RIOT GRRRL: A Legacy
inThree Parts

Avery Evans

In 2021, my Spotify wrapped told
me my most listened-to genre of
the year was “Riot Grrrl” It's with
some shame | admit this is almost
100% because of Tik Tok. Beneath
the dance challenges, people were
rediscovering what was thought to
be a bygone movement. How did
an obscure feminist offshoot of
Olympia hardcore become an in-
ternet phenomenon in 20207 The
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rise and fall of Riot Grrrl is somewhat elu-
sive, yet its impact cannot be denied. A
six-year span of radical girlhood, zines,
and DIY revolution left enough of a mark
that, over two decades later, it has made
its way back to the forefront of youth cul-
ture. But it's not all the same. The focus
of the new movement has shifted from
a political message to an aesthetic. The
political and social landscape today is
vastly different from that of the move-
ment's birth as well, subjecting it to a
modern critical eye. The Riot Grrrl resur
gence is a complex story of adaptation,
evolution, and the power of the internet.

The scene was born in the artis-
tic cradle of Olympia, Washington. Fe-
male rockers were tired of the culture
of drugs, bars, and masculinity that
defined the burgeoning Seattle punk
scene. They wanted not only to create
spaces for women but to seize them.
Kathleen Hanna, who was and remains
a figurehead for the scene, was a stu-
dent of Olympia’s own Evergreen State
College when notions of a movement
began to simmer among the female
youth of the city. She, along with Brat-
mobile members Allison Wolfe, Molly
Neuman, and Erin Smith, authored the
1991 Riot Grrrl Manifesto.” The man-
ifesto was strong in its anarchist and

anti-capitalist ethos, as well as in its in-
tent of building a scene by girls, for girls.
The message was clear: Girls would not
assimilate. Girls would not be silenced.
Girls were the revolution. Their message
was published in the Bikini Kill Zine2.
Zines, DIY pamphlets used to spread
messages, ideas, and art, would come
to define the new scene.? Hanna's band
Bikini Kill, as well as Bratmobile, were
credited as the founding bands of the
movement because they had authored
the manifesto. As they gained populari-
ty, Riot Grrrl spread, first jumping across
the country to Washington, DC, then
spreading across the nation and be-
yond. The movement burned bright for a
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" The manifesto was strong in its
anarchist and anti-capitalist ethos,
as well as in its intent of building a

scene by girls, for girls.

The message was clear. Girls would
not assimilate. Girls would not be
silenced. Girls were the revolution. "

few years, inspiring an array of other
women musicians to carve out their
own scenes, reclaim their lives, and
embrace a new femininity. However,
when Bikini Kill disbanded in 1997
due to mounting stress, burnout,
and media harassment, many peo-
ple considered the movement to be
dead.? Some bands from the scene
saw success into the 2000's, but the
momentum was lost. The fire that
Riot-Grrrl lit had turned to embers.

Part 1: Resurgence

Riot Grrrl differs from other subcul-
tures of Punk. Where many other
microcosms of the genre defined
themselves by aesthetics or sounds,
Riot Grrrl was more innovative polit-
ically than it was musically. It was a

national network of young,
angry feminists searching
for ways to make them-
selves heard. There were
the bands, of course, but
more important than the
screeching vocals and fuzz
guitar was the community.
That's what Riot Grrrl real-
ly was: young girls coming
together with their fists in
the air. As Sara Marcus, au-
thor of the 2010 retrospec-
tive Girl to the Front, de-
scribes the impact of her
first Riot Grrrl DC meeting:
‘Talking to these qirls, |
began to understand that
| didn't have to be misera-
ble. ... | felt powerless not
because | was weak but
because | lived in a society

that drained teenage girls of power .... For
the first time in years, | knew that | was
going to be OK."* The music left behind by
the Riot Grrrls is an artifact of something
much more ephemeral—a sisterhood
that shone through chapter meetings,
hand-stapled zines, and DIY 8-track tapes.

Flash forward thirty years, and feminism
has permeated the mainstream in a very
different way. |I'd argue it has become
the default to identify as a feminist, but
this default is somehow different from
the feminism of the liberation-oriented
movements that came before it. It seems
less concerned with action than it is with
simple awareness. On the heels of the
e-loo0 movement, pop-culture femi-
m—that is, the kind that reaches Sat-
y Night Live—has been boiled down
notion of “we are women, hear us
that doesn't quite “roar” the way it
the 1970s.°> During Me-Too, there
oment when powerful men were
to justice by the women they
abused, but where are we now? Brett Ka-
vanaugh is in the nation's highest court
ngthy sexual assault hearing all
i:gcent of the 1991 hearings and
t confirmation of Clarence
e v. Wade was overturned
despite  thes, overwhelming protests.
Modern, ﬁopular feminism is cosmetic,
a flashy coat of paint to give the impres-
sion of progressive politics. This isn't to
say awareness Is not important, but it is
a question of whetheér it's enough. Dem-
ocrats have a branding problem. To my
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a social media revolution wanted to be.
Punk was cool again.People delving into
subcultures of the past quickly discov-
ered it was very male and very white—
at least that was true of what was pop-
ular. To a modern eye, Riot Grrrl was like
a lighthouse in a sea of testosterone. To
“cool girls,” it was a beacon of hope and
the revitalization that modern feminism
needed so badly. This was helped along
by the popularity of 90s aesthetics which
made Riot Grrrl even more appealing. In
fact, that was likely the reason it gained
popularity as fast as it did. A lot of the ini-
tial intrigue was fashion, but as it spread,
people became more interested in its
history. They looked back on the ethos
of sisterhood and rebellion and learned
that it was more than a style. It was a
genuine movement, and in turn they re-
discovered the empowerment it brought.

Part 2: Revision

People on the internet have a hard time
remembering that words have definitions.
Take any internet “buzzword” that seems
to get thrown around a lot. For exam-
ple, the popular nickname “Karen” once
meant WASP women with entitlement
Issues harassing minimum wage work-
ers over things they can't control. Today,
“Karen” gets thrown around so loosely
it more closely means “woman | person-
ally found somewhat obnoxious.” This
happens often. The internet, especially
Tik Tok, is full of echo chambers where
words and ideas get bounced around un-
til they almost completely lose their initial
meaning. This, combined with our fixation
with labels—for identities, aesthetics,

fan communities, and beyond—creates
a puzzling climate for anyone trying to
dissect the latest buzzword fads. When
Riot Grrrl rose back into popularity, it was
subjected to all of these tendencies.

The definition of Riot Grrrl was al-
ready loose in the 90s. Media didn't real-
ly know what to do with this network of
radical women. As one unnamed Riot Gr-
rrl explained to a journalist from the Seat-
tle Times, “The press has tried to smooth
off the rough edges of their lives, has
dolled them up when they don't want to
be dolls, has exploited their confessions
about being hurt by incest, rape and be-
trayal”® Mainstream media eventually
landed on the incomplete conclusion that
it was a genre of music. Further, it came
to be assumed that any girl into rock
was a part of it. As Sara Marcus recalls,

following the death of Kurt Cobain, the
media even began referring to Courtney
Love as Riot Grrrl's “patron saint,” even
though nobody she knew from Riot Grrrl
DC meetings cared at all about Nirvana
or Hole."® Because Riot Grrrl is thought
to have died so quickly, it's hard to pin

down where exactly it ends and the rest
of 90s alternative begins. You'll always
see Katleen Hanna's name attached to
it, and, to a slightly lesser extent Brat-
mobile, as they were responsible for the
manifesto. |t came out of Seattle, but it

SPRING 2024 | 37




AN

i R's Mdther Fucker

38 | TXSTUR

B

had thriving chapters around the country,
mostly on the coasts. When you Google
the term, Bikini Kill always comes up first,
followed by Bratmobile, then L7 Heavens
to Betsey, Babes in Toyland, 7 Year Bitch,
Sleater-Kinney, and more. But L7 and
Babes in Toyland formed in the 80s, years
before anyone really knew Hanna's name.
And Sleater-Kinney came onto the scene
in 1994 when it was already beginning to
fizzle out. Many bands from the era stayed
together for years after Riot Grrrl was con-
sidered dead, and some of its strongest
voices came before it was officially born.
So, what then defines Riot Grrrl? It's not
the fashion, the aesthetic, the bands, orthe
music, but the philosophy. It's the attitude
and intention that differentiates Riot Grrrl
from plain old punk and other subcultural
scenes. Riot Grrrl was about loudly creating
new spaces for women instead of settling
for token spots in the male-dominated and
worn-out old ones. Modern interpretations
largely miss this, relying instead on the
aesthetics and sounds of the movement
to try to recapture what made it special.

Modern attempts to imitate Riot Grrrl
have also been subject to modern cultur-
al politics. The movement has had its re-
surgence in a very different social climate
than it originated in. It has become com-
mon for old subcultures and bands getting
revisited through Tik Tok to be subjected
to modern ideals of political correctness.
For example, videos have circulated on the
platform calling out the use of the n-word
in “Romeo’s Distress” by Christian Death;
homophobic lyrics in Bad Brains songs;
Siouxie Sioux’'s adoption of a Native Amer-
ican tribe’s name; and, of course, classic
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Corporate misunderstanding of Riot
Grrrl doesn't stop there. As soon as the
movement blew up on Tik Tok, it started
popping up on the radars of Netflix execu-
tives and music producers, and, as with ev-

erything that gets popular on the internet,
they started looking for ways to profit off
it. Consider the story of Tramps Stamps.
They were an all-female pop-punk band
that started posting on Tik Tok in 2020.
When their videos started gaining atten-
tion, it was for all the wrong reasons: peo-
ple absolutely hated Tramp Stamps. The
band was made up of three women in their
late 20s dressed in trendy “gen-z” fash-
lon and pushing a strange power-washed
Riot-Grrrl aesthetic. They claimed to be a
new, DIY band, but people immediately
flagged the high production-value of their
videos, their histories in the music indus-
try, their blank backstories, and their ad-
mittedly terrible, overengineered, soul-
less music. In short time, they gained the
reputation of the “most hated band on
Tik Tok” as commenters accused them
of being industry plant posers. The Tramp
Stamps stopped posting soon after that.®

Then there's the case of Moxie, a
2021 Netflix movie produced and direct-
ed by Amy Poehler about a teen girl dis-
covering the Riot Grrrl movement and

getting inspired to combat sexism at her
own school. People were hesitant about
the movie when it came out, and while
it had the potential to be a love letter to
the movement, many agreed it ended
up being a vapid and inaccurate portrayal
of what the original movement was all
about.The film boiled the music of the era
down to “Rebel Girl” by Bikini Kill, which
Is commonly identified as a Riot Grrrl an-
them, and failed to delve into any politics
beyond surface level declarations of “Girl
Power.” The movie failed to represent or
offer any new perspectives on the move-
ment. Instead, the same middle-class,
suburban rhetoric was regurgitated for
an unimaginative story about a white girl
finding her voice. Some reviewers, like
Linda Holmes of NPR, pointed out the
more interesting routes the movie could
have taken by focusing on the main
character’s black best friend, Lucy.” In-
stead, the movie predictably defaults to
a tired and lame (white) feminist narra-
tive in which awareness is the final step
In equality. It's a watered-down mes-
sage that steers away from any deep-
er or more progressive meanings that
would reflect the true politics of Riot Gr-
rrl and other radical feminist movements

It's possible that Riot Grrrl's mo-
ment has once again passed. It's had
its round of inauthentic interpretations
and cash grabs. Some of the origi-
nal bands are still active, with Sleater
Kinney releasing new albums in 2019
and 2021 as well as a new single just
last month. Bikini Kill, meanwhile, Is set
to continue their reunion tour in South
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America and Europe next vyear.
However, modern bands under the
Riot Grrrl marquee still boast an
indie sound far different from the
movement's origins in hardcore
that begs the question if they can
even be considered as the same
thing. Perhaps Riot Grrrl is not
meant to be revived but instead re-
interpreted into a new movement
that has learned from the origi-
nal without trying to change what
was so misunderstood, hard to de-
fine, and completely revolutionary.

Part 3: Reflection

Spotify has a tendency to make up
genres, as exemplified by the bi-
zarre mix on their Riot Grrrl playlist.
There's one genre they like to throw
around that has alotin common with
the music on the Riot Grrrl playlist.
That genre is Queercore. The play-
list for Queercore lists the Riot Grrrl
anthem “Rebel Girl” among its first
songs. In fact, 75% of the artists on
this playlist could just as easily qual-
ify for Spotify’'s definition of “Riot
Grrrl” It even includes The Butchies,
freed from their Michfest controver
sy."”®This genre has been readily ad-
opted by a lot of bands who identi-
fy with its sound and ethos. \Where
Riot Grrrl was decidedly more po-
litical than musical, Queercore is
music first. For that reason, it has a
lower barrier of entry. Modern inter
pretations of Riot Grrrl have merged
with Queercore into a new breed of
DIY music that can foster a more di-

verse collection of artists. This ver
sion of neo-Riot Grrrl puts inclusivity
at the forefront while keeping some
of the attitude of the original move-
ment alive, although without the
same sense of tangible community
and mobilization. The neo-Riot Grr
rls have spread primarily through Tik
Tok, meaning they lack the more real
connections of in-person commu-
nity. This is not entirely their fault,
of course, as the revival took place
during the pandemic, and the inter-
net is admittedly a very easy place
to find and organize something like
community; but it's hard to take re-
bellion seriously when the involve-
ment stops with Tik Tok, especially
considering how the original move-
ment succeeded in carving out ac-
tual social spaces. Maybe the resur-
gence has incorrectly labeled itself
as Riot Grrrl. It's not really the same
movement, but a reinterpretation
for the modern age. It shares some
of the same gender politics but in-
cludes a newfound understanding
of the power of intersectionality.
In the same way Poly Styrene fore-
shadowed the movement in the
90s, Kathleen Hanna foreshadowed
today’'s feminist punkers. She's
someone for them to learn and
grow from. But maybe they should
focus on finding their own unique
voice instead of trying to stretch
an old name to fit something new.

The world still needs femi-
nism, on the internet and beyond.
There's a noticeable difference in




SPRING 2024 | 45

RS

T .F ..
SR | R




"FORTHE SAKE
“Trans Grrrl Riot, Part 1: Was Riot Grrrl O F TH E COOL

Transphobic?” November 27, 2018,

https://ruthpearce.net/2012/08/22/ G I R Ls -
trans-grrrl-riot-part-1-was-riot-grr- =
rl-transphobic/. Is

15. See the “Riot Grrrl” playlist on FE M I N I N I
Spotify: https://open.spotify.com/play-

list/37i9dQZF1DXadlZCyb9AB3 N E E Ds A
16. Rebecca Jennings, “How a Pop- MAKEOVE R n

Punk Girl Group Became the Most
Hated Band onTikTok,” Vox, April

20, 2021, https://www.vox.com/the-
goods/2021/4/20/22392694/tramp-
stamps-industry-plant-band-tiktok-dr-
luke.

17. Linda Holmes, “’Moxie’ Says
SomeThings But Not Everything
About High School Feminists,” NPR,

March 3, 2021, https://www.npr.
org/2021/03/03/972891158/moxie-
says-some-things-but-not-everything-
about-high-school-feminists

18. See the Queercore playlist on
Spotify:
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/37i9d-
QZF1DXa3l14rE48Mv

19. For more on girl math, and the
“girl” phenomenon as a whole:
Danielle Cohen, “So Now We Are Just
Doing Math for Fun,” The Cut, Sep-
tember 28, 2023, https://www.thecut.
com/2023/09/girl-math-boy-math-

46 | TXSTUR




16. Keene, Linda. “Feminist Fury--
‘Burn Down the Walls That Say You
Can’t!” Wayback Machine, Seattle
Times, 21 Mar. 1993, web.archive.
org/web/20160304062842/community.
seattletimes.nwsource.com/archive/?-
date=19930321&slug=1691577.

17. Layne, Anni. “Bikini Kill Call It
Quits.” Rolling Stone, 15 May 1998,
www.rollingstone.com/music/mu-
sic-news/bikini-kill-call-it-quits-185124/.

18. McDonnell, Evelyn. “Book Re-
view: ‘Girls to the Front: The True Story
of the Riot Grrrl Revolution” by Sara

24. Roberts, Jo, "Riot grrrils' timely
return." Sydney Morning Herald. 12
Nov. 2022, p. 8. Gale OneFile: News,
link.gale.com/apps/doc/A726152782/
STND?u=txshracd2550&sid=book-
mark-STND&xi d=b7481f26. Accessed
7 Dec. 2023..

25. Tatevosian, Mara. “Is Riot Grrrl
Dead?” WECB, 28 Feb. 2020, www.
wecb.fm/milkcrate/is-riot-grrrl-dead..

26. u/ Rubbersoulrevolver. “How
Tramp Stamps Became the Most Hat-
ed Band onTikTok after Accusations of
Being ‘Industry Plants.” Reddit, 2021,

www.reddit.com/r/indieheads/com-
ments/myhxy1/how_tramp_stamps_
became_the_most_hated_band_on/

Marcus.” Los AngelesTimes, 10 Oct.,
2010, https://www.latimes.com/enter-
tainment/la-ca-sara-marcus-20101010-
story.html

27. Ward, Terry. “The ‘Pick-Me’

Girl, Explained.” CNN, Cable News
Network, 30 Nov. 2023, www.cnn.
com/2023/11/29/health/pick-me-girls-
wellness/index.html.

19. Marcus, Sara. Girls to the Front:
The True Story of the Riot Grrrl Revolu-
tion. Harper Perennial, New York, 2010.

20. Pearce, Ruth. “Trans Grrrl Riot,
Part 1: Was Riot GrrrlTransphobic?” Dr.
Ruth Pearce Blog, 27 Nov. 2018, https://
ruthpearce.net/2012/08/22/trans-grr-
rl-riot-part-1-was-riot-grrrl-transpho-
bic/. Accessed 29 Apr. 2024.

SUN 26 FEB - HOBART - MONA FOMA
WED 1 MAR - PERTH FESTIVAL
FRI 3 MAR - BRISBANE - THE TIVOLI* L R
SUN 5 MAR - ADELAIDE - LION ARTS FACTORY* fivva:™
WED 5 MAR - MELBOURNE - THE FORUM*
SAT 11 MAR-GOLDEN PLAINS
MON 13 MAR - SYDNEY OPERA HOUSE*

21. “Queercore.” Spotify, open.spo-
tify.com/playlist/37i9dQZF1DXa3ll-
4rE48Mv. Accessed 29 Apr. 2024.

22. Reddy, Helen. “I Am Woman.’
MoreThanYou CouldTake. Capitol Re-
cords, Los Angeles, CA, 1972.

23 . “Riot Grrrl” Spotify, open.spotify.

com/playlist/37i9dQZF1DXadIZCy- , SEssmm— *All Ages B —
b9AB3. Accessed 29 Apr. 2024. ' 4 — -
, mistletone.net ,“-,,.-.:-:*";.' 'c’ﬁ'-&,af{ m bllinikill.oe

%
'

HP
ey PEy i
g e i T

4 o

48 | TXSTUR SPRING 2024 | 49





