Freaks on the Edges: Transness Through Decades of Queercore Zines
Ashton Thorne, Department of Women’s and Gender Studies

Background

Queercore 1s a queer-punk subcultural and socio-political
multimedia movement that arose 1n the mid-1980s and
expresses 1tself through radical and DIY zines, music, films,
and more. It 1s underground, decentralized, leaderless, and
built largely on the politics of anarcho-queerness and
anti-assimilationism.

Zines are small-circulation, self-published pieces of media
typically composed of prose, art, collage, and more. They are
a primary resource that I believe 1s frequently
underappreciated 1in queer, trans, and cultural studies, as they
provide a window 1nto underground understandings of
individuals and 1dentities that larger and mass-produced
publications cannot.

Objective

Queercore was first christened “homocore,” and oftentimes
the “queer” nature of early queercore zines simply did not
consider gender as a potential site of non-normativity. I
looked back at queercore zines to examine how transness 1s
represented within them.

How do queercore zines reflect the ways that understanding
and representation of gender variance was developing from
the 1980s through the early 2000s? In what ways does
underground self-published media reveal how marginalized
people and groups interact with each other, create spaces for
themselves, and theorize their own 1dentities? What can we
learn about the politics and 1ntricacies of trans representation
when it 1s not driven by profit?

Methodology

I read 4,931 pages over 142 zines authored by dozens of
different people and created from 1984 to 2011. Once I
determined that a zine was one born from or at least strongly
influenced by the queercore scene, I read the entirety of it
carefully, looking for any mention of or reference to gender
variance and transness. This includes words like drag,
transvestite, crossdress(ing)(er), and trans(s)exual, as well as
more specific identity words like the slur trann(y)(1e),
genderqueer, and non(-)binary, and, when discussed alongside
gender variance/presentation/identity, faggot, dyke, and their
many variations. I also looked for figures prominent 1n
queercore including Jayne County, Joan Jett Blakk, Vaginal
Davis, and Glennda Orgasm.
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The Present includes plenty of trans-centric zines:
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Discussion

Queercore zines have always overlapped with direct action
and mutual aid practices. Holy Titclamps frequently featured a
pen-pal section dedicated to finding pen pals for incarcerated
queer people. Homocore also often published letters from
incarcerated queers looking for connections, and a lot of queer
zines (Fanorama, Q1, Society of Crossdressing Hardware
Engineers, and others) marked themselves as free to
prisoners. Similarly, various AIDS-focused zines were “free
to the infected.” These practices let incarcerated and/or
disabled queer folks meaningfully connect with others like
them, 1n the same tradition as the work of queer abolitionist
organization Black and Pink today. Contemporary zine culture
can feel elusive. Queercore as an 1dea lives on 1n the radical
actions of many anti-assimilationist queers. Although the
explosion of the 90s has passed, queercore zines are still
being created and shared, and are oftentimes very deeply
entangled with politics of trans liberation.

Conclusions

While the space and the 1dea of queercore are on their own
freeing, I believe queercore zines themselves hold a
possibility to continue to be materially beneficial for many
marginalized people. Knowing the rich history of queercore
zines, the various ways they have been used to support and
enact mutual aid practices, and how queercore’s anarchist,
anti-assimilationist heart can become entangled with zines to
create meaningful art and writing, I hope, could help bring
more people into the subculture that holds so much potential.
The position of queercore as a subculture rather than a
community, as a scene 1imagined and created as a queer
method of combating queer/punk alienation, and as a set of
1deas intertwined with direct action and mutual aid, 1s a fertile
ground for politics and practice of trans liberation.
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