s environmentalist subjectivity draws from ecocomposition, creating a greening of zines 

and the zine scene.  Zines encourage participants to create works that are in constant dialogue 

with members of both the zine scene as well as the community at large.  The zine and DIY 

relationship to the larger community and the use of elements found naturally the community 

relate to enviromental beliefs of ecocomposition.  The relationship between writers and nature 

also plays out in the discourses surrounding ecocomposition: “ecocomposition is about 

relationships; it is about the co-constitutive existence of writing and environment; it is about 

physical environment and constructed environment; it is about the production of written 

discourse and the relationship of that discourse to the places it encounters” (Weisser & Dobrin, 

2001, p.2).  Ecocomposition examines the affects of place on writing and how place influences 

identity and writing.  Wrekk’s environmentalism appears in her upcycling and recycling 

practices and her integration of eco-friendly practices in her zine making. These practices relate 

to her notions of zine-making and being a punk zinester and influence her primary punk 

subjectivity. 

Wrekk challenges traditional notions of zine making.  She extends relations to natural 

elements.  Through the ways she physically creates and structures her zines, she pushes those 

who participate in her work to examine how they relate to her zines as well as how to create 
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zines.  For example, starting with Issue 14 of her zine, Wrekk begins to add different elements to 

her covers and zines.  Brainscan #14 was made from recycled tickets, and a number of her zines 

are made from recycled materials (see Figure 1). Brainscan #18.5: Fire Apparatus “is printed on 

recycled/reused/dumpstered paper” and “printed on the antiquated, yet amazing technology of 

the mimeograph machine” (2002b, pp.1-2) (see Figure 2).   She uses her zines to present 

practical ways to contribute to the culture of reusing and recycling, and at the same time, by 

creating texts as part of underground publishing practice, she performs environmentalist 

subjectivity by challenging traditional ideas and relationships between author, text, and 

publishing practices. 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Brainscan #14: Cover made from recycled tickets (2001) 

 

 
            Figure 2: Wrekk’s Brainscan #18.5: Fire Apparatus: Printed on recycled paper (2002b) 
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 By creating zines through the use of recycled materials and actively participating in a 

culture that relies on process, Wrekk supports Marilyn Cooper’s (1989) notion that writing is an 

entity and force on the environment; it is not a static practice, but instead, “the ecological model 

postulates dynamic interlocking systems that structure the social activity of writing” (p. 7).  

Cooper argues that writers must interact with systems around them and that, in turn, these 

systems impact their writing. It is the surroundings of the writer that contribute to their work and 

impose upon writers.  Ecocompositionists explore the relationships between discourse and 

environment (Dobrin & Weisser, 2002), and the relationships between Wrekk and her texts and 

the creation of a scene and community through the text opens up a discussion of her subjectivity 

as it relates to the environment. 

 Part of Wrekk’s relationship to the larger systems surrounding her is her use of her zine 

to report on and critique the systems of which she is a part.  In Brainscan #5, Wrekk (1998a) 

starts by writing, “I have been doing a lot of reading lately and that usually leads to thinking 

which leads to writing which leads to putting out my zine” (p. 1).  She uses her zine as the site in 

which to share what she has read and learned, focusing on the creation of the system of zine 

writing and being part of the zine community as the tool that works to create her relationships 

with those around her.  By using the zine as communication about learning and discourse, the 

zines become a site of knowledge sharing.  Wrekk uses this site to write critically about the 

world.  For example, in Brainscan #5, Wrekk (1998a) writes about her reaction to the works of 

Ghandi, Martin Luther King, and Jesus: 

It is not just education but a deeper understanding of the human experience that 
these people were able to make a difference, They rocked the boat and got away 
with it.  I wish I could do something but I know wishing is not enough.  I don’t 
know what is really holding me back. Writing a zine is not going to save the 
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world.  I think I am too caught up in possession, possession of property and of 
ideas and actions that really have no owner. (p. 2) 
 

As an ecocompositionist, Wrekk examines her relationship to social constructions.  She works to 

discuss liberation through changing her social and political ideologies; she talks about “rocking 

the boat” and working for radical, fundamental social change.  As McAndrews (1996) asserts, 

“patriarchal institutions and ideologies in our culture, and in the environmental movement itself, 

must be challenged” (p. 376).  Wrekk writes about individuals she feels worked for fundamental 

social change—change Wrekk sees as a radical concept—as well as what she sees as the changes 

she needs to make.  She pushes herself to rethink her position and also admits that she is 

struggling with making her decision.  Wrekk realizes that it will be difficult for her to change her 

environment and her ways of knowing and being, yet she sees the importance of connecting her 

environmentalism with her DIY punk ideologies. 

 Wrekk also encourages ecocomposition practices through her strong interdependence 

among both zine writers and those involved in the punk community.  More than any other zine 

writer I researched, Wrekk works with other zinesters to create and distribute work.  Wrekk 

creates a number of comp zines, working with other zinesters to produce zines.  Through 

collaboration, she helps to build a community based on interdependence and interconnectedness.  

She works to create a connection to her community and function in the discourses of the zine 

scene.  For, as Dobrin and Wisser (2002) state, “A writer can no more easily escape a discourse 

community in which he or she operates than an animal or plant can escape its own particular 

ecosphere…Writers are…also influenced by environment and, in turn, influence that same 

environment” (p. 576).  Wrekk’s zine environment impacts who she is and how she chooses to 

portray herself.  She cannot disconnect from being part of the zine and punk scenes and asserting 

the subjectivities associated with the scenes.  In being part of the zine community, Wrekk also 
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works to assert her environmentalist ideologies throughout the scene.  She is active in creating 

zine fests, zine on-line social networking, and promoting her own creations through DIY 

communities such as Etsy39. 

Like scholars who call for “greening” practices in schools and communities, with 

composts and gardens in school yards and community supported agriculture, Wrekk’s use of 

recycled and upcycled materials, her discussion of dumpster diving, and her passion for 

bicycling, biker’s rights, alternative transportations, all encompass the ideologies of those calling 

for sustainable practices in educational, cultural, and social spaces.  In later issues, Wrekk shows 

her increasing reliance on her bicycle and its importance in her life.  In Brainscan #18.5, she 

writes, “the bicycle, once a hobby, is now a way of life” (2002b, p. 28).  In a number of her 

zines, she writes about biking, how she values her bike, and how biking—and even her bike—are 

a part of her.  Through her zines, Wrekk shares her values toward environmentally conscious 

practices and her relation to the environment—both inside and outside of punk.  As she continues 

in her zine career, she also chooses to incorporate her environmentalist subjectivity into her zine 

work, using her zine to share and assert specific ideologies.  Connecting to Wrekk’s work as 

environmentalist is the notion of Wrekk as a feminist, a subjectivity that transformed and 

changed throughout her zine career more than any other subjectivity. 

I’m Just a Girl (or Not): Gendered Wrekk 

 Defining gender and gendered understandings of self and others are difficult for Wrekk.  

Her zines wrestle with what it means to be a feminist as well as trying to understand what it 

means to be a girl.  She wrestles with the discussion of what it means to be female, struggles 

                                                
39 Etsy is an online store for buying and selling handmade items.  Wrekk uses Etsy as a place to sell zines, 
buttons, and coffee.  She also is an active member of the zine selling team on Etsy and in the promotion 
of other DIY spaces. 
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with her relationships with other girls, and feels disconnected from girl ways of knowing and 

being.  This section looks at what it means to Wrekk to “do girl” and her trajectory through her 

zine career. She starts with what seems, at times, to be an opposition to other females, and as she 

moves through her writing and experiences in other scenes and environments, she re-examines 

her relationships with other women and her relationship to feminist subjectivities.   

 Wrekk sees being a girl in very traditional, gendered notions of girlhood—girls support 

the beliefs that females are passive consumers. Girls participate in gendered understandings of 

self—wearing makeup, flirting with boys in bands, dressing up, and doing other “girly” things.  

Wrekk works to define herself in opposition to traditional understandings of girl.  Wrekk also 

sees her gender as fluid and moves back and forth through how she chooses to represent self. 

It is important to understand Wrekk’s notions of gender and her understandings of what it 

means to live in a socially constructed environment where being gendered is the norm.  Wrekk 

writes: 

Somewhere we have polarized the gender situation so much as to call them 
“opposite” sexes.  It seems that humans like to categorize things and when there 
are only two slots to fill, they must be opposites…There are really more of a 
variety of differences within the sexes and relation to emotions and actions than a 
big black line between the sexes. (1998d, p. 15) 
 

For Wrekk, gender is not a static condition defined and constructed by others; instead, gender is 

fluid.  It is the ways in which we construct masculine or feminine or androgynous subjectivities 

in social spaces (Butler, 1990; Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2004; West & Zimmerman, 1987).  In 

“doing gender,” individuals not only have the ability to move outside of normative gendered 

roles, but they also create stereotypical ways of being male or female, masculine or feminine.  It 

is here where I situate Wrekk’s work and her complications of gender and gender roles.  These 

stereotypical notions of what it means to be female and how those notions collide with how 
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Wrekk perceived (and still perceives) her gendered self are topics that come up repeatedly 

throughout Wrekk’s zines. She views herself as outside of traditional images of gender and 

gendered ways of being, but at the same time cannot situate other girls outside these norms. 

In her zines, Wrekk struggles with how she feels about being a girl, being gendered, and 

other girls.  Starting in her first issue of Brainscan, she discusses her feeling about other girls.  “I 

really don’t like the way that most girls think and act.  It doesn’t make any sense to me.  They 

always expect everyone to see things their way.  And getting what they want consists more of 

manipulation than logic” (1997b, p. 10).  Wrekk lays out her definition of girl and how it relates 

to how she asserts herself as female.  She feels disconnected from other females and does not 

believe she is a part of “true” girl culture.  She goes on to expand on the disconnect: 

In high school some people called me Spam because; gender wise I don’t act  
like a girls and I don’t act like a boy so they didn’t know what to call me so  
they called me Spam.  Because you don’t really know what Spam is.  I can’t  
say that I don’t have stupid girl thoughts, but I have spent years trying to stifle  
the dumb irrational girl inside that wants me to get irate in a situation that I  
know I have no control over. (1997b, p. 12) 
 

For Wrekk, being a girl meant asserting certain traits that she chose not to acknowledge.  She 

challenged the notion of the “dumb irrational girl,” believing that traditional social constructions 

of girls’ ways of knowing and being are “normal” behaviors for all girls.  Although scholars 

argue that normative images of girlhood and femininity are changing as the role of women shifts 

(Bettis & Adams, 2005), it is important to note that for Wrekk, although she may be contributing 

to the changing images of girlhood and girls as cultural producers, which scholars choose to 

acclaim, she herself does not see other girls following this path; the girls and images of girls 

surrounding her do not identify with the research.  Because of this, Wrekk’s positions in her zine 

are adverse to the girls with whom she comes in contact. 
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In earlier work, she wrestles with how she feels about other girls.  “I wonder why some 

girls feel that way?  Is it because they think it is the only power that they have?  I think it is 

dumb that is nothing new I think most things about girls are dumb anyway” (1998c, p. 6).  She is 

aware that other girls around her are not the people she wants to spend time with, she calls 

herself ‘anti-girl’, and yet she also feels a sense of connection to women and feminism: 

Feminism should be about celebrating female qualities not denying them just to fit 
into a mold for corporate America…Women need to stop looking at their life and 
comparing it to some proverbial measuring stick that the media places in front of 
them, this can only be limiting. (1998d, p. 16) 
 

It is these ways of defining and doing gender that Patti Lather (1991) argues are “a basic 

organizing principle that profoundly shapes and mediates the conditions of our lives” (p. 71).  

Wrekk uses her zines to “do gender”: 

I am not trying to say that I am better because I have been jumping into pits for 
the past 7 years not caring what happens to me, or that I write for and publish my 
own zines, or that I do screenprinting and merchandising for local bands…I may 
not be able to sing or play an instrument but I am doing what I can. (1998d, p. 17) 
 

 She uses them to think through her understandings about being a gendered being as well as her 

understandings around feminism and what it means to be a woman, and this process is not a neat 

one; instead, it is fraught with contradiction and frustration with how gendered subjectivities are 

presented.   

 Wrekk sees herself as a tough girl.  “I get into a fight over the last beer w/a guy twice my 

size because I has to be a tough girl” (1998c, p. 19).  She believes that she is the girl who is 

friends with all the guys: “I thought girls could have guys that are friends in this century.  Why 

would you have to consult a boy friend on every little decision?  Pathetic?  Yes pathetic.  

Sunshine” (1997a, p. 8).  In another zine she writes about her desire to not always be a tough girl 

and tomboy.  “Some how it rationalized that it was ok to be vulnerable, not insecure, but 
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vulnerable.  It was all right to take off my books [boots] and my tough girl front and occasionally 

feel like a girl and be treated like a princess” (1999c, p. 3).  She saw that although she 

remembers “times in high school when guys threate[ne]d to beat us up because we didn’t look 

like girls” (1999e, p. 12), and that she was both a tomboy and gender ambiguous as a kid—and 

even an adult—she still was able to be a girl.   “I’ll step into the bathroom and step out 10 

minutes later in a skirt, tight shirt, knee highs, and hair clipped neatly into place, the perfect lady.  

I guess you could say I clean up well” (2002a, p. 2).  For Wrekk, being a girl is seemingly laden 

with contradiction—she wants to be able to be tough and still a lady, one of the guys and a 

princess, and through it all she remains vulnerable.  Still, through all the contradictions and 

confusion in what she sees from other girls, as a gendered being she labels herself female and 

does not see herself as androgynous or male, but instead as a girl. 

 It is this realization that she indeed sees herself as a girl that makes her really think about 

how she addressed and understood other girls.  In Brainscan #14, she starts to analyze her past 

ideologies on girls when she finds a group of girls who have similar experiences with performing 

female as she has: “we were all girls that didn’t like girls.  We spent the evening making fun of 

goopy lipgloss sparkly SANRIO cheerleader girls as well as discussing the loneliness and 

relating our moving stories” (2001, p. 7).  It is through this experience that she begins to realize 

it is important to form bonds with other girls: 

I realized that we may be ‘one of the boys’ girls, but we were still girls at that 
their constant competition was silly.  I also realized that I thought I had gotten out 
of the female rat race competition by not being around girls but I had dropped 
myself into another form of competition that was probably equally bad for me. 
(2001, p. 7) 
 

As Wrekk moves on in her zine career, she uses her zine as one place to work to analyze her 

relationship with other girls as well as her images and understandings of what it means to be a 
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girl.  She starts to believe that it is essential to have relationships with other females, and in 

forming these relationships she learns more about herself.  In realizing this, Wrekk works to 

redefine the subjectivity of girl for herself and also in how she uses the term girl to define others.  

She begins to examine what it means to be a girl and to do girl.  She acknowledges how her 

subjectivities at times support and at times contradict traditional understandings of what it means 

to be a girl.  She uses popular social definitions to define girl and then creates sites to oppose 

these definitions. 

In the same zine Wrekk begins this process; she also explicitly starts to analyze her 

understandings of self and girlhood.  In the introduction to Brainscan #14, she writes: 

I’m alex wrekk.  I hate pink.  I like dogs a hell of a lot more than like cats and at 
the age of 23 I am just starting to like chocolate.  I told someone that I would 
rather not do a zine trade for sanrio stuff.  I’d rather have construction paper, 
stickers, gluesticks or a bike tube repair kit.  She asked if I was like a total 
tomboy.  Then it clicked… 
I guess I never grew out of it.  I wear four year old leaky converse, shorts that 
have been worn daily for weeks, skinned knees and hairy legs.  I give construction 
workers the finger when they whistle at me as I ride my bike in a skirt.  They 
don’t seem to notice that my purple boots are steel toed and probably don’t want 
to know that I wear boxers just like them.  But I’m a woman and I’m finally 
coming to terms with what that means to me, and I’m proud of that. 
So here’s to women pirated, antigirls, and tomboys that never grew up. (2001, 
p.1) 
 

Though she states that she’s “an anti-girl not because I don’t like being a girl, but because I don’t 

like being what society tells me a girl should be” (2001, p 16), she also sees herself as female 

gendered and in support of being a female.  Yet, she also does not like society’s stereotypical 

images of what it means to be girl.  “I may be one of the guys but, I will never be a guy.  I am a 

female misogynist.  I don’t like girls.  I think most them are shallow, weak, and not worth my 

time associating with” (2001, p. 8).  She feels that her “problem isn’t necessarily women as 

individuals because I have some amazing women friends and a supportive wonderful little sister.  
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I just find it hard to relate to women socially and in groups.  I feel much more comfortable on 

paper” (2002a, p.11).  This relationship with other women—be it in person or on paper— is 

where she starts to examine her notions of girlhood and forming community with other females. 

 She feels the need to start to form communities with other girls even though “I have been 

an ‘anti-girl’ girl ever since jr. high relationships with girls best friends blew up in my face.  

Since then I was convinced that girls could not be trusted” (2001, p. 7).  She decides to actively 

search for a community of girls that also privileged her other subjectivities such as punk, DIYer, 

and biker: 

I thought, there must be more girls that think like this.  I knew that the three of us 
at the party has biking in common.  I thought, maybe we could for some kind of 
biking girl club where we could ride and drink and talk and fix bikes together.  
Elizabeth had a better idea, she suggested a skill sharing group for girls.  A group 
where we could find like minded creative gilrs to share our skills and learn from 
theirs…we don’t want to be associated with any radical women’s groups or riot 
Grrrls.  We just want to be a group of girls that don’t seem to get along with other 
girls to support each other, eat food, discuss issues (personal and political) and 
work on projects together.  (2001, p. 8) 
 

Like the punk rock DIY ideologies of activism and community building she espouses, she 

decided to search for a feminist community of other like-minded girls.  In creating this group, the 

members are “all kind of cautious with who we would like to invite.  We have all, at some time, 

been screwed over by girls and would like to keep this group small and intimate” (2001, p. 8).  

So, they selectively choose to be a part of a group which helps influence Wrekk’s notions of 

what it means to present punk. 

 Wrekk hopes that her support of other females who choose to assert subjectivities of artist 

or punk or DIYer can come through reading female zines.  But Wrekk’s attempt at this is not 

fruitful; she writes, “I am sad and tired of reading girls’ zines that talk about how alone they are, 

or how frustrated they are, or how they have no faith in themselves.  It is disheartening.  I want 
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to support other girls but I have such a hard time relating to them sometimes” (2001, p 13).  

Throughout her zine career, Wrekk struggles with forming relationships with other girls and her 

attempts to understand what she feels it means to “do girl.”   Yet, even though Wrekk uses her 

zine to work through her thoughts on other girls and to attempt to be honest about her feelings 

towards girls and communities of girls, in a later zine she returns to the topic, troubled by a 

reaction from a reader: 

I found it odd when I got an e-mail telling me that I was against sisterhood and 
the idea of even relating to women.  It made me sad.  I try really hard to support 
women and their projects from bands, to distros, zines or art…I thought the things 
I wrote were making myself vulnerable, not ‘egging’ girls on. (2002a, p.9) 
 

Wrekk’s notion of vulnerability as she uses it to define her subjectivity of girl appears when she 

again finds her definitions and understanding of girlhood challenged.  Because of this, she feels 

she needs to defend and explain when she is misunderstood. “I can’t fix the way others interpret 

me.  I can only attempt to explain myself” (2002a, p.9).  She feels that it is important she is not 

stereotyped or pigeonholed, and she asks that people attempt to understand and respect where 

she is coming from, yet, ironically, Wrekk at times does the same thing when she writes about 

other girls and how she feels about being a girl. 

 It is these generalizations Wrekk makes that at times causes conflict with other zinesters.  

Still, she is very responsive to what others write to and about her as well as examining what she 

has written in the past.  In one of her most recent issues of Brainscan, she returns to the previous 

writing she has done about other women and makes this statement: 

I’ve been thinking about some of the things I have written in past zines about my 
relationships with women and how people misinterperated and responded to them.  
I regret nothing I have written.  I just realize that there will always be girls (and 
people in general for that matter) that I will never be able to relate with or 
understand, and that’s okay…I feel that speaking about our differences is 
important but should be done in personal conversation rather than committed to 
print.  (2002c, p. 55) 
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Instead of just writing something and forgetting about it, she uses her work to reflect on the past, 

what she has said, and how this has changed in the present issue.  She does the same thing when 

addressing how others interpreted her definition of feminism: 

Why do I keep getting told that my idea of feminism is so strange?  What is 
wrong with thinking that everyone is equal in their own merit?  I was once told 
that I was an equalist, not a feminist.  I like the idea of being gender blind, kinda 
like color blind, because in reality we are all equal. (1998d, p. 15) 
 

Though she uses the word “equalist” when giving an example of how others defined her, in a 

subsequent zine she is quick to correct another zinester who labels her as such: “I’d also like to 

clear up something that was mentioned in the review of the brainscan part of the 3-way split.  

The reviewer said that I was more of an equalist.  I never said that.  People in high school called 

me that, not me.  I’m a feminist and proud of it” (2002a, p. 59).  She makes certain that readers 

know where she stands and understand her feminist subjectivity.  By choosing to address how 

others interpret her work, Wrekk moves to create a dialogue, forming a community with other 

writers as well as analyzing and examining her work in order to allow for changes in notions of 

self. 

Becoming Alex Wrekk 

 One way that Wrekk—as well as zinester Kelly Shortandqueer—changes notions of self 

is the creation of a persona she eventually becomes.  Each crafts a new self, one that they use to 

tell the stories of their lives.  For Wrekk, that persona is “Alex P. Wrekk.”  In her first few zines, 

Wrekk referred to herself as Sunshine, her given middle name.  By the time she wrote Brainscan 

#5, she became “Alex Wrekk.”  In becoming Alex Wrekk, she writes, “that is why I write under 

the name Alex Wrekk now.  These ideas don’t belong to me, I can’t possibly be the first person 

to think like this.  I wish I didn’t care so much about STUFF” (1998a, p.3).  Interacting with 
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feminism, young women use the experiences of others, as well as the larger society, to speak 

from multiple locations and to connect to others (Findlen, 1995; Walker, 1995).  The creation 

and application of a second self, one that Wrekk eventually becomes, is allowed to happen 

through the practice of writing and creating selves in zines and Wrekk’s assumptions that her 

creation of self relates to other people and experiences around her. 

 Wrekk’s creation of a zine self addresses the notions of multiple subjectivities that 

feminist autobiographical texts encompass (Long, 1999; Smith, 1987).  She fashions another self, 

one that she chooses to use to present the ideas she tackles in her zines.  The new subjectivity 

Wrekk creates is due in part to the fact that she hated her given name.  “I hated the name 

Jennifer.  It seemed so boring to me.  It was alright for other people but just not for me.  But the 

name sunshine had it’s own inherent problems” (2002a, p. 25).  She struggles with who she is 

and feels that in her zines she can present herself in whatever way she chooses.  She can become 

whoever she wants to be, and for her this means creating a new subjectivity as Alex Wrekk.  

Although, when asked about the persona of Alex Wrekk, Wrekk writes that her family and 

boyfriend still call her Sunshine.  She sees the creation of Alex Wrekk as “not so much the 

killing of Sunshine as it is me creating a personal identity that is comfortable in fluidity” 

(personal communication, October 31, 2008).  In the struggle between Jennifer—a very 

traditional female name, and Sunshine—a very girlish name— it seems that the only move for 

Wrekk, as a more gender-neutral individual, is to create a more gender-neutral subjectivity she 

can make part of herself. 

 It is through the writing of her zines that Wrekk begins to explore what it means to her to 

be Alex Wrekk.  In one zine, she even chooses to give herself a middle name, using it to examine 

how having the middle name Paradox impacts how she reacts to the situations she is writing 
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about in her zines.  “I am a paradox.  It is my middle name (Alex P. Wrekk) of you believe in 

astrology I’m a Gemini, it could just be my logical/emotional dual realities” (1999c, p. 17).  

Interestingly, Wrekk moves from the middle name Sunshine, where she complains of all the 

happiness it implies, to the name Paradox, which moves her to asserting herself as being a 

contradiction or impossibility.  She sees herself as having varying realities and understandings of 

self. 

Marcus (1995) argues that in the late twentieth century we are moving away from 

traditional autobiographical themes of “dead man speaking” (p. 18) and towards autobiography 

as testimony.  In this way, autobiographical narratives are giving evidence of first person 

accounts of social conditions, testifying about their relationships to social sites, events, and 

spaces.  Marcus’ reliance on Felman (1994) to present this shift is explicit in Wrekk’s work.  

Marcus states that: 

Felman suggests that telling the story of the self may be a way of killing aspects 
of that self or part of selves, rather than preserving or maintaining them, while 
women’s alienation from a totalizing life-story means that they find the 
autobiographical in others’ stories…And women’s autobiography may be marked 
as much by resistance to the autobiographical as by an embracing of it. (p. 21)  
 

Wrekk’s creation of “Alex Wrekk” complicates these notions of women’s relation to 

autobiography as well as the relation to autobiography as interpretation of life as it comes to a 

close—a look back as one is preparing for death. 

 Zines as a presentation of autobiography taking place in the present makes messy the 

perception of autobiography’s relation to the close of life.  Because of the urgency of women’s 

lives to be known, zines as an autobiographical form challenge the argument that biography must 

wait and encompass death; instead, zines help push women’s stories to those told in the present 

and allow women to be able to use their own stories in conjunction with the stories of others in 
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order to present selves.  Yet Wrekk complicates this notion even further by creating a pen name 

and then eventually becoming that pen name—a name that was “given” to Wrekk by someone 

else—outside of her zine subjectivity.  In a sense, she is both creating and resisting 

autobiographical notions. 

 Wrekk moves from being Alex Wrekk in her zines to being Alex Wrekk in her 

everyday/everynight life.  “I started writing under the name Alex Wrekk and keeping in touch 

wit zine pen pals with that name too.  When I moved to Portland I chose to go by alex in a way 

to make a new start” (2002a, p. 27-28).  She “becomes” the subject she created to construct her 

zines.  In this way, it is through writing her zines that she buries her given name and 

subjectivities attached to that name and resurrects herself as Alex Wrekk through the re-telling of 

her life story and the creation of a community around this re-telling.  Because, as a medium, 

zines are also interactive where subject and reader form relationships and work together to create 

notions of self, by being a part of the zine world, Wrekk decides that it is so much a part of who 

she is that she chooses to become her pseudo-biographical creation. 

What Can We Learn From D.I.Y.? 

 For Wrekk, all subjectivities essentially boil down to her membership in a movement, a 

movement that she works to preserve through her zines, DIY, and lifestyle choices.  Wrekk’s 

arguments against traditional girlhood and the creation and continuation of an authentic punk 

scene support arguments that punk is primarily positioned around individuality (Duncombe, 

1997; Leblanc, 2001). It also addresses Duncombe’s questioning about the debate around what it 

means to be punk, a debate that for Duncombe boils down to: 

the conflict between rebellious individualism and group identity.  Punks are in a 
predicament: being a punk means you define yourself against society as an 
individual, but it also means that you define yourself as being a part of a group, 
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adhering to community standards.  But the mix of authentic individuality and 
communal solidarity is a rough one. (p. 62) 

 
The struggle between being an individual and being part of a community—one that Wrekk holds 

demanding beliefs and understandings about—becomes even more important when examining 

the role of nostalgia in Wrekk’s zine career.   

Nostalgia for the past, for the perfect scene, and the perfect notion of self play a strong 

role in Wrekk’s work.  Wrekk’s uses her work to share her lived experiences around punk, 

relating Salt Lake City and her eventual entrance into the zine scene as playing fundamental 

roles in her creation of a new self—Alex Wrekk.  Yet, like other individuals who once 

participated in a scene and are striving to remain a part of that scene and hold onto original 

understandings and notions of the scene, Wrekk struggles with the changing community.  This 

struggle comes in part due to the changing society against which participants in the scene choose 

to rebel.  As a scene that functions as non-conformist and individual, the ever- changing cultural 

norms and interests may move what was once part of the scene and underground into mainstream 

appreciation and acceptance, making it difficult to define what it means to be a part of a scene as 

an individual attempts to pursue the scene over an extended period of time, for as society 

changes, so do the scenes and social norms. 

The social changes around scenes are precisely why Wrekk’s work is important.  

Wrekk’s writing and participation in the zine scene over an extended period of time allows us an 

understanding of how participation in a discourse community can create a literacy site for first 

person, archival records of what it meant to be part of a scene at the specific point and time.  In 

contrast, interviews or traditional autobiographical—or biographical—texts become more 

recollection and less understanding of living in the moment.  Wrekk’s work is unique in that she 

is constantly reflecting and challenging her past, reworking and recycling stories, events, and 
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beliefs.  Her zines show literacy scholars how subjectivities and understandings of being in a 

specific scene change over time and how creating literacy spaces helps us learn about these 

changes as individuals move and age.  Zines are essential primary documents and ways of better 

understanding how individuals’ literacy lives impact and address their participation in and 

reflection on communities, both present and past. 
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CHAPTER 6 
KELLY SHORTANDQUEER:  

ZINES AS TRANSNARRATIVE SITES OF RESISTANCE 
  

“I’ve always been such a math person, that the idea of writing for fun was a little strange to 
me.  At least the idea of letting other people read what I wrote made me uncomfortable” 

(Shortandqueer, 2004a, p. 15). 
 

In discussing the possibilities of trans identity, Stephen Whittle (2006) argues trans 

identities are easily accessible and widely encompassing; though widely available, “the problems 

of being trans have by no means been resolved.  In many parts of the world, having a trans 

identity still puts a person at risk of discriminations, violence, or even death” (p. xi).  Whittle and 

others see the importance of ever-visible trans identities in working to create sites for trans 

stories which start to recreate the erased and invisible trans narratives (Namaste, 2000).  For 

Kelly Shortandqueer and other trans zinesters, the way to share trans stories and narratives is 

through the creation and distribution of zines. 

Kelly’s story is one of embodiment; what it means to self-determine and disrupt 

normative images and assumptions of gender and gendered spaces.  All of the nine zines I read 

of Kelly’s focus on his transnarrative and how he works to disrupt normative assumptions of 

gender.  Kelly’s story helps us “point the way to a different understanding of how bodies mean, 

how representation works, and what counts as legitimate knowledge” (Stryker, 2006, pp. 8-9).  

Kelly’s zines queer the binaries within constructions of sexuality by allowing readers to 

experience firsthand knowledge of his experiences as a female to male (FTM) transperson.  In 

sharing his transituated subjectivity and allowing readers an understanding of life as he fluidly 

moves through experiences he “disrupts the binary notions of male and female as 

opposites…Disruption occurs because an individual is capable of articulating an identity founded 

upon both/and as well as neither/nor and either/or” (Cromwell, 2006, p. 513).    Examination of 
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Kelly’s work allows for a better understanding of “transituated discourses” and a movement of 

autobiographical narrative that creates discourse outside of not only dominant narratives but 

traditional gay and lesbian narratives as well. Zines allow us to experience how Kelly disrupts 

spaces of which he is a part, both presently and as he moves through physical, social, emotional 

and cultural transitions, as well as his analysis of those around him as they work with—or at 

times against—his transitions and fluid embodiments of subjectivities.  This chapter focuses on 

the social interaction metafuntion by situating zines in trans scholarship as a site for trans 

persons to perform gendered subjectivities in ways not allowed through mainstream and 

traditional media outlets.  It then looks at Kelly’s creation of a trans subjectivity and the assertion 

of trans subjectivities through both Kelly’s friends, family, and co-workers and Kelly’s own 

performance of trans subjectivities and how each are presented in his zines. 

Zines as a Site for Trans Subjectivity Performance 
 

 Judith Butler (2000) argues that everyone performs gender.  Our performance of gender 

could come in very traditional ways or it could work to challenge traditional notions of binary 

understandings of masculinity and femininity.  Butler seeks to address how we attend to material 

bodies and ascribe significance to them as ways of understanding how to change societal limits 

on the construction of bodies—both those that are intelligible and livable and those unimagined 

and unlivable (Butler, 1990).  Butler’s work around performance and her call to action shows an 

understanding for how gender is performed by all individuals as well as the need for a site for 

bodies that are not seen in traditional ways to speak about and deconstruct the gendered work 

they do.  One space for dialogue around subversive gendered performances is in zines. 

Zines are rapidly moving to play a strong role in the trans community.  Zine scholars 

such as Elke Zobl (2003) write, “It is in self-made zines where a growing number of young 
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women and queer and transgender youth from around the world find an empowering outlet for 

expressing their experiences, thoughts, and anger that accompany the process of growing up in a 

patriarchal and homophobic society” (p. 60).  As participants in a medium they self-design, 

zinesters self-identify without fear of discrimination from editors or distributors.  Through the 

creation of zines, trans individuals are able to focus on their personal experiences as opposed to 

being part of a growing phenomenon around trans issues.  “Since zinesters don't gear their 

products toward a particular section on a Barnes & Noble shelf, they don't need to grant them 

identities that fit into culturally predetermined categories. Trans zines are instead characterized 

by fragmentation, mixture, parody, and ambiguity” (Schenwar, 2006, para. 7).  Zines allow 

multiplicity and fluidity.  They open a site for the explorations of trans subjectivities through 

transnarratives. 

 Zines make available a movement away from phenomenon and toward the personal thus 

creating sites to narrate trans subjectivities by individual participants in the trans community as 

they work through their gender performances on a daily basis.40  Unlike trans biographies that 

work to situate the stories of trans people as outsiders41 exploring and presenting histories of 

                                                
40 The use of performance here refers to the idea that subjectivity performance occurs in all zines due to 
the medium being one in which creators present their work to an audience and thus create a performance.  
The idea of performance in discussions of gender and sexuality (among other things) is strictly in relation 
to the use of zines as a medium to perform subjectivities around these topics.  This is not to say that there 
are not larger discussions around how all individuals perform gender on a daily basic (see for instance, 
Butler 1990, 2000).  I want to make clear that my discussions of performance are not indicating trans 
subjectivities navigate gendered subjectivities in differently than other gendered subjectivities; instead, it 
is in reference to how all gendered subjectivities are performed on a daily basis and how this performance 
is played out in the use of zines. 
 
41 By using the term outsiders I do not mean individuals who may not consider themselves part of the 
trans community.  Instead, I mean individuals who may not necessarily be a part of the lived experiences 
of the individual they are choosing to write about in the biography.  At present there are a number of 
biographies written through a medical perspective discussing transgender and transsexual people and even 
the biographies and autobiographies of transgender individuals vary immensely in argument and scope 
(see for example excerpts in Susan Stryker and Stephen Whittle’s (2006) edited book The Transgender 
Studies Reader).    
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individuals, transnarratives are created by individuals who choose to share about their specific 

experiences as members of the trans community.   Zines, as a form of transnarrative, generate 

radical new approaches to changing how trans individuals are viewed in society. 

 Zinesters are able to make history in ways not always acceptable in other areas of trans 

discourse.  As Sandy Stone (1991) argues in her discussion on transsexual biography and 

autobiography, too often transsexuals do not have a voice in theorizing about transsexuals and 

counter discourse needs to be created: 

But it is difficult to generate a counter discourse if one is programmed to 
disappear.  The highest purpose of the transsexual is to erase him/herself, to fade 
into the “normal” population as soon as possible.  Part of this process is known as 
constructing a plausible history—learning to lie effectively about one’s past. 
(Stone, 1991, p. 230) 

 
For Stone, this construction of a plausible new past creates the loss of a new story and instead 

works to “support the old constructed positions” (p. 230).  She calls for discussions of counter 

discourse outside of gender bounds and binaries in order for transsexuals to become speaking 

subjects.  Stone’s argument can be applied to the use of zines as a site for counter discourse.   

 Zines situated themselves in what Kristen Schilt (2003) refers to as “c/overt resistance” 

that allows for individuals to “overtly express their anger, confusion, and frustration publicly to 

like-minded peers but still remain covert and anonymous to authority figures” (p. 81).  Although 

Schilt uses this term to refer to girls’ zine participation, it can also easily be applied to trans 

zines.  Trans zinesters are able to actively function as parts of both the zine and trans 

communities, sharing their stories and educating readers as to their narratives, but their work also 

remains anonymous to any number of authority figures who choose to critique and analyze what 

it means to have trans identities.  In this way, trans zinesters create their own sites outside of 

traditional binary constructs. 
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 Through the use of c/overt resistance, zines also work to promote dialogue between 

reader and creator and in doing so open up the routes to a changing societal view.  Because of the 

personal political nature of zines, writing about one’s self as a trans individual becomes a radical 

and subversive political act: 

Gender (and as Butler (1990) argues, sex) is not a stable and predetermined 
category, but rather, as Halberstam (1994) argues gender is a fiction that we all 
live and therefore we must also be able to "rewrite the cultural fiction that divides 
a sex from a transsex, a gender from a transgender" (p. 226). The rewriting of 
gender for transsexuals has often been considered from a medical perspective 
using a constructivist understanding of gender. "Constructionist theories of 
transsexuality overwhelmingly fail to examine how transsexuals are constructing 
subjects: participants and actors who have shaped medical practices as much as 
they have been shaped by them." (Prosser, 1998 p. 8) [Quoted in Semerjian & 
Cohen, 2006] 

 
Semerjian and Cohen argue that transsexuals create and construct gender in active ways.  The 

reconstruction of understanding of gender helps to redefine terms, beliefs, and ideologies.  

Through Semerjian and Cohen write about FTM trans athletes “rewriting” gender through sport, 

the same can be said for zinesters.  Zinesters dialogue with readers and continued interaction 

among one another allows scholars to view trans zinesters who are “rewriting” transnarratives 

through zines and how these gender performances occur in zines.  Zines create a unique site for 

the performance—and interrogation—of trans subjectivities by allowing zinesters a space to 

rewrite their narratives as speaking subjects. 

Moving Outside the Binaries: Creating a Trans Subjectivity 
 

 One of the most important aspects of Kelly’s zines is how he uses them to work through 

his beliefs on gender and sexuality.  His zines are a reflection of his thoughts on gender and 

gendered subjectivities and how he is continually determining and moving through gendered 

spaces.  His zines show the fluidity of gender as well as the fact that we are socially labeled as 
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gendered beings and that any attempts to work outside of gendered sites or even gendered 

binaries calls for some radical understandings of ways of knowing and being.   

 Kelly’s zine is helpful in experiencing transgender autobiography and reading a trans 

person’s reflection on coming out as transgender42.  In his issue of Shortandqueer that is 

subtitled The Coming Out Issue, Kelly (2005a) states, “overall, telling people that I am 

transgendered has been quite an adventure” (p. 2).  For Kelly, the transgender narrative creates 

the opportunity for adventures and experiences he did not necessarily expect.  One way Kelly 

deconstructs his process of understanding his transgender subjectivity is through his zine.  

Within the zine, this process is by no means a stagnant: 

My gender is something I’ve struggled with for years…Over time, my identity 
has shifted and changed, little by little, and now I have become more confident 
and more conscious of who I am and who I want to be…I wonder if, with an 
absence of gendered language, I’d start to explore my gender identity again… 
(2005a, p. 5) 

 
By writing about gender and gendered experiences in a zine, Kelly is able to explore the fluidity 

of a gendered subjectivity.  As a transperson, the constructs of a rigid and dichotomous gendered 

experience are replaced by continued examination and exploration into the body and how we see 

the body.  As Judith Butler (1990) argues, gender as a social construct allows for constant change 

and challenge: 

Because there is neither an “essence” that gender expresses or externalizes, nor an 
objective ideal to which gender aspires; because gender is not a fact, the various 
acts of gender create the idea of gender and without those acts, there would be no 
gender at all.  Gender is thus, a construction that regularly conceals its genesis. (p. 
273) 

 
Butler argues that gender is performative and only defined through repeated acts over time.  She 

believes that in performing gendered acts “one is not simply a body, but, in some very key sense, 

                                                
42 I distinguish between Kelly’s coming out story, which for me is his choice to openly identify as male, and his 
trans narrative, which I believe began far before Kelly openly identified as male and is a narrative he is continually 
exploring and deconstructing. 
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one does one's body and, indeed, one does one's body differently from one's contemporaries and 

from one's embodied predecessors and successors as well" (p. 273).   

Butler’s argument is evident in Kelly’s examination of self and his gendered subject 

positions.  He creates a subjectivity around how he constructs his gendered self as male and how 

this differs from his former construction as female, but in doing so he does not remove all 

notions of female embodiment and ways of knowing and being.  Instead, Kelly is able to call 

upon, and be informed by and through, his notions of female embodiment as they help to 

construct and reconstruct his notions of male embodiment.  His subjectivity is always being 

constructed, but at the same time affecting him in very real ways that are emphasized by 

society’s scripted understandings of hegemonic gendered and sexual acts and practices.   

Kelly’s attempt to identify with hegemonic ideas of gender and gendered identities cause 

him to create “safe” spaces, such as The Tranny Road Show, in which to deal with gendered acts. 

“Now I realize I was trying to create a little bubble where I could deal with all of the gender stuff 

that I had been trying to bury for months (years?)” (2005a, p. 2)  In order to examine notions of 

gender and gendered subject positions, Kelly uses his zine to write about coming out—first as 

queer and then as a transperson—as well as to reflect upon the differing subjectivities and 

gendered performances he undertook in order to position himself in his present gendered subject 

position.  In reenacting gendered performances throughout his zines, Kelly begins to situate and 

challenge the conceptions of trans situated discourses as they relate to traditionally labeled 

straight and lesbian narratives. 

The first element of Kelly’s narrative that initiates his discourse is his experiences before 

identifying as transgender.  During high school, Kelly identified as both female and straight.  In 

his first issue of Shortandqueer he reflects on his experiences participating in the GLBT 
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community.  He writes about his friend from high school whose mother was a lesbian and with 

whom he participated in a number of queer activist works as well as how this work he did in high 

school influenced his decisions to be a part of the GLBTA community in college: 

I helped start the gay-straight alliance in high school with Nava and thought it 
would be a good idea to check in and see what was going on in the Gay, Lesbian, 
Bisexual, Transgender and Ally (GLBTA) Resource Center.  Just a point of 
reference, I was interested in the GSA and the Resource Center as an ally.  I only 
dated males. (2004a, p. 5) 

 
He is open about his story, letting readers know that in high school when he helped start the gay-

straight alliance he considered himself an ally.  Narratives like this show how his coming out 

story happened in many stages across an extended period of time.  His narrative starts with 

participation in disruptive gendered sites as a participant in a dominant gendered group; a body 

that matters.  From here it moves to other gendered discourses.  As Roscoe (1995) acknowledges 

some trans subjectivities are “an identity distinct from male and female—a combination of the 

two plus everything excluded by them” (qtd. In Cromwell, 2006, p. 512, emphasis in the 

original).  Kelly’s narrative combines his subjectivities as functioning first as female and then as 

male and creates fluidity and movement through different ways of knowing and being. 

Kelly is always examining and exploring the gendered subjectivities that he chooses as 

well as those that others choose (or chose) for him.  In thinking back on his life and ways to 

explain to people what it means for him to be trans, he says, “I was socialized as female and am 

transitioning and identify as a boy now” (2006, p. 9).  He also realizes the identification of 

female is not something he completely rejects, “I realized that night that playing the role of a girl 

isn’t always awkward or foreign to me.  It felt good to be able to enjoy myself without trying to 

take my gender to seriously” (2005b, p. 18).  He sees gender as something that is in flux—
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through dressing in drag and pushing the binaries—and these gender fluctuations are performed 

and created extensively through the zine medium.  

Through his zine, Kelly is also able to share the complexities of his narrative and 

transforming subjectivities.  For Kelly, identifying as male and beginning to take testosterone (T) 

did not mean that he felt completely comfortable: 

Most people are no longer visibly confused about my gender and have just started 
treating me like a boy.  I have mixed feelings about passing.  In some ways, it’s 
easier to navigate the world when people can easily choose a gender for me.  It 
also means that people now treat me as part of the boys-only club. (2006, p. 1) 

 
Kelly’s reflection on the loss of identity43 as female when needing to choose a gender is 

emphasized by Cromwell (2006) when he states, “consequently, passing also includes being 

erased as transgendered” (p. 513).   Kelly talks about how “while it feels really good to pass for 

the most part, it feels icky when people over-gender me.  Especially people who know me” 

(Shortandqueer #6, 2006, p. 17).  He wants to make sure that gender is not a binary and that 

what it means to be male or female is not always readily visible, understandable, or even 

definable.  He works to make visible his narrative.  He chooses not to erase his history; instead, 

he wants to call attention to what it means to have a transnarrative. 

As a transperson, he is constantly dealing with conflicting memories and experiences as 

identifying and being identified as both male and female.  In reflecting on growing up he says, 

“as a 25 year old, out transguy, I can’t help but wonder what boys were doing at birthday parties 

in fifth grade” (2007, p. 4). He also thinks back on experiences where he really did not feel 

comfortable growing up and is now starting to understand why this might be the case.  In 

                                                
43 Kelly chooses to use the phrase identity in his zines, therefore, though I am interested in different 
subjectivities and believe there are differences between the terms identity and subjectivity, I use the term 
identity(ies) when referring to Kelly’s experiences as that is the term he has chosen to use.  On the other 
hand, when deconstructing and analyzing his work I choose to use my term of subjectivity(ies) in order to 
emphasize my distinction. 
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reference to the holidays with the men watching sports and the women in the kitchen he recalls, 

“I tended to wanted [wander] back and forth, which now makes sense to me as an out trans-

person.  In some ways I felt like I fit in both places and in other ways I felt like I didn’t fit in 

either” (2007, p. 9).  All of these experiences make Kelly’s transnarrative a unique one where 

subjectivities are changing over time as Kelly changes; pushing the binaries and disrupting 

traditional autobiographical narratives through transsituated discourse. 

Work and Play: How Others Assert Subjectivity 

Yet, not all elements of Kelly’s narrative have created positive sites for performance of 

non-heteronormative gendered acts.  Kelly’s reflection on needing to make choices between his 

trans identity and career identity leads to an understanding of how the gendered body has been 

historically constructed and impacted by heteronormative conventions.  As Butler (1990) posits: 

The act that one does, the act that one performs, is, in a sense, an act that has been 
going on before one arrived on the scene. Hence, gender is an act which has been 
rehearsed, much as a script survives the particular actors who make use of it, but 
which requires individual actors in order to be actualized and reproduced as 
reality once again. (p. 272) 

 
This rehearsal and reinscription of gendered acts impacts what Kelly chooses to do with his life 

when his narrative moves to embody trans identity.  He has always worked with youth—as a 

camp counselor during the summers and then going to school to be a math teacher—but felt that 

he could no longer do this when he first came out as trans. “I miss the familiarity, the comfort, 

the learning that comes with working with youth.  I feel like I had to compromise my passion for 

my identity” (2005a, p. 16).  Examining what it meant for him to be known as female in 

professional circles (school and camp) and then wanting to change the identity that everyone 

associated with him is something Kelly addresses openly in his zines: 

The biggest part of my departure from what was expected of me is that I had titles 
that were too gendered.  I went from being Ms. Costello during the school year to 
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being Aunt Kelly during the summer.  On some level, I wanted to be a strong 
woman role model in the lives of these youngsters, teaching them that there are 
different ways to be a woman.  Like me, you don’t have to wear make-up, tight 
clothes or shave your legs.  You can have short hair and be assertive and 
opinionated.  For a while, this was a role I was comfortable playing.  I had to 
prove that women can be just as strong, confident, intelligent, etc as men.  So, 
when I started to question my own gender identity, things got complicated.  If I 
came out as a boy, would my intentions be turned around to imply that I’m only 
‘as good’ as boys because I am one? 

 
I’ve been so immersed in queer and radical communities that identity politics are 
not new or surprising.  But that was exactly what they are in school and at camp.  
People assumed that I was using a fake name for a secret girlfriend because I was 
afraid of other people’s reactions.  No I really had a boyfriend.  And no, that 
didn’t challenge my queerness.  In elementary schools and at camp, I’ve often 
been the only queer and the only person who was visibly challenging gender 
norms.  I am left to answer people’s questions or allow them to continue to make 
strange generalizations about the queer and trans communities. (2005a, p. 16) 

 
He talks at length about the different roles and subject positions he did—or could—play in these 

spaces.  He also addresses how certain ideas, particularly those of identity politics, are common 

in one space—for him the sites of radical and queer communities—and essential to the 

subjectivities asserted in that space.  Yet, when he moves into other spaces—arguably the more 

conservative sites of schools and camps and educational spaces—these ideas become unique and 

surprising.  He uses his zines to address both communities and to discuss how the communities 

relate to one another (or are at a complete disconnect) and what being a part of the queer and 

trans communities means to his relationship with the educational community. 

 In doing so, Kelly shows how gendered acts and ways of being were, as Butler (1990) 

argues, going on long before he arrived on the scene.  The scripts are rehearsed by the actors and 

in certain spaces, such as schools, deviation from the script is not tolerated.  For actors in these 

spaces their performances are being scripted by hegemonic codes and dogmas.  The acts create 

gendered subjectivities which Butler (1990a) understands "as a history of identifications, parts of 

which can be brought into play in given contexts and which, precisely because they encode the 
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contingencies of personal history, do not always point back to an internal coherence of any kind" 

(p. 331).  Because of the strictly hegemonic subjectivities created in the spaces Kelly chose to 

identify with when he was identified as female, when he moved to embody trans subjectivities he 

also opted to unalign himself with the sites, creating a disconnect from “his passion” so that he 

can create the identity he chooses to assert. 

 Because of his struggles with work and a career path, during most of his zine career and 

the beginning of his coming out story, Kelly works at Office Max.  In Kelly’s position in the 

retail space, he is queered and placed in subject positions by both customers and co-workers.  He 

examines experiences he has with both customers and co-workers in his zines to show how 

strangers and acquaintances deal with his gender.  He talks about how he is impressed by some 

of his customers and co-workers.  In one zine where he shares incidents from 100 days in his life, 

he gives this scenario: 

9/6/04—While working at OfficeMax: 
Customer: Well, hello there young lady.  [Most people don’t call me that, so it 
took me a little off-guard] Or young man. [pause] I can’t tell which. 
Me: [smile and nod] Did you find everything ok? 
Customer: Yes.  And Kelly is a misleading name. 
Me: I agree.  Your total is… 
He never actually asked me a question.  Just made a series of statements.  And so 
he left with no clarification from me about my gender.  And the thing that made it 
so great was that he wasn’t attacking or mean in any way.  Just clearly stating his 
thoughts.  And then he was gone. (2004c, p. 13) 

 
For Kelly, this experience allowed his embodied subjectivity and trans subjectivity to be open 

and existent, it allows him to exist in the space as a body that matters, allowing for the creation 

of a transnarrative that coincides with hegemonic ideologies.   

Yet, by continually interacting with strangers and co-workers, Kelly is constantly 

performing gendered ways of knowing and being.  In thinking back on his experiences, Kelly 

writes: 
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when I was working retail there were parts of me that wanted to be identified as 
male—I wanted to have control over whether I was out or not—the gender 
ambiguity felt like a safety issue (if I was not easily identifiable as either “man” 
or “woman,” my safety could be/was threatened).  At the same time, in my 
personal life, I did enjoy androgyny and not being easily identifiable as fitting into 
a binary. (personal communication, November 11, 2008 ) 

   
Though he is interacting with those around him and working to appear as gender neutral as 

possible, the reality of creating the neither/nor subjectivity is not always as fluid as he hopes and 

more easily imaginable in personal spaces with individuals who he chooses to participate with 

and befriend, for: 

…one does not “do” one’s gender alone. One is always “doing” with or for 
another, even if the other is only imaginary. What I call my “own” gender appears 
perhaps at times as something that I author or, indeed own. But the terms that 
make up one’s own gender are, from the start, outside oneself, beyond oneself in a 
sociality that has no single author (and that radically contests the notion of 
authorship itself). (Butler, 2004, p.1) 

 
As Kelly shows in his zine, at times his performance of gender and interaction with others when 

he attempts to assert an ambiguously gendered subjectivity carries a positive reaction that 

reinforces his neither/nor disruption of gendered subjectivities.  Yet, he contrasts this when he 

relays how strangers have generally dealt with his neither/nor or either/or gendered subject 

positions. “I know that the path before me is not always going to be easy.  For years, I’ve dealt 

with strangers’ confusion about my gender.  This led to sometimes awkward and sometimes 

potentially unsafe situations” (2005a, p. 6).  As Kessler and McKenna (1978) claim in their 

discussion of how individuals assign gender to others: 

(1) Gender attributions are based on information whose meaning is socially 
shared.  Not just any information will inform a gender attribution, and certain 
information (biological and physical) is seen as more important than other 
information (role behavior).  (2) Once a gender attribution is made, almost 
anything can be filtered through it and made sense of. (3) Gender attribution is 
essentially genital attribution.  If you “know” the genital then you know the 
gender. (pp. 167-8) 
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Kessler and McKenna’s work lays the foundation for exploration into transgender scholarship, 

calling for readers to understand that “Gender attribution and gender identification are not 

possible before the individual shares members’ methods for seeing and doing gender” (p. 181)44.  

Like Butler, Kessler and McKenna argue that gendered constructs are performed and presented 

based on historical relationships between members of similar societal groups and at times it is 

difficult to disconnect from those constructs.   

As Kelly writes, in attempting to disconnect from the social constructs of gender, at times 

his asserted subjectivity can place him in unsafe positions. In reading Kelly’s zines, we are also 

able to see how asserting even what Kelly feels is the same subjectivity may illicit extremely 

different reactions depending on the site or the others around him.  Again, Kelly’s gendered 

subjectivities are not without historical background and significance that impacts and influences 

his disruption.  By creating discourses outside dominant gendered narratives, Kelly moves 

through a transsituated discourse, sharing how individuals both outside and within the trans 

community react to his performance. 

He writes about how he must continually deal with co-workers when attempting to 

navigate his gender subjectivity.  When talking about one co-worker who surprisingly impressed 

him in how he dealt with Kelly being transgender, Kelly states that he, “even checked in to 

confirm his assumption that I don’t believe in the binary gender system.  I was super impressed.  

Then he went on to check in on my preferred pronouns and made it clear that he’d switch if I 

ever say the word.  I was even more impressed” (2004c, p. 16).  Interestingly enough, sometimes 

it is Kelly’s co-workers who he would assume would be more understanding of his gender 

                                                
44 Kessler and McKenna (1978) define gender attribution as “deciding whether some one is female or male” and 
gender identification as “assigning the label ‘female’ or ‘male’” which they see as distinct from gender 
differentiation, “knowing whether the other is similar or different from oneself, perhaps in terms of some basic 
reproductive criteria” (p. 181). 
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identity that he struggles with the most.  “My coworker Julie is a transwoman who can NOT get 

my pronouns right.  Fucked up.  Anyway, sometimes I forget that she’s really bad with my 

gender and I want to bond over gender transgressions” (2006, p. 16).  For Kelly, these two 

situations were examples of the varied reactions he receives from individuals.  In one situation, 

the response to his trans subjectivity is open and respectful.  His coworker is willing to step 

outside traditional gender norms.  In the other example, Kelly makes assumptions about a 

coworker based on his own experiences with gender and when he does not receive the expected 

response he struggles with his own reaction.  In both cases, Kelly shows how his gender 

subjectivity is ever-present and something he must constantly address.  For Kelly, his ways of 

knowing and being—his subjectivities—are directly connected to the body; because of this, 

Kelly must continually interact with others while simultaneously defining self. 

In sharing his narrative, Kelly also relates his experiences of asserting his subjectivity 

when he is out in social settings.  He discusses the struggles he has with being a boy.  

“Sometimes I do something that I’ve been doing for a long time, but now, because I’m passing 

more, the action is perceived differently.  I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this and trying to 

be conscious of how people are seeing me/my interactions with other people” (2006, p. 3).  He 

talks about how he wonders how women react to him and how situations that would once be 

appropriate for someone who identifies—or is identified by others—as being a queer or straight 

female might be inappropriate for someone who is perceived as male.  In referring to being in a 

crowd at a protest and bumping up against a female he reflects, “I then realized how creepy and 

inappropriate it would be if she thought I was a gross dude who was turned on by her standing so 

close” (2006, p. 3).  His physical gendered body impacts his analysis in both situations.  He must 

continually be aware of how changing a physical body crates explicit changes in how others 
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react to him.  By reflecting on different subjectivities and how others perceive them, Kelly is 

using his zine as a site for working through ideas and understandings surrounding gendered 

binaries and stereotypes.  He is also opening the specific situations up for dialogue with zine 

readers both involved in and outsiders to the trans community.  Kelly’s work creates a space for 

readers’ better understandings of trans peoples’ lived experiences. 

Kelly also discusses how his passing impacts his experiences in the GLBT community.  

He talks about being outed at a gay piano bar:  

The performer moved on to me, asking if I was a lesbian.  I was willing to just let 
it go, but Brian kept nudging me and said, ‘Speak up.’  Finally, I responded, ‘I’m 
a boy.’  I was so relieved that the pianist didn’t question me, instead he just made 
a comment about how my shortness and high voice.  I was a little nervous to be 
out in such a setting, but it felt really good to be honest and visible. (2005b, p. 16) 

 
Kelly reflects on how he felt about being out and what that meant to him.  He shares his 

discomfort and nervousness during the situation.  By reporting on the experience, readers witness 

how gendered bodies and physically gendered spaces play a role even in communities which are 

deemed “safe.”  His disruption of traditional gendered spaces—including those traditional gay 

and lesbian gendered spaces—creates for him a combination of gendered dichotomies as well as 

the addition of the neither/nor and either/or.  Even in the GLBT community, Kelly must make 

the choice of which gender binary he chooses to identify as instead of being allowed the 

opportunity to exist as gender ambiguous.  For Kelly, as a transperson, he must always be aware 

of his transsituatedness and how others read his embodiment. 

This passing also comes into play in his sex life and the choices he makes as to whether 

or not he should tell potential sexual partners that he is a trans person.  In discussing whether or 

not he should have let a partner grab his crotch, Kelly writes: 

Later, I wondered if I should have let him grab and then watch his reaction when 
he feels something he doesn’t expect.  Or doesn’t feel something he does expect.  



155 
 

Yet another bizarre rite of passage that comes with going from being perceived as 
a girl to being perceived as a gay man. (2007, p. 14) 

 
Instead of just letting people make assumptions about his gender because of how he—or 

others—perceive him, he must also decide how to approach partners who might not be as 

understanding about his gender and sexuality.  Again, Kelly must create his sexual subjectivity 

around non-transgender paradigms, narratives created around straight, gay, and lesbian 

subjectivities that, at times, work to desexualize transpeople (Cromwell, 2006).  Yet, he also sees 

that verbal cues and gender perception are not mutually exclusive, “is there any overlap between 

these verbal cues [saying he/boy] and the perception of identity?” (2005a, p. 16)  He wonders if 

individuals may be using the “correct” language to identify him, but still see him as female.  All 

of this leads to constant struggles with identity and sexual politics. 

The struggle to have people respect and understand his trans subjectivity also comes out 

when dealing with medical professionals.  In a letter to a health center addressing an exam where 

he was mistreated, Kelly writes about how the health professional was not understanding about 

his trans subjectivity.  He feels that he needs to be clear about his shifting identities in order to be 

understood, “Many of these [inappropriate] responses [from the health care provider] were in 

relation to my sexuality and gender identity.  I came out as both queer and as a female to male 

transperson who has just recently started transitioning on testosterone” (2006, p. 5).  He then 

moves on to explain ways in which the clinic could make trans persons feel more comfortable 

during their visits, “ by including appropriate gender categories on one of your forms and by 

separating ‘sex assignment at birth’ from ‘gender’” (2006, p. 5).  Because of his trans 

subjectivity he must continually assert himself and let others know ways in which they can 

appropriately interact with trans people.  He moves to reframe dominant narratives and “part of 
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the reframing occurs in the renaming of body parts or in framing them with mental veils, or in 

having body parts reconstructured to match mental images” (Cromwell, 2006, p. 518). 

Friends and Family: Personal Relationships and the Trans Narrative 
 

Of the utmost importance to Kelly’s trans narrative are his relationships with friends and 

family.  It is these relationships that have worked to help him in defining notions of self as well 

as deconstructing others’ notions of Kelly’s subjectivities.  Arguments that sexuality is 

constructed and that certain construction sites—transbodies, transidentities—are absent 

(Cromwell, 2006) surface when Kelly approaches friends and family.  Yet, unlike strangers and 

co-workers who may be present in his life for only a short period of time, friends and family 

allow Kelly the chance to examine how his construction site impacts and influences—and is 

influenced by—others who struggle with his understandings of ungendered ways of being.  This 

also gives Kelly the opportunity to deconstruct how he expresses his self in relation to others.  It 

is up to Kelly, as he addresses in his zine, to work to create his own trans narrative in relation to 

those who he feels are important to his story.  Kelly’s zine shows how the trans narrative cannot 

be configured outside of the social constructs of those in which he comes into contact.  Instead, 

his friends and family inform how he asserts subjectivities as well as how those subjectivities are 

understood and redefined by others. 

Friends and allies influence Kelly’s coming out journey at every step.  The participants 

within his self-selected social constructed sites work to inform and de-inscribe traditional 

gendered notions and subjectivities.   One example of this is Kelly’s job in college.  As Kelly 

reflects on important friends in his life he writes about his experience getting a job at his college 

campus GLBT center.  He writes about his boss, Mindy, and how Mindy’s partner Melissa was 

hoping that Kelly would get the job: 
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Luckily, Melissa was pulling for me, ‘the little dyke’.  The funny thing is that 
after I was hired, Mindy discovered that I wasn’t queer.  Or, as only I kind of 
knew, not out yet.  In April of my freshman year, I began dating my first 
girlfriend and then had to figure out how to come out to everyone. (2004a, p. 5) 
 

His experiences at the resource center when he identified as straight and female are shared in his 

zines as examples of how gender as a fluid identity marker has impacted his trans narrative.  

Kelly’s experience at the resource center is one example of how he creates disruption on his 

terms.  He is identified by others one way and by himself another, yet part of this self-identifying 

is moving through the either/or.  Later, as Kelly’s trans narrative continues, he moves between 

the both/and and neither/nor, disrupting the discourse even move. 

One place this disruption occurs is through Kelly’s relationship to his friends and 

learning of their understandings of gender and sexuality.  How friends relate to his 

understandings of gender and sexuality is fundamental to his experiences: 

She [Mindy] challenged my ideas of the fluidity of sexuality and gender identity.  
She’s made me more conscious of the ways various identities intersect and 
overlap.  She made me think outside of my own experience and impressed on me 
the importance of educating myself about different issues, not just waiting for 
someone to come along and hold my hand and teach me. (2004a, p. 6) 
 

It was a specific relationship that caused Kelley to think about outside traditional gendered 

boundaries.  He learned to actively educate himself on specific issues and ways of being.  In turn, 

Kelly uses the knowledge he gained to influence others through zines writing and activist work.  

Kelly’s activism confirms Cromwell’s (2006) argument: 

Although those in positions of power continually try to erase subject-positions 
outside of what is viewed as culturally legitimate (and consequently normal and 
viable), people who live those subject-positions continue to attempt to articulate 
them.  As they find their tongues, they subvert the concept of identity and the 
binary construction of bodies, sexes, genders, and sexualities. (p. 512) 

 
His zines are a way for him to look at how others impressed upon him that it is important to 

explore and educate himself about issues concerning gender and sexuality and in doing so Kelly 
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works to disrupt traditional concepts of binary constructions.  He works towards transaction and 

presenting subjectivities of activist and educator.  He strives to educate himself and others 

around understandings of transnarratives and trans situated discourses by sharing his narrative. 

      Yet, as accepting as most of his friends are, Kelly struggles with his family’s 

acceptance of his trans identity.  In writing about his mother he states, “after years and years of 

amazing support, I was devastated when we had a falling out over gender about a year and a half 

ago” (2005a, p. 4).  He wanted his mother to understand what it meant for him to be trans and 

this did not happen easily.  “For her, respecting trans identities meant saying the right pronouns.  

For me, respecting trans identities meant seeing the person as their chosen identity” (2005a, p. 

4).  Kelly shows the multiple layers of transnarratives.  His issues with his mother impact not 

only how she reacts to him, but also his attempts to encourage her to change how she actually 

sees him.  Because of the history between Kelly and his mother and previous gendered 

construction understood in dominant narratives, it was difficult to reconstruct new narratives and 

subjectivities that moved beyond a binary gendered subjectivity. 

In order to get his mother to understand his trans identity he wrote her a long series of 

letters and emails that he shares in his zine.  In sharing these he allows readers to see, and maybe 

began to understand, the different subjectivities he has acknowledged over time; moving outside 

of the either/or and into a disruption of the traditional narratives of female and queer.  In sharing 

the interchange with his mother he shows how her response to his sexuality affected him, “‘if 

you’re trying to be a lesbian, you’re doing a really bad job.’  I didn’t think it was the right time to 

tell her [mom] that I never identified that way” (2005a, p. 4).  She also questions whether or not 

his choice of identifying as male is what he truly wants and Kelly must restate that he is positive 

that is want he wants, “yes.  I am sure.  I am a boy” (2005a, p. 9).  Again, due to the relation of 
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binary gendered embodiment and traditional understandings of sexuality and gender, in order for 

Kelly to relate to his mother he must eventually choose an identifiable subjectivity to allow her 

to label his subjectivity, erasing his trans subjectivity.   

Once his mother starts to have more of an openness towards Kelly’s trans identity, he 

also wants to make sure that his mother is not choosing to impose specific identities on him: 

i’m a little nervous that as you are exposed to more variations on gender it might 
become easy for you to try to impose an identity on me.  i am female bodied.  i 
can pass for both male and female.  i enjoy staying fairly fluid in my gender in 
some ways.  but that does not take away from me being a boy.  i am a gender-
fluid boy if that’s the language you want to use.  i have identified as genderqueer 
for years.  but, i don’t identify as a gender-fluid female…gender is very present 
everywhere and it’s not until you try to avoid it that it becomes obvious.  i am a 
walking contradiction in some ways and i haven’t been able to find a lot of 
language that fits me.  for this reason, i’ve had to settle with people pinning 
identities on me that i don’t like just to compromise with societal pressures. 
(2005a, p. 9) 

 
He wants his mother, and readers, to know that he is not choosing one identity but wanting to be 

able to have and practice multiple and shifting identities so that his gender is fluid and that he 

can move away from gendered language.  “Transpeople and people with nonheterosexual 

identities queer the Western binaries of body-equals-sex-equals-gender-equals-identity as well as 

the binary of heterosexual and homosexual” (Cromwell, 2006, p. 509).  Kelly calls for a more 

fluid understanding of gendered identities, but it is the history with his mother that complicates 

his goals.  Ironically, it is this same history that individuals at times choose to take away from 

trans persons that causes Kelly’s experiences to become much more difficult to re-define and re-

construct.  Finally, his relationship with his mother came to an understanding of how he wanted 

to be and he moved on to approaching the rest of his family. 

“We [he and his mother] had a conversation a few weeks ago where I expressed a desire 

to be out to my entire family” (2005a, p. 11).  Once he worked through parts of his transnarrative 
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with his mother, he chose to discuss with her about how best to approach the rest of his family.  

He knew the conversation with his father and his extended family would be more difficult.  “He 

[his dad] pretty much implied that what I’m doing is freakish and weird and he doesn’t 

understand why I have to do this” (2005a, p. 14).  Again, his father struggles between wanting to 

hold on to the history with Kelly and accepting Kelly’s move outside of a traditional gendered 

body.  His aunt and her family had somewhat similar reactions, “they [Aunt/family] don’t know 

anyone who’s gone through ‘the change’45 before” (2005a, p. 14).  All of these reactions show a 

constant effort to be able to be accepted as the subjectivity he chooses versus the one that was 

assigned to him at birth.  It is this struggle that is sometimes easier for friends to accept than 

family, but also one that he feels comfortable addressing in his zines and one that he feels 

important for others to read. 

Learning from Kelly: Moving Away From Hetero-Normative Narratives 

 Kelly’s work gives us a better understanding of how to disrupt traditional narrative 

discourses.  Kelly’s zines illustrate the use of non-traditional media and narrative sites as ways to 

address beliefs outside of binary understandings of gender and sexuality.  While traditional 

literacy sites many times do not allow for discussions that radically reinterpret homophobic 

societal norms, zines create counter discourses to traditional hegemonic ways of knowing and 

being.  Zines push for a remembrance of non-normative bodies and subject positions.  They 

allow creators to not mask former selves and to move between the either/or and neither/nor 

subjectivities.  As a transgender participant in the zine scene, Kelly helps to bring a new 

discourse community to discussions around gender and sexuality.  He opens up connections for 

exploring continuing shifting subject positions.  Kelly’s zines show that spaces and places where 

literacies practices occur and are valuable are vast.  Literacy practices that create messy texts and 
                                                
45 This term was used by Kelly’s aunt, and not his own language. 
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connect different domains create greater insight into the multiple meanings and uses of literacy 

practices.  Because Kelly, and other trans zinesters, use the practice of zine writing over time, it 

becomes even more valuable to our perceptions of the roles of expressive writing and counter 

discourse in understanding non-normative narratives and life writing as it is creates public and 

political acts of literacy from traditionally private and personal notions of self. 
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CHAPTER 7 
BEING ARTIST, DOING ART: ZINES AS ARTISTIC SPACE 

 
“If I’m not an Artist, what Am I?” (Martin, 1994d, p. 14) 

 
“I tell you this history and these memories because who I am now is so much about who I was 

then” (Martin, 2002, p. 40) 
 

 Lauren Jade Martin is an artist.  She works in a variety of mediums, zines being one of 

them.  It is through the use of art and texts that Lauren tells her stories.  She tells of her life as an 

artist, an introvert, a Chinese-American Jew, a writer, and an activist.  She shares stories 

exploring depression, isolation, feminism, racism, identities, and gender. Martin’s zines span 

high school, college, work, and graduate school, and allow readers to glimpse into her life 

throughout a variety of moments and varying subject positions.  Through all her locations and 

experiences, Martin remains one thing: an artist.  Her zines reflect this subjectivity and work to 

develop it as she moves and creates through time.   

Martin’s blending of text and images helps to understand her use of zines as a site for 

artistic life narrative.  All 21 of the zines of Martin’s I read had some focus on her work as an 

artist and the composition of written text and visual images.  In focusing on the textual 

metafunction and looking at how Martin blends images, space, and text to assert and explore 

subjectivities, I am able to share how the intersection of image manipulation and reproduction, 

editing, and text allow for a better understanding as to how artistic life narratives are engaged 

with over time through the use of the zine medium.  In creating a medium that blends and 

complicates understandings of images and texts, Martin’s work becomes autographical.  She 

creates narratives which need to be read as not text or image but through both text and image, 

allowing the reader an understanding of subjectivities not found in text or image alone.  This 

chapter works to define zines in discourses around autographics and graphic language and how 
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these discourses push the exploration of the creation of autobiographical sites which allow for 

complications of author/subject/reader/viewer.  In positioning zines in autographic discussions, I 

am able to situate Martin’s subjectivity of artist and examine how she uses zines to develop as an 

artist through the use of image and text as well as how these images and texts complicate, 

transform, and enhance her subjectivities as she moves through her personal and zine writing 

careers. 

Defining Zines as Autographic Representations 
 

The latest issue of Biography (Winter 2008) is a special issue dedicated to “exploring the 

potential of autographics as a concept and a practice” (Whitlock & Poletti, 2008, p. v).  In 

defining autographics, Whitlock and Poletti address the term as a neologism with historic 

implications, setting its roots in 2007 and using the definition, “Life narrative fabricated in and 

through drawing and design using various technologies, modes, and materials.  A practice of 

reading the signs, symbols, and techniques of visual arts in life narrative.  See also 

autobiography, biography, testimony, autobiographics, comics, self-portrait, avatar…” (p. v).  

Autographics emphasizes the importance of the visual and graphic on life narrative and the 

possibilities of new subjects, objects, media forms, and assemblage of life narrative to compete 

in a visual and graphic rich media age.46  In understanding and accepting new graphic and visual 

texts47, it is important to examine how multimedia texts which blend written narrative, visual, 

graphic, and text elements create new ways of asserting subjectivities and understandings of self. 

                                                
46 I would like to point out that, as Whitlock and Poletti (2008) discuss, the importance of new and 
discursive autobiographical practices is important to mention.  In a culture which creates Facebook and 
Myspace layouts, Second Life avatars and life spaces, graffiti and mural images, photography, and other 
graphic rich sites of narrative possibilities, it is critical to begin to discuss how much graphics play a role 
in the new creations of autobiographical sites.   
  
47 I use graphic to refer to visual representations on a surface that may combine text and image while 
visual may be represented through elements of performance which may neither be placed on a surface or 
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In examining autography’s history, focusing on the relation to comics, Jared Gardner 

(2008) focuses on a relationship between image and text in working to examine “the story of the 

truth, and the truth of the story” (p.3) and the importance of both in the requirements of 

accomplishing this task.  Gardner sees the blending of text and image as a way to get at a truth 

not found in image or text alone.  He sees the importance of exploring both the limitations of text 

and image in truth telling as well as the relationship between the two in the re-creation of the 

authentic story.  As Gardner argues: 

If text and image alone fail to ameliorate her [Alison Bechdel] compulsions, 
together they do point a way out of the vicious cycle.  But this does not mean that 
comics autobiography makes greater truth claims than does traditional 
autobiography.  In fact, it almost always makes fewer claims than either prose or 
image alone have traditionally made…The losses and glosses of memory and 
subjectivity are foregrounded in graphic memoir in a way they never can be in 
traditional autobiography. (p. 6) 

 
Gardner argues for the creation of a more fictitious narration through graphics and stresses the 

role memory plays on the autobiography and how fiction and memory combine to create a kind 

of “autobifictionalography.”48  I would argue that artists may also use graphics to allow for the 

exploration into sites of subjectivities that are not captured through text alone.  As zine artists 

such as Martin show, the use of images to enhance understandings of self and to position 

subjectivities within specific contexts creates a stronger understanding of self and subjectivities.  

The stronger understanding of self ties into Gardner’s examination into comics and the 

connections between trauma, memory, and narration.   

                                                                                                                                                       
combining texts.  Therefore, mixed media art on canvas, a computer screen, paper, or a wall to name a 
few would be graphic while performance pieces, dance, and plays are visual representations of 
autobiography.  Though visual and graphic representations may be combined, they are not necessarily 
interchangeable. 
 
48 A term from Lynda Barry’s (2002) Introduction to One Hundred Demons. 
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 Though Gardner chooses to explore these connections through comics, I believe that 

zines also create a connection between trauma, memory, and narration, in the form of 

autographical texts.  What moves zines outside of Gardner (and others) argument about comics is 

the relation between zine writers and readers, subject and object.  Unlike other autobiographical 

mediums, zines do not make attempts to deny the collective notions and practices of the genre. 

Through the creation of compilation zines, the use of reprinted texts and images without proper 

permission, and the at times blatant misuse of published images and texts, zines as a medium 

bleed fact and fiction, image and text, in ways that are not allowed in other, more sanctioned 

forms of autobiography.  Zines allow for a contracted distance between reader and subject, one 

where at times both become intertwined depending on the issue or forum.  Readers submit 

images, text, and letters and become subjects and objects in zinesters’ works.  When zinesters’ 

work is recognized they begin to transform their work around the recognition and remembrance, 

creating blurred lines and connections between text, performer, and viewer.   

 As Gardner argues “there is nothing simple in the act of narrating the self, and even the 

most prosaic life refracts in the telling, presenting infinite variations, renderings, and 

representations that never quite add up to a coherent whole” (p. 16).  For zine writers, this is a 

given.  Duncombe (1997) argues that writing about the personal is “a central ethic of all zines” 

(p. 26) and in doing so, individuals work to (re)create selves in ways that represent why they feel 

they are at any given moment.  Duncombe writes, “In an era when every conceivable identity has 

been cataloged and packages, yet ordinary people have little to say in this process, zines offer a 

way for their publishers to ‘package’ the complexity of themselves and share it with others” (p. 

38).  As a present medium, life is presented in fragmented, separated bits.  They can be viewed 

as the separated parts of a single issue of a zine—or even a single story or image within the 
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zine—or they may be taken as a whole, amassed through the zinester’s work as the reader 

examines what the zine creator has assembled over time.  Gardner’s understanding that 

“narrating life and its traumas makes the past continuous with the present, bleeding its wounds 

into our daily life” (p. 18), is especially present in zines.  Because zines are mainly written over 

short periods of time and then published and presented immediately following completion, even 

though the majority of presentation in the works discusses present situations, there are many 

times past memories, pictures, images, texts, and experiences bleed into present tense narratives, 

weaving continual explorations between past and present and creating a new telling of life 

stories.   

 Though Gardner does argue that “moments of collapse” between present and past are not 

unique to graphic memoirs, he does stress how prevalent they are in graphic works.  The same is 

true with zines, which work to move memoir to the present and into a realm of both/and 

authenticity.  Though comics seem to take on a closer relationship to autobiographical fiction, 

zines with their multi-media representations create presentations of subjectivities that allow for 

new understandings of “authentic” truths and selves.  The interactive nature of zines moves both 

reader and creator to participate in the retelling and reinventing of self through the use of 

autographic works.  Perhaps it is the close relationship between creator and publisher and the 

intimacy of the medium that allows for such interaction49.  Zines are distributed by the creator to 

the reader and in turn the reader is allowed a unique opportunity to confront and retell the stories 

                                                
49 Though more than likely creator and publisher may be one in the same, at times creator and publisher 
may be two different people as is the case for compilation zines or small press publications.  Still, even if 
publisher and creator are two different people, the publisher almost always chooses to publish the work 
with no changes to the original.  The zine norm focuses less on an edited volume of work, giving 
publishers the final say, and more of a complied volume of work where publishers instead are producers 
of the texts for various reasons, including monetary or thematic choices. 
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and narratives of the zine creator as they work with image, texts, and graphic to create unique 

sites for the exploration of subjectivities.   

Anna Poletti (2008) explores zines’ addition to autobiographical texts arguing that they 

create autographics by “offering a unique and complicated reading experience which can be 

interpreted and appreciated through the practices of close reading that are the hallmark and 

strength of contemporary life writing theory” (p. 86).  Poletti argues that temporary exploration 

into auto/biography does not allow for spaces to theorize about intersections of material, visual, 

and textual.  On the other hand, zines work to create a starting point for theorizing of the 

complications between the three sites.  For Poletti, the creation of zines becomes more personal.  

“Thus, in reading the perzine as life writing text, we are drawn into considerations of the 

communicative potential of the text-object which is presented to the reader as a handmade 

expression or representation of self” (p. 88).  She is concerned with how zine construction and 

layout work to “effect interact with, contradict, or interrupt the narrative” (p. 88).  Yet Poletti’s 

work only uses specific examples of one zine created by a zine writer to emphasis her argument 

around zines as sites for life-writing.  By choosing not to explore how zine writers use the zine 

constructions over time, and more importantly if the use of the constructions change over time, 

she does not allow for an in-depth argument into zines as autographics.  I feel it is important to 

explore how one zinester’s work reconstructed narratives through her use of text, material, and 

visual form and to look at how she chose to do this as she moved through time. 

Moments of An Artist: Moving Through Martin’s Zine Career 

Because of my interest in the use of zines to intersect visual, textual, and material to 

assert specific understandings of subjectivities and how the use of these representations change 

over time, it is important to examine Martin’s zines as she chronologically moves through her 
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narratives.  Martin’s work allows me to situate zines in a linear fashion as she approaches them.  

I am able to show how, as a medium, zines structurally and textually change over time and the 

importance of those moves in explaining zines as autobiographical sites.  The choice of 

examining Martin’s zines chronologically is a conscious decision based on how Martin chooses 

to assert subjectivities throughout her work. 

Unlike the other zine writers I examine, Martin chooses to change the title and focus of 

her zines as she moves to different spaces in her life.  She starts with Boredom Sucks when she is 

introduced to zines in high school.  As she continues on to college and becomes more enmeshed 

in the zine scene she chooses to produce You Might As Well Live (YMAWL) as well as a few 

other one-shot and compilation zines.  Once she finishes her undergraduate studies she moves on 

to produce Quantify, which turns out to be her final stint into the perzine writing world (at least 

as of this writing).  As she enters graduate school, she moves from producing perzines to using 

zines to discuss, represent, and dialogue around art, creating Art Missive which is where her 

current interests lay.  I feel that it is important to look at Martin’s zines as she moves through 

time, reconstructing her subjectivities and presentations of self as she changes physical spaces 

and moves to different points in time.  It is these distinct moves—both physically and subject 

performance wise—that allow for Martin’s zine to explicitly show how intersections of visual, 

textual, and material realities create shifting subjectivities and understandings of subjectivities 

unique to zine creators, allowing for a deeper understanding of life narratives through 

autographic texts. 

Boredom Sucks: The High School Martin 
 

 Martin’s zine career began when she discovered zines at a summer art camp.  She started 

creating her zine in high school, working with a very low-tech first issue designing a full-sized 
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zine with one staple at the top.  She introduces herself to the zine community by declaring in her 

Intro, “Hi, and welcome to Boredom Sucks, where boredom is forbidden and art rules.  Let me 

introduce myself.  I am Ms. Hap, new to this world of zines” (1993, p. 1).  The first issue is 

poetry heavy with little prose style narrative and drawings and co-opted images throughout.  

Still, Martin’s first zine works to assert certain subjectivities that carry though her zine career.   

Her poems speak of loneliness, depression, racism, homophobia, and being an artist.  Yet, what I 

am drawn to about Boredom Sucks is Martin’s growing movement, starting in her first zine, to 

the use of graphics and image to present subjectivities. 

Martin does this in her first issue when she presents herself as an artist then uses her 

drawings and images to enhance the understanding of how these subjectivities are asserted in 

other spaces.  For example, she includes the full sized image of her room which states “This is 

my room, where ideas sprout from” allowing the reader to visually understand where Martin 

produces her zines and where her work is created (see Figure 3).  By presenting the image of her 

space along with text and drawings, Martin allows the readers insight into her personal and 

private spaces and a better understanding of her creation narrative.  She sets up for readers an 

image of where her narrative is created, both physically and mentally.  In creating this space 

visually as well as through text, Martin permits the viewer insight into her subjectivity of artist as 

well as her personal self.  She also creates an image for viewers to refer to and recall as they 

participate in her work.   
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Figure 3. Drawing of Martin’s bedroom from Boredom Sucks #1(1993) 

  
The blending of the image and text works to create an intimacy that is even more 

personal than what Poletti (2008) argues for in her work on zines as autobiographics.  Martin’s 

use of autographics works to help viewers interact with her narrative and at the same time the 

image also interrupts the resounding narratives of loner, depression, and isolation.  It shows 

viewers a site where Martin is able to overcome her feelings and subjectivities of isolation and 

instead work to create ideas.  If Martin chose to only write about this contradiction, she would 

leave readers to struggle with the realness and authenticity of her work.  By instead presenting an 

image incorporated in the text, Martin is able to disrupt the reading of the narrative and turn it 

into a viewing, creating for readers/viewers an intimate space and ways to reinterpret how Martin 

sees and presents self depending on the graphics and imagery used.  The disruption of both text 

and image allows Martin to bleed and eventually blend both to create an enhanced reading of her 

narrative. 

The use of image with text, and more specifically, text over image, is a regular practice 

for Martin.  She frequently co-opts traditional images and overlays text in order to assert 
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subjectivities.  In the case of Figure 4, she chooses to use the graphic in order to assert a feminist 

subjectivity that calls for equality.  Martin’s argument of choice becomes haircuts.  She takes an 

image from artist Will Bradley50 to illustrate her point.  Martin selects the image of “Morgan and 

Urien” which depicts Morgan Le Fey, the sorceress and half-sister of King Arthur, from 

Arthurian legend.  Morgan is known for her cunning sorcery, working to trick Merlin, frame 

Guinevere, and steal Excalibur.  She ultimately becomes one of the four queens who return 

Arthur to Avalon to be healed.  Though Morgan’s portrayal in Arthurian legend is adversarial 

and villainous, twentieth century feminists have adopted Morgan as a symbol of feminist power.  

For example, Marion Zimmerman Bradley (1982) portrays Morgan as a woman fighting to save 

the pagan Celtic culture from Christian patriarchs in The Mists of Avalon creating a modern 

feminist protagonist to the original male-center legend.   

  

 
Figure 4.  Image of “Should Women Be Charged More for Haircuts?” from Boredom Sucks #3 

(1994a) 
 

                                                
50 Interestingly, Martin actually credits Bradley for his work.  The crediting of the original artist, author, 
or text is rare in the zine scene, which is heavy with co-option, reproduction, and manipulation.  Martin’s 
reference to the artist reflects her appreciation for art and reverence to the original.  It also reflects 
Martin’s subsequent decisions to focus on presenting art and artists through the zine medium and the use 
of the medium to promote art and art related projects.  
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By co-opting the image of a feminist figure, Martin is working to blend her texts and 

images to highlight the point she makes in the graphic.  Across the image she asks, “Why do 

barbers continually charge women more for a haircut?”  She then goes on to discuss how she 

feels people should be charged for haircuts and reveals that the true reason women are charged 

more is “blatant sexism.”  Lastly, she asks readers to a call for action—boycotting hairstylists 

and having a friend or family member cut your hair.  Though Martin could have written just a 

text that spoke to her call to action, by incorporating image and text, Martin creates a graphic 

which recalls for the viewer early 20th century imagery with a modern feminist argument, using 

the image of a figure in legend who moved from sorceress to feminist—not that the two are 

mutually exclusive—and like the story of Morgan Le Fey, Martin also calls for a re-creation of 

how women are seen in society.  

Martin’s use of text and graphic also is represented in her decision to move from typed to 

handwritten text throughout her zines. In Boredom Sucks, Martin uses handwritten text to relate 

on a more personal level to her readers.  In Boredom Sucks #6, she chooses to respond to readers’ 

criticisms through a handwritten note that discusses how she sees herself as an artist (see Figure 

5).  She starts with a discussion about the stealing of others’ pictures and comments that she 

worked to include only her original art and not take art from others in this particular issue.  

Although the reproduction of art is commonplace in zines, Martin feels that as an artist it should 

be her goal to present her original work.  Yet, in her text to readers she shares that she is feeling 

“disillusioned with art lately.”  She goes on to write about why she feels she is not enough of an 

artist to go on to art school.  She debates back and forth that she does not want to make art just a 

hobby, but she also feels she does not have the special quality that artists possess.  Her letter to 

readers struggles back and forth between what she wants to do/be and what she feels she is able 
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to do/be.  She then chooses to assert that she will not apologize for her lack of art in her work 

and she may attempt to add her own artwork to the covers, if she feels like it.  

  

 
Figure 5.  “If I’m not an Artist, what Am I?” from Boredom Sucks #6 (1994d) 

 
Martin’s use of handwritten text allows for closeness to her that is not found in 

typewritten work.  It feels as though she is personally talking with each of her readers.  In 

addition, her use of a hazy, indefinable background with text collaged on top creates an artistic 

image that compliments her argument.  In the piece she also includes two typed texts, one that 

shares her current obsessions and the other that states, “You could measure/ Her self esteem/ By 

the angle/ Of her lowered head.”  Throughout Martin’s zine she struggles with images of self-

esteem.  She asserts subjectivities grounded in depression and isolation.  She talks about being 

alone, depressed, and shy.  Although images of low self-esteem and even depression may come 

through in reading her text about being an artist, coupling the text with the poem help to recreate 

understandings of Martin’s subjectivities.  She works to blend text, imagery, and differing 

graphics to create a stronger understanding of what it means for her to be situated between 

wanting to be accepted as the subjectivity she chooses to assert and not feeling as though she is 

good enough to present the subjectivity.  Martin continues this opaque struggle through her zine 
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career, moving to a more heavy use of graphics and language to explore and perform 

subjectivities. 

You Might As Well Live: Martin Tackles Bard 
 
 As Martin moves to college, she starts refining her zine creations.  She first changes to a 

new name for her zine, You Might As Well Live (YMAWL), taken from the Dorothy Parker’s 

(1926) Resume51.  She chose the title because “it’s depression with a sense of humor, which is 

what I like in a zine.  I heart dorothy parker” (1995, p. 1).  She also starts to incorporate more 

diverse and sophisticated graphic language into her work.  In her article on punk fanzines and 

DIY Aesthetic, Teal Trigg (2006) defines graphic language as “a visual system incorporating not 

only image-based symbols but also a typographic language.  The way in which graphic language 

is depicted will add value to its intended meaning” (p. 73).  Although it could be argued that 

graphic language and autographics could be defined as one in the same, I feel that autographics 

and graphic language are uniquely distinguished due to the use of text.  Graphic language, 

though able to incorporate images with text, relies more heavily on the placements and uses of 

text throughout pieces while autographic supports more blending of image and text.  With the 

creation of YMAWL, Martin starts to strategically create and place texts throughout the work, 

focusing on graphic language but at times moving to autographics as well. 

                                                
51  Razors pain you; 
   Rivers are damp; 
   Acids stain you; 
   And drugs cause cramps. 
   Guns are not lawful; 
   Nooses give; 
   Gases smell awful; 
   You might as well live. 



175 
 

In YMAWL #1, Martin feels the need to address some of her experiences as a person of 

color in the zine and Riot Grrrl scenes. She is one of the first zinesters to openly address racism 

in the zine community and writes: 

how the fuck am I supposed to talk if you don’t include me in your conversations, 
if I can’t even fucking here what you are saying?...I’m so sorry I’m not cool 
enough, punk enough, pretty enough, outgoing enough, tough enough, interesting 
enough, popular enough, anything enough, to warrant your attention or a piece of 
your precious little time. (1995, pp. 9-10) 

 
She pushes individuals in the community to think about what it means to not address issues such 

as race.  She wants people to think about how language can exclude and alienate individuals.  

She wants them to be aware that not everyone in the community feels equal or valued.  She 

actively asserts a subjectivity of outsider and calls for members of the community to begin to 

allow her to be an active member of the scene.  She starts a dialogue and works to resist and push 

other subjectivities. 

 Martin chooses to push her subjectivities and to call out others who are in opposition to 

her positions.  She addresses the Riot Grrrl community on-line and talks about recent 

experiences with other Riot Grrrls. She writes, “the ‘chat rooms’ are filled with sexist, racist, 

homophobes as well” (1995, p. 20).  In order to give an example of what she sees going on in the 

Riot Grrrl on-line community Martin chooses to share part of the email she received (see Figure 

6).  She chooses to collage a grainy, photocopied image of a woman who looks representative of 

Justice and the words “Women Unite and Resist” bordering the image and text.  Again, as she 

did with previous works she reproduced which were not her own, Martin lets viewers know the 

graphic is a “70s poster by the feminists from The New Women’s Survival Guide” (p. 20).  The 

focus of the section is on the text, both surrounding her writing as well as what she chooses to 

reproduce. Her juxtaposing the offensive email to Martin and others from someone whose gender 
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is unknown with the border of “Women Unite and Resist” allows Martin to push viewers to 

“hear” her call for collective action in a way that simply reprinting the email and then 

commenting on it would not allow.  Martin’s deliberate choice of graphic language creates a 

powerful message to counter the email and other messages she has received. 

 
 

Figure 6. YMAWL #1: Riot Grrrl E-mail (1995) 
 

Martin continues the use of purposeful graphic language when she writes about her 

anxiety and fear.  Throughout her early zine career, Martin spends a great deal of time asserting 

subjectivities addressing depression and isolation.  In YMAWL she continues avowing these 

subjectivities and represents her positions through graphic language. Figure 7 shows Martin’s 

use of both typed and handwritten text to present her piece.  She chooses to take the piece she 

has already handwritten and retype it.  Yet, she does not only produce the typed part of the piece 

in her finished zine; instead, she chooses to place the typed document over the handwritten piece.   
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Figure 7. YMAWL #1: Handwritten and typed text. (1995) 
 

Martin’s placement of typed text over handwritten text does a number of things.  First, 

she resists traditional textual designs in both mainstream texts as well as zine-based sites.  

Traditional texts call for the placement of either handwritten or typed text to appear in formal, 

legible forms.  Usually typed text is the norm, making handwritten zines an already resistant 

practice.  Martin pushes beyond zines typical resistance through the use handwritten texts by 

incorporating handwritten texts into her collage form.  Though collages are norm in the zine 

scene, traditionally they are created using images with the zine creators’ texts covering the 

images—either their own or those co-opted from other sources.  Rarely, do zine writers use their 

own texts as collage background in their zines.   

By placing her typed text on top of her handwritten text, Martin emphasizes her message 

that she is overwhelmed.  She creates a narrative for the viewer that shows confusion and 
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indecisiveness in her attempt to blot out her handwritten piece and yet needing to include a more 

formal interpretation of her text.  Placing one text over another overtly masks her text enough 

that the viewer cannot see if the typed form is a complete reproduction or a later, revised draft of 

the handwritten version.  She allows readers to see her writing process and also chooses to revise 

the typed text, crossing out a section she does not want, instead of retyping it yet another time 

and placing a ‘clean’ copy in the piece for the viewer to read.  Unlike some zine authors who 

make opaque markings in their final texts, crossing out text in ways where readers are still able 

to discern what was written previously, Martin forcefully crosses out the text she created and 

does not allow the viewer to read what she chose to eliminate. In stark contrast, she lets the 

reader see that this piece is one she wrote before and chose to at minimum retype before 

including it in her zine.  She pushes the viewer and again enhances her subjectivity through her 

zine presentation. 

Martin continues her use of text and image to create graphic language and display her 

subjectivities of depression and isolation.  In YMAWL#2 Martin creates a piece she titles “She 

Wanted…” (see Figure 8).  In this piece Martin reconstructs the text both in shape and in font to 

recreate the image she forms.  She uses strips of text, cut from a longer, typed piece to create the 

shape of poetry, though it is not known if the text was originally written in a poetic or prose 

form.  Instead, it becomes choppy, making the language of the piece feel uncertain and unclear.  

It moves the reader from one line to another, unsure of the next step.  In doing so, she also makes 

use of unconventional spaces in the piece.  Some words and sentences have more than one or two 

spaces between them, moving texts to fit the awkwardness of the piece.  The text is also placed 

on the page, not in the straight-lined fashion of traditional type-face, but skewed, causing 

disruptions between ideas, sentences, and even words.  She chooses to write some text in all 
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capital letters, a sign for screaming in typed communication.  She has some words that fade away 

or sentences that do not follow conventional punctuation.  She places her text over the reprinted 

image of what looks like an image from Hal Roach’s “Our Gang” as well as another image of 

handprints.  It is unclear as to whether the images beneath the text are one or two, whole or 

fragmented.  Martin only leaves the face in the middle of the image unobstructed, giving the 

illusion that it is the image who is speaking the text she is presenting. 

 

 
Figure 8. YMAWL #2: She Wanted… (1996) 

 
 By creating a graphic textual language Martin’s work does a number of things.  For one, 

it works to resist traditional presentations of text and image.  Her written text addresses a female 

who is confused, frustrated, and isolated.  She uses the graphics to present this confusion to the 

audience.  Her unconnected words and sentences present a subjectivity of a zinester who is 

confused, frustrated, and isolated.  She also creates confusion in her narration by writing in the 

third person. Though the piece asserts a subjectivity she previously shared and also makes 

mention to the issues she previously addressed when discussing her subjectivities which dealt 

with mental health, by using the third person, Martin distances herself from the text and lets the 

viewer question whether or not the piece was written in reference to her personal life or about 
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another, anonymous third party.  By distancing herself from the text, but also using it to discuss 

issues which she had previously dealt with, Martin creates a transparent opaqueness, making her 

personal subjectivities both visible and obscured and leaving the viewer questioning whether or 

not the piece is performance or confession, fiction or non-fiction.   

The creation of this questioning is reinforced with the blurred image behind the text.  The 

image of the young boy, mouth agape, seemingly yelling out the text is in opposition to the 

written message.  Martin’s text speaks of a young woman who is uncertain and confused.  The 

image of the young man who is yelling presents someone wanting to be heard at any cost.  It is a 

figure of an individual who is calling for attention and does not seem concerned about the 

consequences of letting his voice be heard.   

Martin’s graphic language creates a meaning around the image and text that would not be 

found by reading the text alone in a traditional written form.  She recreates the feel of the piece, 

causing the confusion and want and at the same time calling for her voice to be heard.  By 

creating a textual and graphic image and by blending image, text, and graphics, Martin finds a 

way to assert subjectivities that makes them more accessible and understandable and also allows 

for the viewer to gain a stronger understanding of place, time, and self.  She represents her 

positions through artistic notions in ways that allow for new understandings of how text and 

graphic interact to create self. 

Though Martin’s use of graphic language in her YMAWL zines opens new avenues of 

possibility, she also returns to autographics and sites and spaces she referenced in Boredom 

Sucks.  In YMAWL #5, Martin returns to the image of her room.  Where in Boredom Sucks she 

chose to present her room in one large image that let viewers see where she worked and found 

ideas, in YMAWL #5 the return to the room is created in a more fractured space.  She uses two 
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pages and 9 hand-drawn images to present her room and workspace.  In YMAWL, instead of her 

room being the space for comfort and ideas, it becomes a space of confusion and frustration.  In 

Figure 9, Martin presents a comic strip representation of her struggle for sleep.  She starts by 

presenting her bed, she then moves through the comic, first addressing her frustration with 

insomnia and what happens to her as she lies in bed and then moving to all the ways in which she 

attempts to combat her insomnia.  She lets viewers know that nothing works and that she is 

afraid to try pills or shrinks so instead she is left with nothing that works.  In the final frame she 

states, “this is my bed, and I hate it.”   

Martin’s insomniac subjectivity is a far cry from her former self that used her room as a 

space for “ideas to spout from,” a space where she felt creative and inspired, a place that was a 

positive impact on her artistic subjectivity.  As Martin moves through both her zine career and 

her personal life, she has new experiences which cause her to move away from certain comfort 

zones and urge her to look at subject positions and understandings of self in some new ways.  

She not only applies new uses of media and text to her work, incorporating new understandings 

of her artistic self, she also works to reexamine the spaces and ways she creates self and 

subjectivities.   

           
Figure 9: YMAWL #5 Drawings of Insomnia (1997) 
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In recreating and transforming self, Martin starts to explore and present a number of 

contradictions of self that are presented in her work.  Like Wrekk, she struggles to find an 

authentic self and uses her zine to wrestle with changing identities and authenticities.  She starts 

to explore who she wants to be and who she feels she is.  One way that Martin does this is 

through the exploration of the being a tough girl.  Martin begins the tough girl journey in 

YMAWL 6 with her image and text of a short piece that just states “I want to be a tough girl” and 

has a cut-out image that shows a girl looking like she is doing a martial arts move (Figure 10).  

She begins to introduce her zine viewers to her goals of wanting to be a tough girl.  Unlike other 

zinesters who assert subjectivities they choose to perform—whether they feel they are authentic 

or not—Martin chooses to discuss a subjectivity she wants to be able to assert but does not feel 

as though she is able to declare.  This exploration and ongoing examination of subjectivities 

through her graphic language and autographics is something Martin does as she leaves college 

and moves to the next zine stage of her life. 

 

 
Figure 10: YMAWL #6: Tough Girl (1998) 
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Becoming a Tough Girl: Quantify Zine and the After College Years 
 

 Once Martin graduates from her undergraduate institution, she chooses to experiment 

much more with artistic expression, both in and outside of her zine.  She works to perform 

specific subjectivities and also works with others to learn about how they perform similar 

subjectivities.  Martin’s zine work moves to become more of an on-going dialogue with others in 

and outside of the zine community who are also struggling to understand, define, and redefine 

specific subjectivities.   

She starts to do this with her work as a performance artist, work she writes about in her 

zine.  Playing on her notion of being a tough girl, Martin decides to take on the identity by 

creating the “TOUGH GIRL PERFORMANCE PROJECT.”  She writes, “It was to consist of 

daily diary entries for a week, followed by a series of subversive gender acts performed by me 

and other girls I could recruit, and then document it all in a zine” (2001a, p. 15).  Although the 

project never came to fruition, she did complete one journal entry for it and chose to share it in 

her zine.  The excerpt appears as Figure 11, where Martin presents her work in visual and textual 

form.  She writes about the goal of finding a job and uses bullet points, a self-portrait, and 

handwritten lyrics from Michael Jackson’s hit, “Beat It” to create her graphic text.  Again, 

Martin uses both conventional and unconventional textual representations, many of which are 

familiar to the zine community.  She chooses to not capitalize the first words in sentences; she 

uses typed and handwritten text; she changes font type, size, and style.  As presented, the piece 

allows the viewer a stronger understanding of what it means for Martin to assert a tough 

subjectivity, but it does not end there. 
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Figure 11: Quantify #1: Journal Entry from the “Tough Girl Performance Project” (2001a) 

 
 Martin’s piece also allows the reader an understanding of how she works to assert a 

specific subjectivity outside of the zine community and how she chooses to use the zine 

community to work through and analyze that subjectivity.  Her text discusses a job that is one 

which could be considered traditionally for someone who takes on masculine identity roles.  The 

applicant must lift 50 pounds so Martin decides to go to the interview “acting tough.”  In 

presenting her experience, Martin’s narrative seems to be more of a glimpse into her thought 

process where she is examining what happens to her during her encounter for work.  She 

comments on her surroundings, asks questions of herself, her readers, and the viewers of her 

performance piece.  She moves between presenting her piece in first person and sharing of her 

experience and moving to third person when she chooses to talk about “tough girl,” the 

subjectivity tough girl performs.   

When she talks of tough girl, Martin chooses to write as though she is detached from who 

she is now.  She writes of tough girl in the third person. Tough Girl participated in the situation 

Martin the performance artist shares and lived to tell the tale.  She looks at tough girl not as her 

own identity, but one she takes on and learns from as she performs her piece.  She then chooses 

to write about in her zines.  As she ends the entry, Martin questions what it means to be a tough 
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girl and if it is a subjectivity she readily wants to embrace.  Instead of fully avowing the tough 

girl subjectivity, Martin chooses to test it out and decide whether or not it is her. 

Still, Martin’s Tough Girl subjectivity exploration does not end here.  She works at this 

as she moves through the zine community and her dialogue with other zinesters about her texts.  

Martin decides to learn from other zine writers about how they choose to assert tough girl 

subjectivities.  She creates a compilation zine all about being a tough girl.  In it she calls for 

participants to complete a “Tough Girl Profile.”  Martin’s is pictured as Figure 12.  With the 

profile she includes images and her profile.  She writes about whether or not she feels tough and 

relates her toughness to race, class, and gender subjectivities.  In the piece she does define 

herself as a tough girl because she is “her mother’s daughter.”  She then goes on to list 

stereotypical tough girls from television and music and comments on the toughest thing she ever 

did, focusing on a very hegemonic definition of toughness.  She moves between stereotypical 

images of tough—the motorcycle, a pompadour—and more subversive tough subjectivity 

markers—platform shoes, a black and red cape.  Yet, it is in her zine that she presents her images 

of toughness.   

By not creating a traditional narrative, but instead using a profile to share her tough girl 

subjectivity, Martin allows for a new understanding of how to present text and use it to represent 

subjectivity.  She chooses to turn her assertion of subjectivity into a more exploratory role.  By 

creating a profile she allows herself to move away from traditional narratives and creates a set of 

questions that she chooses to answer, inserting herself into an understanding of subjectivities of 

both subject and profiler.  As the creator of the profile she becomes outsider and insider, 

participant and viewer, and blends text understanding and performance.  She also asks a number 

of other zine writers to complete the profile, combining them in a compilation zine that moves to 
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create subjectivities which work in concert to define and redefine both the creators’ and viewers’ 

notions of what it means to be a tough girl.  It is through these collected notions of the genre and 

how the genre of perzine works as a collective space to define self and others, that Martin’s work 

becomes truly subversive.  

 

 
Figure 12: Tough Girl Profile (2001) 

 
 It is in Quantify that Martin continues the idea of zines as a collective space.  She creates 

a split zine, titled Parallel Lines: A Performance Project where she shares the zine with another 

zine creator.  Their works move back and forth, commenting on race, class, gender, and issues of 

identity.  Instead of forming the zine as a traditional split where one zinester takes one side and 

the second on the other, Martin and Wendy combine forces throughout the zine, making it a true 

compilation between the two.  Martin uses her space in the zine to deconstruct traditional ways 

of knowing and being in the zine world.  She focuses on discussions around race and gender, 

calling for viewers to reexamine and re-explore ideas and identities around race and gender. 

 Martin’s final issue of Quantify continues the trend of blending of image and text to 

create subversive graphic language.  She intertwines photographs and text to write about her 

activist protest work during the 2004 Republican National Convention and her travel diary 
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logging 2003-2005.  She also blends text and image when she discusses her advocate work.  As a 

long time advocate, direct service provider, and activist in the anti-domestic and sexual violence 

community, Martin often reflects on the impact of her work on her socially, physically, and 

emotionally.  In Quantify #6 she has a piece titled, “Surviving Burnout” where she writes about 

“what happens to a person—physically, emotionally, spiritually—after seven straight hours 

answering a domestic violence hotline, after a two-hour long support group, after weeks, months, 

years, decades of hearing the stories of tens and hundreds and thousands of survivors?” (pp. 66-

67) 52  Throughout the piece, which lasts for thirteen pages in a quarter-sized zine, Martin 

intersperses images from first aid pamphlets, showing people receiving mouth-to-mouth 

resuscitation and other first aid practices (see Figure #13 for an example). 

 By blending the textual and visual elements, Martin makes a statement about the way she 

feels about her advocate subjectivities.  She writes extensively about what she feels the work is 

doing to her physically, “I fear that this work has made me sick.  I write in part to relieve stress, 

and I try to write each day” (2005, p. 69).  She reflects on her experiences, writes about how 

working around violence has desensitize her, and talks about the emotional impact her work has 

had, making her more stoic, not wanting to lose control of her emotions.  She chooses to share 

her very intimate reaction to becoming involved in the work she does, allowing readers to 

experience the feelings she has around her work.  By adding the images of first aid, Martin 

enhances what the written text does for her.  She writes about surviving and burnout and the 

image of someone being resuscitated points to feelings of being overwhelmed, helpless, and in 

need of assistance.  The imagery supports both Martin’s texts about her own experiences as well 

as the experiences of those she works with as an advocate.  She creates that reading her text 

                                                
52 When Martin wrote this piece she had just ended her professional work as an anti-domestic violence 
advocate and was reflecting on her nine years of volunteer and paid work. 
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alone would not do.  Her graphic language incorporates for the viewer a visual understanding of 

what it means to be burned out, to work to survive, and her struggle with keeping healthy.  She 

shares her subjectivity as well as allows readers a greater understanding of how she feels about 

the subjectivity through image and text, making a stronger survivor narrative. 

 

Figure #13: Page from Quantify #6: “Surviving Burnout” (2006) 

The End of an Era: Art Missive  

 As Martin states in her last issue of Quantify, she chooses to move away from the perzine 

as a way to communicate and present self and art.  Instead, Martin chooses to use zines as a tool 

to share art and artists in a more focused and direct way.  She creates Art Missive, which allows 

her to “document the work of artists through interviews, essays, and critical analysis” (2004, p. 

1).  She longs to share the work of artists she feels others should know about.  Because for 

Martin, “art is political.  Art is voice.  Art has been a passion of mine since I was a week lass 

painting triptychs at the Third Street Music School Settlement” (2004, p. 1).  So she uses her zine 
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to again create a collective subjectivity highlighting artists she feels work to assert similar 

positions around art and activism.   

 Throughout Art Missive Martin uses varying images and graphics, changing fonts, 

bolding texts, incorporating stand along highlighted quotes, photographs of artists, narrative and 

question and answer format.  She also created the zine using a binding technique, giving it more 

of an artist book feel.  In reworking her zine format, Martin returns to her subjectivity of artist.  

In the end, she chooses that subject position to be the one she is most content to continue, assert, 

and perform as she participates in a very art conscious DIY cultural exploration of self. 
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CHAPTER 8 
SMALL STORIES: 

NARRATIVES IN THE INTROS OF DAVIDA GYPSY BREIER 
 

 
This was a difficult chapter for me to write.  It didn’t want to fit easily into my other 

narratives; simply creating an interconnected and apparently seamless overarching storyline that 

connects events and experiences.  Instead, while reading Breier’s work I was drawn to the small 

stories (Bramberg, 2004; Georgakopoulou, 2006) that were, at times seemingly unrelated.  This 

struggle caused me to reexamine what drew me to narrative exploration in the first place.  I 

wanted to find the “big” (grand) narratives that connected the stories and lived experiences of 

these writers over time.  I sought to weave a seamless piece that connected how subjectivities 

change and evolve through time.  In attempting to focus on the big narratives, as an audience 

member I was readily accepting the value of certain stories over others. 

I wanted to find the grand narrative that made the stories easy to tell and made the 

subjectivities connect.  I didn’t want disjunction in how the zinesters moved from piece to piece 

and throughout the narratives of their lives.  I think that I was looking for a narrative instead of 

searching for the narratives that piece together to create at times messy and disjointed images of 

a life.  I wanted a video instead of snapshots.  In most cases, the grand narrative was what 

existed.  Zinesters would refer to similar stories, situations, and even themes throughout their 

work, changing approaches and understandings, but keeping with their focus.  Therefore, in 

examining the telling of life stories over time, I was easily drawn to the larger construction of the 

story instead of the smaller, seemingly unrelated pieces, or as Bruner (1993) labels them 

“patches”, that help to situate the teller in specific subjectivities and understandings of self.  In 

struggling with this chapter I realized that in order to better understand how the patches connect 
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and disconnect to present subjectivities of self, I must focus on the small stories and spaces 

where those stories are told.   

So it is in the small stories and Breier’s movement away from a grand and seamless 

narrative that I situate this chapter.  It privileges the ideational metafunction apparent in Breier’s 

Intro.  I choose to look at how Breier prefers to present small, outwardly routine stories 

throughout her work as a way to create life story narratives and do identity work in the everyday 

in ways that narrative and literary scholars need to seek out in order to understand and better 

create relationships between everyday lived experiences presented in stories and the construction 

of life narratives over time.  This chapter starts by placing my work in the context of narrative 

inquiry’s notions small stories and then focuses on Breier’s Intros as a way to support and 

understand her identity narratives.  

Creating a Narrative through Small Stories: Zine Intros 

 All zine writing may be looked at as having elements of small stories.  In reality, each 

zine is a part of the everyday, choosing to tell stories that relate to basic life narratives of the here 

and now versus practices that connect the polished narratives that become part of traditional life 

stories.  Though this argument may hold true when examining one or two zines by the same 

individual, or a variety of zines from different zinesters, when examining the writing by the same 

individual as it is presented and re-presented over an extended period of time, the connection to 

the small stories fades as the connection of the small stories to the grander narratives becoming 

constructed over time begins to appear.  The tension between the “big” and the “small” starts to 

surface and the discourses around the treatment of narratives is apparent (Bamberg, 2004; 

Georgakopoulou, 2006; Moissinac & Bramberg, 2005).  Scholars such as Ochs and Capps (2001) 
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argue for the importance of the telling of the small, everyday narratives while at the same time 

admitting to the tension between the two: 

All narrative activity exhibits tension between the desire to construct an 
overarching storyline that ties events together in a seamless explanatory 
framework and the desire to capture the complexities of the events experienced, 
including haphazard details, uncertainties, and conflicting sensibilities among 
protagonists. (p. 4) 

 
The tension that Ochs and Capps address is what becomes apparent in reading the zines of these 

writers.  The everyday exists in each individual zine, but in connecting the body of work, many 

times the everyday becomes lost in the presence of the more fully-fledged stories 

(Georgakopoulou, 2006).  

Mossinac and Bramberg (2005) suggest using the small stories to better understand and 

unpack the larger narrative work and creation of life stories.  Yet, what complicates zines is the 

nature of the narratives.  I would argue that, as a medium, zines work to push to create 

transgressing narratives; those which Norrick (2005) would argue “are not tellable for many 

tellers under most circumstances, because they are too personal, too embarrassing or obscene” 

(p. 323).  It is this push that made my zine creators valued and respected in the zine community.  

It is these same reasons that brought Breier’s work into question for me.  For, as most zinesters 

reveal intimate stories and details without regard to audience reaction or acceptance, the majority 

of Breier’s work looks to place itself in safe positions.  She works to present subjectivities which 

are “interesting in itself and personally revealing enough to engage listeners and to project a 

particular identity, but avoiding transgression due to overly aggressive detail, presenting a 

positive self-image without seeming too praiseful, etc” (Norrick, 2005, p. 329). 

 By creating a safe space within the zine community, Breier complicates my notions of 

zines creating sites which relate sustained intimate and personal details over time.  Instead, she 
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presents what Georgakoulou (2006) defines as small stories which are “underrepresented 

narrative activities, such as telling of ongoing events, future or hypothetical events, shared 

(known) events, but also allusions to telling, deferrals of telling, and refusals to tell” (p. 123).  

For Georgakoulou, small stories become small in relation to the larger, more extensive data 

normally collected in narrative work.  Although these small stories are frequently overlooked, 

Georgakoulou sees the implications of the small story in understanding identity work.  She 

argues that, it is in these small stories, these details, “that identities can be inflected, reworked, 

and more or less variably and subtly invoked” (p. 125). 

 One way that zinesters make use of the presentation of everyday as a way to expand and 

connect their life stories throughout their work is to create thematic sections that make their ways 

through each issue of their zines.  In creating thematic sections, zinesters follow Bruner’s (1993) 

notion that a life story is constructed through the “patches” of local narrative.  Bruner (1993, 

2002) sees autobiography as a way to balance the past and the possible future.  We work to 

reinterpret and restory the past, reshaping the future.  When stories become “out-of-date” they 

are reconfigured to fit new circumstances (Bruner, 2002).  Be recreating similar themes and 

constructions throughout their work, zinesters move to restructure and restory their small stories 

and “ordinary” local narratives in a way that allows for larger connections in the creation of life 

narratives.   

 Intros, which appear in most zines, help to understand the importance of this construction 

in zine storytelling and identity work.  Zine writers and scholars may argue that what makes up a 

zine lays primarily on the choices and desires of the creator, yet as true as this is there are a few 

elements that make up most every zine.  One shared element of the perzine is the zine’s Intro.  
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Though nothing is written that focuses on the Intro as a specific rhetorical space53, all of the zine 

writers I chose to look at (as well as most perzines I read) start each zine with an Intro of one 

kind or another.   

Intro is short of Introduction and in zines it is just that.  It introduces the text and in most 

occasions discusses what the creator has been doing since her previous issue, why the zinester 

has or has not written lately, follows up on the previous issue, or highlights what the present 

issue discusses.  Most Intros are just a page or two, but are a way to connect zine issues, personal 

life outside of the zine world, and correspondence between creator and readers.  They appear in 

different formats, but mainly seem to resemble letters to readers, giving thanks and previewing 

the text.  Because of the brevity of the Intros and the extensive identity work being done 

throughout personal zines, the Intros become common community small stories data that 

Georgakoulou (2006) saw as overlooked in the larger narrative data. 

 Breier’s zines are no exception to the Intro “rules.”  I read 19 of Breier’s personal zines 

and she places Intros in each issue and uses them to address the different issues that most 

zinesters choose to write about in their Intro texts.  They are long-standing in her work and help 

situate the importance of her everyday creation and recreation of narratives and movements to 

present her subjectivities through zines.  By examining Breier’s Intros, we can see how these 

small stories create insight into her lived experiences and help situate the importance of her 

everyday creation and recreation of narratives and movements to present her subjectivities 

through zines. 

 

 

                                                
53 There is nothing in the scholarship on zines that focuses on the use of Intros, or Introductions, as a 
practice or phenomenon in the perzine or zine communities. 
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Working My Way through Breier’s Intros 

The nature of Intros within serial zines is to create continuity and connection from one 

zine to the next and from life outside of the zine community to life inside of it.  Because Intros 

both stand alone and connect from one text to another, I chose to examine and discuss Breier’s 

Intros in chronological order as a way to look for connections, relationships, and retelling from 

one text to the other.   

The first Intro I have of Breier’s comes from Slow Leek #7, one of her earlier zines where 

she announces that the zine is a first anniversary issue “of sorts” and she then places an image of 

Anna Nicole Smith from a tabloid which states that her “Boobs Explode.”  Next, she briefly talks 

about the inspiration for the cover and touches on the fact that in the last issue she talked about 

going to the hospital but never mentioned why.  She then lets readers know that “Earl [step 

father] had lung cancer” (1995, p.1).  Although this Intro is one page of a half-sized zine54, she 

manages to insert information about her life outside of zine writing in a way that connects life 

and the zine communities in a short and brief way.  She creates a small story, only one sentence, 

which allows for her readers to know what is going on in her personal life without opening up 

and sharing in too much detail. 

 Breier continues with short, paragraph Intros in other earlier works, still sharing intimate 

details about self.  In Slow Leek #12 she presents very emotional connections to her work and 

private life.  In this case it is addressing why her private life will not enter her zine: 

For whatever reason, I am both reluctant and rather incapable of expressing the 
real, raw emotions I have been feeling.  It is doubtful you will ever read within 
these pages when I am feeling especially happy, sad, upset, or any other intense 
conflicting emotions.  I have made a lot of changes in the two months I have been 
working on this.  Ironically, I wrote a lot of personal stuff for this issue, but 
decided not to print it, so there are more contributions than usual by other people.  
Some of what I wrote was too angry and once I thought everything through, my 

                                                
54 A half-sized zine is 8.5” by 5.5” (so one traditional sized paper folded in half). 
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opinion changed.  Some was too personal, and some stuff never actually made it 
out of my head onto paper. (1996, p.1) 

 
Within this paragraph we learn about Breier in ways beyond what she addresses in the everyday 

work of her zine.  Though she states that she will not express her emotions, in telling the reader 

that she struggles with presenting her emotions and that it is difficult for her to share them—

although not difficult for her to write about them—we learn elements of Breier’s story as well as 

her conscious choice to present and forefront specific subjectivities and emotions. 

 After receiving feedback on this zine, Breier responds in issue #13 by writing in her 

Intro: 

This turned out to be a different issue than I expected.  Several people mentioned 
there wasn’t as much of me as usual in the last issue, so I thought I would try and 
make up for it this time.  I’m not so sure how I feel about it, so if by page 13 you 
are thinking, “Will she SHUT UP already!”, it’s all your fault. (1997a, p. 1) 

 
Breier uses the Intro to respond to readers and to also situate herself in her zine and in her 

understandings of how people read her and her work.  She chooses to present a new subject 

position based on comments and reflection of others and goes on to blame readers if they do not 

like and respect the new position. 

Breier repeatedly uses her Intros to connect to readers and friends.  In Issue #16 Breier 

starts off by thanking a number of people.  She writes that her friends and family helped to get 

her a plane ticket to go to the APE (Alternative Press Expo) and that this is both an instigation to 

get her work done and also a distraction.  She has a deadline to get her zine done, but it is 

working against her.  She writes about publishing two zines and that she “begged, borrowed, and 

stole” to get the issue out.  Because she does not want to go into further debt, she asked readers 

what they would think about her just publishing Slow Leek quarterly (instead of bimonthly) and 

“maybe adding a few pages” (1998a).  She lets people know when the next issue will be out and 
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that subscriptions will not be affected.  She asks, “What do you think?”  Breier then lets readers 

know when she is headed to APE—as well as other destinations on the trip—and that she will 

report on it when she returns.  

Her next issue continues the pattern of thanking individuals and dialoguing with readers.  

She thanks individuals for their financial support and making her zine “more accessible to the 

reading populace of Erie, PA” (1998b, p. 1). She continues thanking friends and mentioning 

specific experiences that only the friends she is writing to would know about and that have 

nothing explicit to do with the zine.  She ends the paragraph by writing, “I know I’m forgetting 

people, so if I forgot you, please insert your name in the following sentence: Oh, and before I 

forget, a huge thanks to ________ for _________!” (1998b, p. 1) 

In using her zine as a space to dialogue with others and connect to friends in and out of 

the community, her work begins to connect her small stories.  As Bruner (1993) states, “The 

local patches provide glimpses of a more general narrative about a life that is largely implicit—a 

narrative that almost goes without saying” (p. 93).  It is in the Intros that we see glimpses of this 

unstated narrative.  Breier presents her subjectivities outside of the zine communities.  She shares 

her positions as friend and daughter and even APE enthusiast in a way that Bramberg (2004) 

argues are evident of the “’real’ stories of our ‘lived’ lives” (p. 367).  Breier’s work in her Intros 

helps to illustrate the argument that there is a purposeful way to string together small stories and 

construct a narrative of self that creates a specific understanding of self and her subjectivities as 

they appear in the local; a local which for Breier is both her everyday life and her zine 

community. 

  Breier continues the connections and sharing of parts of self in Issue #18.  She writes 

about a relationship that she shared with readers in the last issue and how because of her personal 
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life she might not get to everyone’s letters as quickly as she usually does—so she asks for 

forgiveness.  Next, she comes back to her comments in Issue #16 about how often she should 

publish Slow Leek.  She writes: 

I had to take some time off from publishing Slow Leek this summer.  I had set too 
rigorous of a schedule to possibly keep up with.  I will be publishing on a less 
regular basis, publishing when an issue is finished, not when I think it should be. 
(1998c, p. 1) 

 
She then states that she already started the next issue.  In connecting her zine stories and 

questions to one another, Breier shows a continuum in her work but she is also able to help 

readers understand how different life stories, subjectivities, and experiences relate to one another 

and impact each other.  Breier’s personal life and her relationships seep into her subjectivity as 

zinester and impact how she participates and interacts with the zine community.  Although 

Breier works to keep the subjectivities to some extent separate, there is still a great deal of 

impact and influence that is only fully seen in critically analyzing the Intro texts. 

 She continues the seepage in the final paragraph in the Intro.  She writes about the photos 

from the “photo exchange” and shares with new readers what the photo exchange is—people 

send her unwanted photographs, she adds her photographs from her work as a professional 

photographer, and then sends them to other people.  She states that this will be the last photo 

exchange issue and that she’s too busy to keep track of it.  She writes, “Enjoy, and wonder who 

the hell these people and places are” (1998c, p. 1).  Here, the small stories and everyday 

narratives of her friends and readers are colliding, making new stories and situations and creating 

a chance for re-storying among readers and participants. 

Changing Stories Mid-Stream: Creating a New Zine Narrative 

In the middle of Breier’s zine career, issues in her personal life created a drastic change 

in how she viewed her zine and what she chose to write about in her work.  She even chose to 
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change the name of her zine from Slow Leek to Leeking Ink as she moved from issue #19 to issue 

#20.  Breier’s change in her approach to her zine and the zine community came out in her Intros.  

In Slow Leek #19 she writes: 

I now have a greater sense of that like where personal becomes private.  I can 
decide what I am comfortable writing about, and what I consider too personal.  I 
can still write about life without necessarily writing about my life. 

 
Another reason I am ambivalent about this issue is that much of the writing is 
now outdated, and doesn’t seem representational of my life now.  One of my early 
philosophies in writing Slow Leek was that it should read like a letter to a friend.  
It has in fact become that.  This time it reads like a letter to a friend I started over 
the summer, and lost on my desk for several months. (1999a, p. 1) 

 
Breier’s Intro allows readers to learn a number of things about her life and the identity work she 

is presenting in her zines.  She is choosing to separate aspects of her personal life and present 

specific subjectivities while keeping other stories and subjectivities private.  Unlike other 

zinesters, Breier chooses to move away from transgressive narratives; instead, she opts to 

purposefully restrain from narratives that are too personal.  By making moves such as this, 

Breier’s work becomes more compartmentalized.  She explicitly separates and sections off her 

understandings of self and chooses which subject positions she will assert in her work. 

She then makes the movement from Slow Leek to Leeking Ink.  The Intro to Leeking Ink 

#20 is much longer than any of her previous Intros—two-pages.  The Leeking Ink Intro, is 

important in understanding how Breier’s small stories impact her life as well as her zine career: 

I have been thinking about perception, voice, and persona during the 
metamorphosis of Slow Leek into Leeking Ink.  What is it that I want to say, and 
what is it that you will want to hear?  There is also the age old question of “Why 
am I doing this?”…I finally realized that Slow Leek had become, another way of 
reflecting my reality.  Writing has been my medium of choice for the last four 
years.  It suites me better than the others have.  It is more flexible to my moods 
and more forgiving of my flaws.  I get along better with words than I did clay, 
conte, and cameras.  They demanded perfection.  Words just ask that I get more 
comfortable with them as time goes by, and occasionally yield to their whims.  In 
return they take me wherever I ask to go. 
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It has taken me 27 years and this zine to finally see this pattern of interpretation 
and reflection within myself.  I always knew I was more of a watcher than a 
participant…I have chosen to hide behind cameras and pieces of paper, and have 
no intention of stopping this.  I have never wanted to be the center of attention, it 
is something I avoid at all costs…Zines have offered me a wondrous corner and 
amazing playmates. 

 
After 20 issues, reflection and interpretations are what Slow Leek was and what 
Leeking Ink will continue to be… 

 
After 19 issues, I now know where to draw the line about what is too personal.  
For me, one of the areas I’m most guarded about are my relationships with other 
people.  I do not want to violate anyone’s privacy or my own.  Pain is the other 
line.  Grief and pain are very personal for me, and I have no desire to make these 
feelings public.  I have lost friends to both death and conflict in the last eight 
months.  This is something I need to deal with alone. 

 
I feel like I am starting over, if only because I feel like I finally know what I am 
doing.  I welcome response to this issue.  Thank you to everyone who has 
encouraged and supported me.  I hope you like the changes and welcome the 
familiar.  It may look the same, but everyday something changes. (1999b, pp. 1-2) 

 
Breier uses the Intro to relate to everyday subjectivities, such as artist, and to work through and 

rationalize her positions in her zine community.  She purposefully selects those subjectivities and 

roles she is choosing to address, and in doing so is doing identity work in a different way than 

the other zinesters.  She realizes what she is capable of addressing in her zine and what, for her, 

is too much.  She sees grief and pain as emotions she does not want to make public.  She 

analyzes her life, and work, and makes decisions about how to change and start over.  She 

acknowledges the limits to the subjectivities she chooses to assert and how she has learned the 

limits to how, when, and why she asserts specific subjectivities.  Through this process Breier 

recreates and restories self. 

 Breier’s recreation and restorying also helps her to learn about self in relation to others 

and the ways in which her stories impact and influence her readers.  Issue #21 comes back again 

to the previous Intro in her new incarnation of Leeking Ink.  She uses her Intro to share about her 
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zine and to let readers know why she chose to write about one specific week.  Interestingly, 

Breier selects to write about a “small story” in her larger life narrative.  She picks one week 

because she wants to slow down.  She writes: 

So why does this issue focus on one week in September?  Simply because I feel 
like writing.  It is also because I want to slow down and take a look around me.  I 
have been moving too fast to do that until now.  I recent review of LI#20 
complained that it was too slow.  I took that as a compliment.  In moving too 
quickly I have been missing a lot.  My life has picked up speed in the last year.  I 
have made many mistakes because I simply wasn’t paying attention.  I was going 
too fast to see what I was looking at.  I’m slowly learning to bring what I am 
seeing into focus.  Perhaps life does make sense.  Perhaps it doesn’t.  Either way, 
I’d like to find out.  Hopefully I am slowly shedding the veils. (1999c, p. 2) 

 
Breier has noticed in life what scholars who argue for the value and importance of small stories 

notice, there is importance in conversational storytelling and “how people actually use stories in 

everyday, mundane situations in order to create (and perpetuate) a sense of who they are” 

(Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008, p. 378).  She situates herself in the everyday and chooses to 

use it in order to better understand life and to attempt to “focus” self. 

 The narrative around time and the understandings of time return in issue #22.  In this 

issue though, she uses the Intro to address her present thoughts on time as well as relate these to 

memories of childhood and the relationship between these memories and her present life: 

I’ve been thinking about time and the nature of time more and more.  I’ve even 
drafted a short story about reacting to time that I am working on collaboratively 
with Androo.  In the last introduction I explained that I was trying to slow down.  
I realized that wasn’t the answer.  It wasn’t about slowing down or speeding up, 
but slipping into synchronization with life.  The only analogy I can think of is on 
the playground.  I can remember watching other kids playing double dutch jump 
rope in second grade.  I would stand there and watch the two ropes weaving back 
and forth as the other girls slid in and started jumping nimbly.  Occasionally I 
would give it a try and immediately get whacked on the forehead with the rope.  It 
was all about finding that exact moment to jump in and keep jumping.  Some 
people know how to find that moment instinctually and some have to go looking.  
Sometimes you just get lucky and stumble across the moment.  It seems the more 
out of synch with life you get, the more you get whacked in the head. 
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This theme also occurs in “Run Lola Run.”  Microcosmically (and rather 
frivially), I see it on the train when I walk out to the station and onto my bus and 
then onto my optional second bus.  However, a five minute delay can work itself 
into an hour delay if the timing is all wrong.  When everything fits together 
perfectly you can feel in a way that is close to intoxicating.  When you find that 
moment it is pure bliss, even if it only lasts for a moment. 
 
In January I slipped into synch with life and everything has felt different since.  
This feeling built to its zenith during my trip to the UK.  It almost makes me 
wonder if I was working toward that time and that place and it was the last piece 
in the puzzle. 
 
This has brought me to wondering about coincidence.  Is coincidence really “the 
occurrence of events that happen at the same time by accident but seem to have 
some connection” or is it just life working exactly as it should?  I’ve lost track of 
the number of coincidences that happened during the trip and subsequently.  It 
also makes me wonder about impulse and intuition.  Are they clues we should 
listen to more than we generally do?  Is it harder to hear them when we are out of 
synch and struggling against life’s flow?  I’ve begun to life on impulse and 
intuition more and more.  When I do I can double dutch with like I never could on 
the playground. (2000a, p.1) 

 
Breier’s connection between past and present stories, her ability to use her Intro as a storytelling 

narrative, is apparent here.  She weaves her small stories in a way that gives insight into her 

subjectivities, allowing the reader to see her relation to a past experience—double dutch—and 

the connection her memories of the experience have on her present.  Her reflection brought on by 

the stories opens up the opportunity for understanding of self in ways that are not allowed in 

looking at the larger, grand narrative structures.  It is in the small stories and connections that 

meaning is made for Breier. 

Finding a Writer Through Small Stories 

Starting in Issue #23, Breier’s Intros begin to connect to each other around the sense of a 

subjectivity of writer.  In Issue #23 she writes that it is Thanksgiving and she has not written 

much outside of work lately.  She said that she spent the time doing things instead of writing and 

chose to “wait until later to deal with the words” (2000b, p. 1).  She spent her time scrawling in 
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her journal and was now ready to write about it.  Though she states that the next Issue (#24) is 

different than previous issues, it too connects to her writing subjectivity through the stories she 

chooses to tell within it.  She states that, “It is a collection of postcards and letters I might have 

sent if I had stopped long enough to write them.  It is an idiosyncratic blur of the last six months.  

There just wasn’t time for details” (2001, p. 1). She goes on to say why she did not have time to 

write and where most of the entries were written (“on the #11 bus early in the morning, Penn 

Station in the afternoon, and in cars”).  She then apologies to first time readers: 

If this is your first issue, I’m sorry.  You really should have started with a 
previous issue of wait for #25 to appear.  This one offers no beginning, middle, or 
end.  Nothing stands alone.  Each day builds upon the next.  Nor does this issue 
offer any real incentive for perusal, other than the idle curiosity about another 
person’s life.  It is far less manufactured than “reality tv,” so I guess it has that 
much going for it. (2001, p. 1) 

 
Again, her Intro works to connect her zine to her life and also share what is happening in the 

smaller stories throughout her zine.  It situates her thought process—and writing process—in the 

small stories she shares through letters and postcards.  It becomes a collection of stories for 

friends and family. 

 The importance of writing as a subjectivity marker appears again in Issue #25, which 

starts with a somewhat reflective statement: 

Wow, 25 issues!  I’m surprised, but suppose that’s to be expected when I’m not 
even sure why I publish Leeking Ink.  I really don’t have a clear idea.  All I know 
is that I’ve developed a rather nasty writing habit in the last seven years and since 
I’m not about to 12-step it I have no choice but to publish. (2002a, p. 1) 

 
Writing and publishing are a connection between self and others and something that she must do 

in order to “survive.”  For her, the subjectivity of writer plays the lead role in her lived 

experiences and is the primary tool for expressing self and narrative.  She is somewhat surprised 
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at the number of issues she has published, but knows that there is a strong, internal motivation to 

continue her work. 

 She connects back to her original ideas of writing and zines in Issue #26, another difficult 

issue for her.  She wanted it to be “different” from #25.  She wanted the issue to be humorous, a 

return to her original vision when she started Slow Leek.  She gives a paragraph synopsis of the 

past year of her life, including quitting her job, going to London, family problems, and 

unemployment.  She then writes: 

When I started writing Slow Leek I never seemed to say enough.  The first issues 
were short and with little actual writing.  It has recently come to my attention that 
I have become verbose, or perhaps more accurately, long-winded.  When did this 
happen? (2002b, p. 1) 

 
In writing her zine she continues to relate to her writing subjectivity but realizes how it has 

changed over time.  She sees in her work that she has become more comfortable in writing and 

sharing longer works and writing more about herself and her lived experiences.  Because of the 

shift in how she chooses to write and represent self she has to think about the changes she wants 

to make to her zine and how these changes impact what she is doing.  In order to do this, she 

shares a story about driving to work and thinking about what she wanted to do with the zine.  She 

realized that it was over 50 pages and that she needed to split it into two issues, making #26 part 

one and the next probably part two.  

She again continues the discussion in issue #27, “As I worked on the previous issue of 

Leeking Ink, I envisioned this issue as a part two of sorts” (2003, p. 1).  She thought that life was 

returning to normalcy and that this would manifest in her zines.  This did not become the case.  

Instead, “It was only the eye of the storm.  November and December still had a few surprises in 

store for me” (2003, p. 1).  She does not elaborate on what happened in her life, but the small 



205 
 

story and reference to personal struggles allows readers a glimpse into her larger narrative.  She 

then goes on to comment of her zine in relation to others she has read: 

I’m not sure how I feel about this issue.  I start worrying about how self-indulgent 
it feels given the world’s problems, but then I realize how isolated I might have 
felt if it weren’t for other writers discussing their lives.  I’ve taken solace, 
commiseration, or strength from these particular zines lately: Dirt and Sky, 
Meniscus, One Fine Mess, and Junie in Georgia. (2003, p. 1) 

 
She connects to other zinesters.  She talks about finding strength in their writing and the 

importance of the community.  Her connection to others also connects their small stories and 

narratives that weave together a larger understanding of community.  She comments on the 

comfort writing gives her, making her “feel more like me than I have in a long time” and then 

again makes reference to letters and comments about the past zine, letting readers know that 

there will be no sex in her zines, writing, “Really, people, it is hard enough occasionally baring 

my soul, let alone my ass” (2003, p. 1).   

 Breier makes a number of moves within this specific Intro and addresses specific 

subjectivities.  She relates to her lived experiences, calling for normalcy and balance and relating 

specific, everyday stories to her readers.  She also shares the importance of communities of 

writers—specifically zine writers—and how reading other writers helps her in understanding her 

subjectivity as writer as well as her understandings of self.  She continues the discussion of being 

a part of the zine community and the creation of dialogue within that community by continuing a 

conversation between herself and other readers having to do with the stories she chooses to tell in 

her work.  Her comment about the parameters of the stories and how choosing to share bits of 

self help in understanding how the narratives of other zine writers and readers create elements 

and perceptions of self within the communities of which she is a part. 
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 The understanding of self as writer continues into Issue #28 where Breier starts by talking 

about writing and comments made by one of Armistead Maupin’s characters in the book The 

Night Listener.  The character had said, “Most stories have holes in them that cry out for jeweled 

elephants.  And my instinct is to supply them” (2004a, p. 1).  Breier’s reflection on this statement 

highlights her thoughts about writing and zines: 

Writers often write fiction to create a perfect order they can craft and control.  It 
made me wonder if the personal essays I write are an attempt to create order 
retrospectively.  To make it all make sense, or at least find a place for my 
thoughts in tidy little text boxes. 

 
Honestly, I forgot people actually read this stuff, let alone connect with it.  I only 
realize after the fact how much I am revealing.  This is akin to using the restroom 
and accidentally tucking the hem of one’s skirt into one’s pantyhose and walking 
out into public.  I’ve done that too… 

 
There’s a lot going on in my head right now that I am reluctant to let slip out.  Not 
writing doesn’t make it cease to exist.  But does it cause the order to keep 
unraveling? 

 
I recognize that I compulsively seek order.  Does that desire to create order make 
me a writer of does being a writer cause me to seek order?  I think myself into 
neurotic moebius strips like that on a daily basis.  I have always felt the need to 
understand puzzles, life being the most complex one of all.  I even have abstract 
dreams of solving visual puzzles. 

 
There is no perfect solution.  No perfect design.  No perfect tattoo.  No perfect 
self.  No perfect relationship.  There is no perfect anything. 

 
Writing this helps me look at the whole.  Designing it lets me look at the parts and 
pieces. (2004a, p. 1) 

 
Again, Breier focuses on the small stories.  She sees the power in her writing and language.  She 

realizes that language and stories, no matter how mundane, are powerful texts.  She questions 

what causes her to be a writer and choose a written medium.  She admits that she writes in 

pieces—in small stories—in a way to create order and control.  She uses her subjectivity as 

writer to relate to how she seeks to understand self and examine the whole.  She uses her Intro to 
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share with readers her relationship to writing and what it helps her to do.  In this Intro she moves 

away from specific events and stories and towards a more abstract understanding and positioning 

of self. 

The exact opposite happens in Intro #29.  Here, Breier becomes very concrete.  She starts 

by addressing walking around her office park and reflecting on the changes in her life.  She 

mentions her physical ailment and how she started yoga as a way to mentally and physically take 

care of herself.  From this she learned how to better care for herself and gradually began to 

“become whole again” both in mind and body.  The story ends with her welcoming readers “to 

the first (hopefully) non-depressing issue of Leeking Ink in a long time” (2004b, p. 1).  In this 

Intro she returns again to the small stories, reflecting on her recent past experiences and how 

these experiences help her in relating to self and beginning to know her body again.  She situates 

herself in a specific event—walking around the park—and how participating in this event helped 

in her reflection on life.  She then relates this story to her readers, focusing on her changing 

subjectivity markers and the occurrences that led to that change. 

The penultimate issue, #30, is subtitled, “A Retrospective.”  It comes at a 10-year mark in 

Breier’s zine publishing “and also offers the nice round anniversary number of #30.”  She starts 

by writing about what she wanted to get out of creating the zine and then writes, “What did I 

have to write about that I hadn’t written about before?  Then a funny little thing called life 

happened” (2006, p.1).  She goes on to tell readers about a new job, house, and pregnancy.  She 

then writes: 

It has been a year of very little writing, but a great deal of learning, changing and 
thinking.  It isn’t the issue I envisioned last year, but looking at past issues, it 
surely isn’t the issue I envisioned when I started Slow Leek in the fall of 1995, a 
23-year-old without a job, plan, or nearly as much common sense as she thought. 
(2006, p. 1) 
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She decides to bridge the gap between the past and the future, “a look back and a look forward” 

in the zine.  This zine is interesting because she chooses to use it to look back and reflect on all 

the previous issue of her work.  Throughout the zine she comments on her changing self and 

what she learned through writing.  It is her lived experiences in the everyday that helped her to 

see these changes and to comment on them.  Though Breier reflects on her past work, even in 

this zine she does her reflection as though each zine is an individual story and experience.  There 

may be relations between each and places of convergence, but it is the divergence that interests 

Breier more and how each zine relates explicit changes to self and her understandings of self 

over time. 

 Breier then takes a break from writing Leeking Ink.  Issue #31, the last issue to date, was 

published over three years after issue #30.  In it, Breier has two Intros.  The first she titles, “How 

to Move Forward: A Foreword.”  She writes that the retrospect was not to be a “swan song” but 

that she was struggling with putting together a new issue.  She did not want her zine to turn into 

a mama-zine and says, “Being a mother becomes a new facet, it doesn’t replace who I was” 

(2008, p.1).  She then discusses Issue #30 and writes: 

At face-value it sounds like an existence I would have mocked a decade ago.  
When you are a young activist a sense of identity is clear.  As you get older and 
your experiences take on so many different hues and your relationships develop 
different depths.  It becomes so much hard to both give and accept simple labels.  
Deep down I hope that asking myself what and who I am will at least keep me 
honest.  

 
For now, this new issue of Leeking Ink details travels down roads I never 
expected to take…(2008, p.1) 

 
The next page continues with Intro Two, titled, “Change Like I Hit the Jackpot on the Nickel 

Slots.”  She writes: 

I wrote the first foreword/introduction in fractured pieces about a year ago.  And 
then it felt like a tsunami hit me.  As a person I tend to enjoy and embrace change.  
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I’m not bound by place of fear or people, so I tend to react well to it.  That said, 
enough is fucking enough. (2008, p.2) 

 
The subsequent three paragraphs address the changes in her life.  The first tackles living with a 

toddler, the next living with cancer (that of her husband), the third work and gaining and losing 

jobs.  Each paragraph addresses a different story and aspect of Breier’s life outside of the zine 

world.  Each tackles experiences and events that impact her life and work in varying ways. 

 Each of these Intros addresses Breier’s relationship to stories and how specific stories 

shape her notions of self.  She writes about how having a child impacts how she views self and 

that over time her identity changes and becomes less exact.  For Breier, it is the small stories that 

make the most significant impact and change on the ways she chooses to tell her narrative.  It is 

the small stories that cause her to reevaluate and restory notions of self.  She realizes that small 

stories and everyday life events work to change and transform her self and her subjectivities.  

She sees how the changes impact her views of life and self and that things are not as cut and dry 

as she once saw them to be. 

Bringing Breier’s Intros Together 

 Breier’s zines are significant for understanding narrative research as much as they are 

about understanding zine writing and subjectivities within zines.  Breier’s work helps to explore 

and examine the connections to small stories and at times unconnected narratives that help to 

make up larger life narratives of individuals who choose to tell their stories over time.  Breier’s 

work helps to understand how writers reflect, react, and restory specific events and details of life 

in ways that create small and deliberate moments in which to explore and assert notions of self.  

Through time, Breier’s work shows how her small stories can become connected to each other 

but still remain stories on their own.  They need not extend towards a grand narrative and create 
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an overarching storyline; but instead can work to show the complexities of everyday lived 

experiences.  
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CHAPTER 9 
WHAT ZINES TEACH US: HOW TO BECOME PERMANENT WRITERS  

 
Although the focus of my findings chapters, and first two research questions, were 

around the stories zinesters told in their zines, and the way they explored their subjectivities 

through their stories, the final chapter focuses on what we can learn from the medium of zines.  

My third research question asks, “How does the medium of zines allow the zinesters exploration 

into the subjectivities found in their narratives?”  The goal of this chapter is to answer this 

question by addressing what it means to be a member of the zine community and also become a 

permanent writer by contributing to the community.  I choose to focus this chapter on the zines 

themselves, using the subjectivities asserted by the participants as a way to frame zines’ roles in 

discourses surrounding literacies and critical writing and using zines to understand the 

importance of out of school literacies as sites of learning 

Zines play a role in a number of literacy scenes.  They are a part of the DIY scene, punk 

scene, underground press, and are present in various other sites.  They have a long history in 

American—and international—sites of resistance and literacy work.  Yet, as artifacts, zines are 

not examined to the extent that other cultural practices of resistance and communication.  This 

work seeks to change the place of zines in the discourses surrounding narratives and ways of 

understanding self as they are situated in cultural, political, and social scenes.  This final chapter 

addresses five lessons learned from zines and zine writers that work to help understand what 

literacy scholars and workers can learn from zines about writing.  

Lessons Learned and Lessons That Need Learning 

 It seems that the question still remains as to the importance—and role—of zines in 

writing and literacies as they relate to education.  Though studies of youth and popular culture as 

well as women and gender studies have championed zines as a literacy form and significant and 
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serious site of exploration and examination, education and literacy scholars still do no put much 

significance on the medium.  The problem in leaving the exploration of zines for academic 

discourses outside of education places their significance in understanding cultural production as 

disconnected from and disengaged in sites of learning; creating a disconnect between education 

and zines and the zine scene.  Educational scholars must proactively work to explore ways in 

which individuals—both young and old—actively participate in contemporary literacy 

communities, working to examine subjectivities and assert commitments to political and social 

ideologies. 

 My goal here is not to incorporate zines into traditional classroom practices; instead, I 

believe that zines are important for viewing ways to practice learning and literacies long after 

classrooms have come and gone.  Zines are a way to create understandings around pedagogy and 

practice, specifically as it relates to working with individuals in finding sites to explore 

subjectivities and create a pedagogy of commitment to literacies and literacy work.  As a literacy 

cultural worker, someone who values the importance of exploring, expanding, and redefining 

what it means to be culturally literate, I find zines an important site to learn from to better 

address how to not only teach writing, but to approach writing in and outside the classrooms.  

There are a number of lessons zines and zinesters teach us in relation to literacy work, all of 

which deserve further exploration, some of which I would like to touch on now with some 

reasons why we need to address them in greater depth.  Each of the following five lessons 

situates zines within discussions around literacy and literacy practices in looking for ways to 

create permanent writers. 
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Lesson Number One: Let Others See Your Mistakes 

 If there is no other message we learn from zine culture, it should be the importance of 

sharing our mistakes, especially as writers.  Writing is an on-going evolution.  It is also a 

communal practice.  By writing and rewriting texts and allowing readers to see the changes in 

the texts, writing becomes demystified.  One of the reasons so many people enter the zine world 

(even if it is only for a short period of time) is due to the fact that they feel they have the ability 

to do something similar.  Zinesters also feel that it is okay to make a bad zine.  If they do, they 

don’t need to stop making zines; they just pick themselves up and write again. 

 Take for instance, Martin’s work in YMAWL #1 where she places her typed, revised text 

on top of her handwritten, earlier version of the text.  She shows her revisions within the text, 

allowing readers to see writing as an ongoing process (see Figure #7). Other zine writers also 

participate in explicit editing practices.  On more than one occasion Wrekk will choose to cross 

out something she has written, but leave it in the text for readers to see her revisions.  Crabb’s 

most recent work Doris #26 (2008) also shows the process of revision.  On the inside cover she 

taped a small slip of paper which states that she forgot a paragraph on page 13 which she has 

included on the attached paper.  Each of these zinesters does not recreate the entire zine in order 

to erase their mistakes; instead, they accept that readers understand that writing is a process of 

revision and change and that it is okay to show those changes in their work. 

 As teachers of writing it is essential to assist students in understanding and incorporating 

a process of writing in their arsenals.  Students who approach writing with the belief of it being 

“one and done,” lose out on strengthening writing skills, gaining a stronger understanding of 

their writing process, and becoming comfortable in getting and receiving feedback which is used 

to make meaningful changes and revisions to their work.  By working on sharing writing and 
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reflecting on comments and feedback on writing, individuals begin to form better understandings 

around their own writing practices and process.  They are also able to connect to others and feel 

more comfortable about the production of writing and the learning process created in writing.  So 

often writing is viewed as a product.  By moving towards individuals understanding of writing as 

process, we see the potential in learning from writing as opposed to writing as evaluation. 

Lesson Number Two: Produce, Produce, Produce 

 Too often we ask individuals to produce one extensive piece of work and, like in Lesson 

One, we do not ask to see the results until the end.  Zinesters teach us the significance of 

producing work—and lots of it—over extended periods of time.  Zinesters see the importance in 

getting their voices out to the audience and letting themselves be heard.  They do it fast and they 

do it often.  By producing and reproducing, zinesters are able to critically explore the world 

around them as well as find an outlet for addressing issues of politics, community, and the 

personal in more direct and savvy ways.  Zinesters are also able to write and rewrite similar texts 

or address similar issues in a way that allows for recreation and critical examination. 

 Each of these zinesters is prolific in their work.  Over the course of their careers these 

five writers have produced extensive amounts of texts to be consumed by the public.  I did not 

have the chance to read every zine by every zinester, but in looking that the work I was able to 

read, the staggering amount of text is apparent.  In the 15 years of zines by Crabb that I read 

there was 585 pages of text.  I read 949 pages from Wrekk’s 11 year zine history.  

Shortandqueer, who at 6 years has been participating in the zine community the least amount of 

time, has produced 282 pages.  Martin’s 12 year zine career created 705 pages while over 

Breier’s 13 years I read 546 pages of text.  Not factoring in the zines I was unable to read, the 

zines the individuals wrote that were not of the perzine genre, or the work the individuals wrote 
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that was not a part of the zine community, these amounts of produced and distributed personal 

texts are staggering.  On average, these individuals are writing between 50 to 100 pages of text in 

zine for per year.  At the very least, they are producing small novellas each year for over a 

decade and, with some of the zinesters, moving into two.  

 Lesson Two impacts Lesson One by working to push individuals to see themselves as 

writers through the production of work and a greater understanding of audience.  By encouraging 

individuals to write and write often, no matter what the form or genre, we are supporting sites 

where writing is valued as a tool of communication as well as a way to make meaning in and of 

the world.  During a time where multimodal sites of possibility rely heavily on being able to 

produce and consume texts in various ways, being able to be prolific and proficient writers 

across a wide array of mediums is essential.  Ideas of production of writing do not need to rely 

solely on traditional sites of written communication.  Encouraging production of written texts via 

blogs, emails, social nextworking sites, and even text messaging creates communities of writers 

and readers and larger sites to situate selves in spaces of social and personal activism and 

change. 

Lesson Number Three: Form a Community 

 Contrary to popular belief, writing is not a solo act.  In order to make good, productive, 

and permanent writers, there needs to be a community.  Writers need to work with, around, and 

in concert with other writers.  They need to use their writing as tools of communication and ways 

of critically addressing the work of others.  Zinesters know this.  Zine writers not only write for 

themselves, they write to find others who are like them.  They write to find the girl in rural 

Minnesota who has a similar history of abuse or the other person of color who is frustrated with 

Riot Grrrl.  They write to each other and are continually asking one another for suggestions and 
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feedback.  Zinesters do what many writers do not; they see writing as a social site for learning 

and changing. 

 Crabb shows the formation of community when she writes about the receptionist at the 

mechanic’s who read her zine and told her about her work (Doris #8, 1997) or her response to 

the girl who’s zine she read and critiqued in her piece, Dear Girl (1998a).  Wrekk shows a 

participation in community through her collaboration of various compilation zines, her work in 

creating Stolen Sharpie Revolution, which assists individuals wanting to be involved in the zine 

scene, and her work creating Microcosm Distro where zines and other small press publications 

have the ability to be produced and distributed.  Shortandqueer creates community in his work 

around trans zines and trans zinesters.  He compiles information about trans and trans-friendly 

zines and zinesters.  Martin’s work in creating Art Missive as a zine that shares art and artists 

with the zinesters and other also works to form community.  Lastly, Breier’s work on 

Xerography Debt, a long-standing review zine, contributes to circulating zines to readers and 

participants in the scene, giving individuals a chance to see and experience new zines writers and 

zines.   

 When writing production is coupled with the formation of communities, drastic social, 

personal, and political change is able to occur.  When writers form communities outside the 

classroom—communities with people seeking common interests, ideas, and understandings of 

self and others—the potential to work for fundamental systemic changes takes place.   Writers 

who form communities are able to learn from one another and foster knowledge, meaning 

making, and learning communities with others.  By creating these communities, permanent 

writers are created and transformed.  Writing becomes a way to reach one another, learn from 
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one another, and continue a process of production.  Writing again becomes the tool for working 

towards better understandings of both self and the world around. 

Lesson Number Four: Write About and Critically Examine the Personal 

             The zinesters I worked with, those who choose to write perzines, write about their lived 

experiences and also how these lived experiences relate to the world around them.  By writing 

about the personal in ways that allow for—in fact demand—reflection, revision, re-presentation, 

and restorying writing becomes a way of better understanding self and the world around.  Kamler 

(2001) argues that, “The act of writing creates a space of representation where the personal is 

written and rewritten, but not confused with ‘the person’” (p. 171).  The importance of 

understanding and acknowledging what writing does to individuals who choose to share their 

stories and how those stories impact readers and is a valuable approach to the teaching of 

writing. 

 For example, Crabb’s narrative work around personal stories and secrets explicitly shows 

the possibility of revisioning personal narratives and meanings of self.  By sharing and critiquing 

her stories, Crabb shows how the personal can be a way to examine self as a way to better 

understand how we learn new ways of knowing and being.  Martin’s creation of a tough girl 

subjectivity also opens the opportunity to share personal stories and subjectivities without 

confusing Martin as “the person” with her tough girl image.  She shares her stories and what it 

means to be a tough girl as a way to critique being perceived as tough. 

 Writing as narrative is a way to examine the implications of personal texts.  By using the 

stories and narratives of writers, and encouraging multiple drafts, genres, and a writing 

community, writers see the divide between their lived experiences and the experiences they are 

choosing to write about.  The written text about a personal experience becomes a means to 
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examine a story—a fiction—that helps to better explore and assert self.  At the same time, it 

creates the ability to remake and rewrite the stories in ways that open up new understandings of 

self and identity.  Zines as a medium show how representation and story are used to share the 

personal and allow for critique, feedback, and analysis of stories.  Zines allow for multiple 

perspectives and in doing so aid in deeper and more meaningful understandings of self and 

others and the uses of writing as a rhetorical tool. 

Lesson Number Five: Become a Permanent Writer 

 Addressing how zinesters function as writers allows us to see how they relate to the 

medium they have adapted to communicate with others, and in some ways in also helps to show 

why they chose the medium that they did.  The writing subjectivities also help us to understand 

that writing, and how individuals relate to writing, is not a static process.  We are able to see how 

the zine creators change in their relationship to writing and zines as their work in the zine 

community continues.  Each of the participants has been a member of the zine community for at 

least five years and most of them have been writing zines for at least a decade and some almost 

two.  All the writers started writing in their late teens; the youngest is in his mid-twenties and the 

oldest two are in their late thirties.  The zine writers are Permanent Writers.  They write 

extensively and regularly long after writing is done being required in learning communities.  

They also create a number of different types of writers. 

 In looking at the taxonomy of these particular writers none were static, but each zinester 

asserted one writing subjectivities over the others when I looked over their entire bodies of work.  

Each used their writing subject positions as ways to relate to the world around them and to 

critically examine the personal using their writing personas.  In looking at their zines I found five 

different writing subjectivities: the zinester, the journaler, the storyteller, the artist, and the non-
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writer.  I want to briefly address each writer in this taxonomy as it works to help understand how 

zines create life-long, or permanent, writing position. 

The Storyteller.  As a storyteller, Cindy Crabb’s writing relates to traditions of oral 

histories and testimonial.  She is able to show how writing and narrative relate to understandings 

of self.  Her work creates a space for better understanding of rhetorical moves within the zine 

community to assert specific positions around beliefs and practices.  Crabb places her work in 

anarcha-feminist spheres which she addresses throughout her zine career.  Crabb’s stories and 

narrative of her life and her reflections and memoirs are her way to live these beliefs through her 

zines.  She uses her lived experiences as examples to call for people to change their own beliefs 

and share her personal stories, “One of the things I like best about the anarchism I believe in, is 

we are committed to ending all forms of hierarchy and domination, including our own behavior” 

(2006, p.13).  As a storyteller, Breier’s personal experiences are used for transformative 

purposes.  Whether it is through her experiences in anarchist communities or her relationships 

and survivor narratives, Breier focuses on using stories to share with and relate to her readers.  It 

is in her stories that we learn about political and social moves and how to use writing to tackle 

specific issues.  As a permanent writer, one who shares stories and narratives over time, the 

storyteller creates a space for testimony and identity work. 

The Journaler.  As a writer, Alex Wrekk is a journaler.  Though each of these writers 

keeps some form of journal or diary and refers to or uses them in different ways in their zines, as 

journaler Wrekk moves beyond merely incorporating elements of her journal in her work.  

Wrekk does not chose to use her journal only to reflect the mundane and daily routines of her 

life; instead, she uses her journal as an extension of self, a way to work through who she is and to 

help determine what she wants to be, “one night on [t]he phone my sister asked me if I was 
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jealous of all the kids in corners scribbling in their notebooks at the zine symposium.  She knows 

me too well” (2002a, p. 3).  For Wrekk, her zines are an extension of her journal writing, and as 

such she chooses to share with her readers what writing in her journal helps her to accomplish.  

Wrekk’s subjectivity within the zine community highlights the importance of personal writing in 

the forms of journals, diaries, and letters when addressing how women choose to position 

themselves as permanent writers in public, private, and social practices. 

The Non-Writer.  Though this classification may seem like a contradiction, it is important 

to address how Kelly Shortandqueer, as a self-labeled non-writer, chooses to use a primarily 

written textual medium to promote his thoughts, beliefs, and politics around gendered 

subjectivities and trans narrative.  Kelly chooses to use writing as a tool to communicate activism 

and share his story.  He finds that writing, especially in the zine form, is the best way to do this.  

In the Intro of Trans(in)formation he writes, “as a long time queer/trans activist, I am always 

concerned with the issue of promoting visibility…I wanted to illustrate the different ways that 

people relate to gender (if at all) a[n]d how they express this relationship in zine format” (2004b, 

p. 1).  Kelly’s work places him in a community which revolves around written communication.  

He sees the value in writing as a tool for activism and positioning self.  As a non-writer, Kelly 

shows us the importance of using writing in creating activist and identity sites of resistance.  

The Zinester. I could argue that each of the writers takes on The Zinester classification, 

but what I want to stress in addressing the zinester is how, as a zinester, Breier takes on the 

subjectivity of being an active member of the community.  She sees herself as a part of the scene 

and uses the classification to position herself even when discussing her work with people outside 

of the zine scene.  She readily sees the differences between creating a zine and doing other forms 

of published writing and this influences her choices, making her a zinester.  She reflects on being 
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a zinester and writing a zine in most of her zines.  She is explicit that she is part of the zine 

community and that the ways she chooses to participate in the community may change—writing 

a perzine, putting together comp zines, doing a review zine—but that she will always participate 

in the zine community in some way.  Zines are an integral part of her life and something she is 

always thinking about. “Amateur Philosophizing…Does my zine revolve around my life, or does 

my life revolve around my zine?” (1998a, p. 20)  She sees zines as an extension of self and uses 

her subjectivity as zinester to help inform her subject positions away from her zine.  As a 

zinester, Breier’s classification shows the connection to community that permanent literacy 

spaces and practices create for participants. 

The Artist.  Lastly, I address the Artist.  The importance of viewing the artist as part of 

the writer taxonomy is in addressing writing as part of an artistic medium and the importance of 

extending art beyond a primarily—even exclusively—visual practice.  As the artist, Lauren 

Martin works to combine textual and visual imagery and create a site for literacy work.  Martin 

writes about her relationship between writing and art, “I am obsessed with words, text, language.  

I write on scraps of paper, drug store receipts, I can’t keep words out of my sketchbook.  The 

more alone I am, the more I write: it is a socially acceptable form of talking to myself” (2001b, 

p. 58).  She also uses writing to discuss and promote art and further connections between art and 

political and social activism.  In her latest zine, Art Missive, she writes: 

This publication will not be limited to the visual arts, nor will it ignore the 
relationships between art and craft, art and theory, and art and activism. And for 
me, art is political.  Art is voice.  Art has been a passion of mine since I was a wee 
lass painting triptychs at the Third Street Music School Settlement and it 
continues to be something I strive to keep prominently in my life.  As someone 
who has been immersed in DIY culture for over ten years, I find it vastly 
important to emphasize that art does not belong solely to the art-school trained 
hands of privileged geniuses, nor mainly on the walls of affluent homes and 
galleries.  In that respect, I try to keep in mind Wojnarowicz’s urge to make 
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things that speak ‘even if it [is] silent,’ that provide voice and visibility, and that 
can act as a magnet as well as well as a source of validation (2004, p. 1).  

 
Though she sees art as the medium she ultimately chooses to use to express herself and use to 

explore identity, she does this through the use of zines and written communication, combining 

her artistic work with her writing subjectivity.  She creates a social and political artistic space 

through writing and zines.  As an artist she shows the multimodal and multi-dimensional aspects 

of writing and writing subject positions. 

Combining the Lessons Learned 

 Each of these lessons has both the ability to stand on its own as a way to better 

understand writing and the writing process or to work in concert with other lessons as a way to 

more fully create an active community of permanent writers.  Zines are an important literacy 

space, not only for exploring identity work and personal narratives, but also as a way to better 

understand the roles of writing in non-traditional educational sites and scenes.  As a location 

where adolescent and adult literacy practices are shared and supported, zines are a unique space 

to learn about how approaches to literacy change and redefine individuals as they continue to 

participate in the space over time, creating new and different notions of self. 
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