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I WAS GOING TO BE ONE OF THEM

(AN AUTHOR’S NOTE)

I missed out on the first few years of Riot Grrrl. In the summer of 1991, when girls not far from my suburban Maryland home were talking revolution, I was fourteen and going to theater camp. In our production of The Wiz, I played the good witch who comes in near the end and teaches Dorothy that she can find her way home if she just believes in herself. I wore a pink satin prom dress and I rode onto the stage enclosed in an eight-foot lotus made of plywood painted pinkish-lavender. The stagehands, all sixteen years old and crass, dubbed my floral conveyance the Vast Violet Vulva. Moments before my entrance every night, they shut me up inside the vulva and I stood there, awaiting my cue, encased in shadows tinted the same pink you see when your eyes are closed but there’s a brightness just beyond your eyelids, waiting for you to open up and see.

That summer, a few weeks after the end of The Wiz, I went to a clothing store, a Ross Dress for Less. While my parents were out browsing the racks, I tried on shirts alone in the fitting room, and the attendant, a young man probably in his late teens, struck up a conversation. We chatted through my fitting room’s curtain and I answered his questions nonchalantly, tossing aside a T-shirt, considering a plaid button-down, and then he said something clearly indicating—whether explicitly or implicitly, I’m not sure, but his meaning was evident—that he would like to fuck me.

I froze in the tiny cubicle, a rejected shirt encircling my forearms, my hands disappearing in the collar. I was certain that I would vomit, right there on the pin-strewn gray carpet.

“Your parents are gone,” he said. “They can’t hear us.” Or was it “They can’t hear you”?

The threat I heard in his voice may have been real. It may also have been a shadow cast by the threat I had been taught that all girls, particularly from age thirteen onward, faced from nearly any man at nearly any moment. Having ingested endless lessons of peril and caution, I was now living a worst-case scenario: trapped, topless, near a man who wanted to violate me, with only a canvas curtain separating me from the would-be attacker.

Perhaps I could vomit on him. I had heard that that sometimes worked.

“Sara, did you find anything?” My mother! Gratefully, I went out to meet her by the three-way mirror, hugging the shirts and their hangers to my body like clumsy armor.

I never came any closer to genuine sexual danger, but for years I braced myself for it, while marinating in shame over having somehow led the fitting-room attendant on—him, and also Peter, the tall drummer in marching band who shoved me against a locker in an empty hallway one morning and held me there for a horrifying minute, as if trying to decide what to do with me, before the footsteps of an approaching teacher set me free. I never told anybody about either incident. They both felt like they had been my fault.

I experienced female adolescence as a constant affront with calamity always loitering nearby, licking its lips, waiting for an opening. I spent the beginning of my teens miserable, alienated, and isolated. And I was sure I was the only one who felt this way.

It wasn’t an unreasonable thing for me to believe. I had no social group, no pocket of belonging. I had quit the drama club after its vice president, a short jolly girl who wore patchouli and crushed velour, told me that our gentle kisses in the front seat of her mom’s Chevy Suburban went against God’s plan for her. Cut loose from the only tribe I’d known, I drifted, too weird for the smart kids’ clique and too diligent for the purple-haired rebels who smoked cigarettes behind the school gym during lunch.

I began escaping to DC on weekends, boarding the Metro at its last stop in the suburbs. A brief eight-lane highway dead-ended at the Shady Grove station’s treeless parking lot, and when my parents dropped me off, I loved finding the waiting trains, behemoths idling on their lethal-voltage rails. Their eventual lurch into motion felt exhilarating, like dropping off a cliff.

Back at school, I ate my lunch alone in an empty hallway, then retreated to the school library, where I napped in a corner between the books on feminism and the emergency exit. Just getting through each day was exhausting.

I was desperate for something that might save me, or help me save myself.

I first learned about Riot Grrrl in autumn 1992. I had just come home from another dispiriting day of tenth grade and I was standing at the kitchen table, sorting through the mail, when an article in the new issue of Newsweek grabbed both my arms and shook me. The piece, titled “Revolution, Girl Style,” opened with a scene of a girl standing up to a sexual harasser at school: “Don’t touch me or my friends!” It went on to describe a nationwide network of teen feminists who came together to support one another, fight back against harassing classmates, and talk about “everything from tuning guitar strings to coming out of the closet.” The girls, according to this piece, were “sexy, assertive, and loud.” Although I wasn’t sexy and didn’t particularly want to be, I remembered that for a while in elementary school, and intermittently since then, I had been assertive and loud, and I missed being that girl.

I read the whole piece twice, not even bothering to sit down. It said the riot grrrls had recently held a convention in Washington, DC. Could this be true? There were girls in my area who might understand me?

When my mother came home and read the article, she remarked that the movement didn’t seem like anything I would want to be involved in.

I had never wanted anything more in my life.

The riot grrrls were so near to me that I sometimes imagined I could smell their magenta hair dye. What if one of them went to my school? In the pre-Internet age, though, my search turned up only dead ends. Throughout tenth and eleventh grade, I scoured the Washington Post Style section, studied the “Meetings” classified ads in the City Paper, looked under “Riot Grrrl” in the DC phone book, and checked the bulletin board of the feminist bookstore downtown where I had begun to camp out on weekends, reading Alison Bechdel and Luce Irigaray. I uncovered no leads.

Still, the article had given me an idea. If I couldn’t reach the riot grrrls, I would figure out how to be a feminist some other way. For a class project, I interviewed the National Organization for Women’s chapter coordinator, who encouraged me to form a group at my high school. I did so immediately. The club attracted a dozen members and at least an equal number of antagonists, who conveyed their disapproval by defacing our bulletin board displays (FEMINISM: THE RADICAL NOTION THAT WOMEN ARE PEOPLE! became FEMINISM: RADICAL MEN PE E) and shouting “Dykes!” through the door of our meeting room as they sprinted down the hall.

Most of the club’s members were wary of conflict, so we played it safe, delivering a series of morning announcements for Women’s History Month, organizing a self-defense workshop, and posting a conciliatory, pleading bulletin board message that read merely FEMINISM: IT’S ABOUT CHOICES. But these actions didn’t come close to addressing what I had felt in the fitting room at the Ross Dress for Less, nor what I felt when I read in the newspaper about restrictions on abortion, grants rescinded from gay and female artists, the gauntlet of Navy officers at the Tailhook convention in Vegas who stripped a teenage girl. And then there was the day a popular tenor came to choir practice wearing a T-shirt that said THE PERSON WEARING THIS SHIRT IS A POLICE OFFICER. JUST LIE DOWN AND DO WHATEVER THE NICE POLICE OFFICER TELLS you TO.

When I saw his shirt, I thought I would cry. Then I thought I would punch him. Struggling to collect myself and confront him productively, I walked up to him and said, “Your shirt really offends me.”

In a high, girlish voice, he retorted, “Your shirt really offends me,” and walked away, laughing. I was wearing a plain green tee.

The more I tried to sublimate my fury into a palatable, diplomatic rhetoric of “choices,” the angrier I became. Even within the NOW club, I felt alone. The Newsweek article had said that the riot grrrls “may be the first generation of feminists to identify their anger so early and to use it.” I had identified mine, all right. But how could I use it all by myself?

In early 1993, I finally found an address for the DC chapter of Riot Grrrl. It was printed in off our backs, a long-running feminist journal I had discovered during my weekend sojourns at the feminist bookstore. The women of the oob collective were publishing like it was 1973, doing their layout by hand and printing on flimsy newsprint. But one of them interviewed a few riot grrrls—and listed the group’s post office box address.

At long, long last, I had found them. I mailed off an effusive letter. I heard nothing back for months.

Eventually an envelope came back to me with three xeroxed flyers. One flyer read, in part:


Okay, so I propose that those girls who wanna change things start writing stuff on their/our hands. Magic marker works good. You can draw hearts or stars or write words on yr fingers, whatever, it will just be a way for pro-revolution girls to identify each other.



I was a secret agent, receiving intermittent clues and instructions from an unknown headquarters. The communiqués were coming more quickly now. I would comply. I drew lopsided stars on the backs of my hands, pushing a marker over spindly ridges of bone. I wrote on the last, longest joints of my fingers, one letter per knuckle: R-I-O-T on the right and G-I-R-L on the left. I rode the county bus; I rode the Metro; I went to museums; I went to class. I waited to see another one. I waited to stumble into a whole pack of them. I waited for a gang to stop me and say, “You’re coming with us.”

My piano teacher told me to go wash my hands.

——

I read the flyers over and over. One contained this line:


Riot Grrrl D. C. meets every Sunday afternoon at 3 P.M. at the yellow Positive Force House in Arlington, 3510 8th Street N., right by the Virginia Square Metro.



But I was afraid to go, scared that the girls would be too cool for me and I would have nothing left to hope for.

A friend of a friend at school gave me a Bikini Kill tape—I knew that the band was somehow linked to Riot Grrrl—and for a while no other music mattered, just that breastbone-shaking bass line and Kathleen Hanna’s voice singing with all the concentrated fury of a firehose, “Dare you to do what you want! Dare you to be who you will!”

The final, decisive push came from, of all things, a necklace: an oval pendant the size of a watch face, cut out of Shrinky Dink plastic, inscribed with the words RIOT GRRRL and a few hand-drawn stars. I saw it around a girl’s neck at a concert in the choir room of a neighboring high school, and I realized with a start that I already knew this girl; we’d gone to the same elementary school. I asked her about the meetings. She said I should go. I picked out a Sunday and wrote it in my calendar.

Three days before the appointed Sunday in April 1994, Kurt Cobain’s body was discovered in a greenhouse in Seattle. I remembered that Newsweek had referred to Courtney Love, now Cobain’s widow, as the riot grrrls’ “patron saint,” but I’d never cared about Nirvana or about Love’s band, Hole. Fearing that a grief-filled meeting would separate me from the other girls right off the bat, I nearly stayed home.

Still, I went, and when I finally stepped over the threshold of Positive Force House into its first-floor living room, I found that nobody else at the meeting cared about Nirvana or Hole either. We talked about sexual harassment from classmates and teachers, crushes on boys and girls, our favorite kinds of tampons and ice cream, and our outrage over the sexist stories and images we saw in the newspapers and on television. These girls weren’t all punk, they didn’t all have bands, and while they were the coolest girls I’d ever met, they were cool in a way that drew me closer instead of shutting me out. They were courageous, profane, and powerful. They would have socked that fitting-room attendant in the face. They would have redone the NOW club’s bulletin board to read MAYBE I WOULDN’T HAVE TO BE A FEMINIST IF YOU WEREN’T SUCH AN ASSHOLE. I was going to be one of them.

Talking to these girls, I began to understand that I didn’t have to be miserable. Maybe being a teenager was always going to be a bloodbath to some extent, but it did not have to be this particular bloodbath. Its severity and the specific tone of its miseries were political, which meant they were mutable. I felt powerless not because I was weak but because I lived in a society that drained girls of power. Boys harassed me not because I invited it but because they were taught it was acceptable and saw that no one intervened. These things weren’t my fault, and we could fight them all together.

For the first time in years, I knew that I was going to be okay.

Riot Grrrl DC had held nearly all its meetings, starting with the first in 1991, at the same house in Arlington, a long-running punk activist commune of sorts. In the foyer, beneath the staircase, stood a shoulder-high metal filing cabinet that held relics of Riot Grrrl’s history, and one Sunday afternoon, when I arrived early for a meeting, I slid open a drawer and wound up crouching under the stairs, poring over the archives, till my knees ached and my feet fell asleep. I found phone lists full of names of girls I’d never met. I found old meeting minutes, convention schedules, directories of chapters across the country, and cardboard stencils misted with spray paint. I found pasted-up originals of old zines, the typewritten articles’ corners curling up, set free by weakening glue-stick bonds. I found drawers stuffed full of letters from girls like me who had happened upon the address and written in, seeking encouragement, hope, connection.

I also found a thick scrapbook of photographs showing girls at slumber parties, girls at shows, girls marching at the Capitol, girls playing croquet topless on the National Mall. I stared at their faces in the quiet minutes before the meetings began. Who were they? What had become of the people on the phone list? What had happened to the other chapters? These files haunted me. The newest items in the drawers were perhaps six months old; the others dated back a couple of years at most. Yet the past they hinted at felt long gone: half legend, half mirage.

Years went by. I wrote a dozen issues of a zine, joined a band, went to college, formed another band, went on tour, started writing about music and politics for magazines and newspapers. In the late ‘90s, someone told me that the Riot Grrrl DC post office box had closed and the weekly meetings had petered out. I began to hear people talking about Riot Grrrl in the past tense. Some spoke of it as having been a radical feminist movement of young women, but most people thought of it as a music scene, an expired trend: at best, a period of openness to strong female performers; at worst, an ideology of bad musicianship or a style of dress. Girls playing guitars sloppily were referred to as riot grrrls, as if it were a genre like rockabilly or grindcore. A “Riot Grrrl” Halloween costume for sale online (child sizes eight to ten) looked like a Goth cheerleader outfit with moon boots. Even feminist books on gender and rock music downplayed the movement’s political aspects—because, I suspect, people didn’t know how to treat the lives of teenage girls as if they mattered. The truth about the movement was getting buried. I longed for someone to set the record straight, or at least tilt the balance in the right direction. Then I realized that I could pull everyone’s stories together, and I devoted myself once again to finding the riot grrrls.

I spent five years researching this book: traveling broadly to interview people I’d tracked down through friends of friends or on the Internet, combing people’s personal collections of artifacts as well as institutional archives, scrolling through microfilms of British music magazines and old feminist newsletters. A decade had gone by since I’d made my last zine and attended my last Riot Grrrl convention, but I hadn’t ever lost that curiosity I’d felt while squatting by the file cabinet in Arlington, my toes growing prickly and numb. What I had lost, a little bit, was the feeling I’d had in my teens that what my friends and pen pals and I were working on was beautiful and vital; the consciousness that many of our emotional challenges (self-doubt, confusion, sadness) resulted not from personal failings but from political and social forces, and that we could do battle with them as such; the belief that we could and would, as one of the movement’s manifestos had put it, change the world for real. Through working on this book, I reconnected with these convictions, while also learning that many people’s experiences with Riot Grrrl had been far more fraught than my own epiphanic bliss. The movement’s flaws, and the personal(-as-political) beefs that the movement was ill equipped to avert, had been more ruinous than I had been able to see from my limited vantage point. Sometimes it’s okay to have a little distance from the center of a cultural explosion—the impact may be reduced, but the burns are less severe. This book tells Riot Grrrl’s story through the lives of a few central figures, musicians and nonmusicians alike, young women who were around at the movement’s beginnings or whose involvement was particularly intense or long lasting. But there were thousands upon thousands of others whose stories are only hinted at here, and whose lives were indelibly shaped in the ‘90s by the ascendancy of Riot Grrrl.

Many of the movement’s core values, I’ve come to realize, are as necessary now as they were then. The early ‘90s were a difficult time to be a woman, especially a young one, and too little has changed in the intervening decades. Yet nothing else has emerged since then to confront sexism with a fraction of Riot Grrrl’s fire and prophetic drive. The self-righteous absolutism of adolescence eventually softens its edges, as it must. But we never stop needing that idealism and energy, that courage to name things as political if they are political and unacceptable if they are unacceptable, that dedication to crafting our lives and our communities on our own terms. Telling stories is just the beginning.


PROLOGUE: MASS MOVEMENT

APRIL 4, 1992
SANCTUARY THEATRE,
WASHINGTON, DC

This band is on fire. The lead singer is dancing with abandon, whipping her high teased-out ponytail around, doing aerobics moves, occasionally flipping up the back of her dress to moon her bandmates. The guitar switches to wails of feedback and Kathleen Hanna sings Silence inside of me silence inside four times in a childlike voice, never budging from a single note. She stands stock-still, looking plaintively at the audience and holding her left hand to her crotch, a gesture that twists the Madonna-esque virility pose into an act of pained protection. Then the guitarist tears into his chords again and, fed by the renewed clamor, Kathleen is instantly back in motion, leaning over as if she might vomit and roaring I’ll resist with every inch and every breath I’ll resist this psychic death. She screws her eyes tight, pushing the words from her body with visible effort. Tendons pop out on both sides of her neck.

[image: ]
After the song screeches to a halt, she shifts unsteadily from foot to foot and turns away from the audience, pulling her dress down in back, perhaps suddenly wondering whether she has revealed too much.

The crew of girls up front cheer and yell. These are the riot grrrls—some of the riot grrrls, anyway. Their movement, if one could call it that yet, began less than a year ago, as a noisy message of female self-empowerment voiced by several punk musicians and a few of their friends, and already it has evolved into a whole mess of things, ranging from the half-formed to the full-blown. In DC it’s primarily a group of girls who meet every weekend to have consciousness-raising discussions about their lives, create art and music, and plan political action. Erika Reinstein stands out: Her motions are more kinetic than anyone else’s, her face more expressive. All her features are slightly oversize, which gives her the permanent look of living at an elevated decibel level. She always has her full lips open a bit, her head thrust up and forward, as if she’s just thought of something new to say—which she probably has. She’s known as a talker, a fearless girl who never shrinks from a spotlight. Recently graduated from high school in Virginia, she’s built Riot Grrrl’s numbers over the past few months by hopping onstage between bands at punk shows and inviting all the girls in the room to come to meetings. That’s how Mary Fondriest, also up front at the Sanctuary, got involved. She’s quieter than Erika, bad skin, bleached hair. She reads obsessively—before discovering feminism, her favorite book was The Fountainhead. She’s been coming to meetings only a few months but in that time Riot Grrrl has become practically her entire life.

“Hey, riot grrrl!” Mary yells to Kathleen between songs.

“What?” Kathleen replies.

Mary throws a chocolate rose onstage. “I love you,” she sings out. Kathleen catches the rose in midair and grins broadly. The girls are hawking wares tonight, silk-screened T-shirts and handmade zines—xeroxed pamphlets full of poems, photographs, and typewritten rants. One article begins by asking, “Why is ‘feminist’ a dirty word?” Near the end of a zine, there’s a page with the words I WANT TO SCREAM written in block letters across the top. An unsigned monologue glitters with rage:


I’m so angry that I don’t know what to write, I just know that I want to write something, that I want to say something, that I want to scream something, something powerful and strong to make up for the helplessness that I feel now. … I want to scream at the guy who told me that women should stop complaining because they already have all the rights that they need. I want to scream at my brothers who read the Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue and who watch the Miss America pageant. … I want to scream because I am just as much of a human being as any man but I don’t always get treated like one, I want to scream because no matter how much I scream, no one will listen.



The zines are a dollar, but if the girls—Erika and Mary, May and Joanna, Ananda and Claudia—decide someone really needs a copy, they’ll let her have it for free.

The band onstage is Bikini Kill, a three-fourths-female group that recently relocated to DC from the small college town of Olympia, Washington. Bikini Kill has spent much of the past year on the road, building a fan base the way all independent bands cutting their teeth do in the early ‘90s: piling into a van and crisscrossing the country every few months, counting on a cassette-only demo they sell, and on word of mouth, to feed enthusiasm.

So far, the strategy is working. Between the band’s ecstatic feminist anthems, riveting live shows, varied publications (annotated lyric sheets, xeroxed broadsides, zines dense with typescript), and its charismatic lead singer’s affiliation with this nascent feminist force calling itself Riot Grrrl, Bikini Kill is quickly becoming one of the most talked-about bands punk rock has seen in years.

The lead singer, jumping around in a white minidress and oversize T-shirt with an off-center Riot Grrrl logo, is Kathleen Hanna. She’s twenty-three years old, passionate and poetic. She logged time as a photographer, a writer, a domestic violence counselor, and a spoken-word artist before she started writing punk songs. Now she’s on a mission to make feminism cool for teenage girls. She introduces the next song by saying, “This is for Riot Grrrl,” and the girls up front scream their pride and approval. Kathleen is one of theirs, and they are hers.

[image: ]
This concert isn’t just another punk rock show; it isn’t even just another benefit, though the proceeds are going to Rock for Choice and several women’s organizations in DC. It’s also a pep rally of sorts, coming on the eve of a major pro-choice march on the National Mall. The riot grrrls will be there tomorrow, as will the musicians and nearly everyone else that’s crowded into this repurposed church, three miles due north of the march’s kick-off point.

Before Bikini Kill’s final song, Tobi Vail, the band’s drummer and sometime singer, stands at the front of the stage in a red dress, fishnets, and sunglasses, and speaks into the mic. “I just wanted to say something about abortion becoming illegal,” she begins. “To me, it says that not—not only do we live in a totally fucked-up patriarchal society run by white men who don’t represent our interests at all, but we live in a—in a—country”—she’s panting, trying to catch her breath or maybe not to cry—”where those people don’t care whether we live or die. And that’s pretty scary.”

She turns around to face her bandmates: Kathi, the bassist, and Billy, the guitarist, tuning to each other; Kathleen, settling herself behind the drums. Tobi turns back to the audience but looks at her feet. “So we’re gonna play a new song for you, and we don’t know how it goes—”

“All right!” somebody shouts. “—but it might work.”

Excitement in the front row. Erika and Mary know what’s coming. The laid-back bassist begins a three-note riff, over which a friend of the band, Molly, reads from a recent newspaper article attacking Bikini Kill: “What comes across onstage is man hate! A maniac rebellion against the world and themselves.” Kathleen flails at the cymbals with exaggerated awkwardness, waving her arms like a three-year-old trying to break something. Billy taps his foot to keep track of the beat. Erika’s moment is almost here. Tobi is singing about wanting rock heroes’ approval: If Sonic Youth thinks that you’re cool, does that mean everything to you? Then she raises her voice for the chorus, naming that band’s iconic guitarist: Thurston hearts the Who! Do you heart the Who too? As if in reply, Billy swings his guitar toward his amp to make caterwauling wolf whistles of feedback and jagged bursts of Thurston Moore-style noise.

The chaos mounts. Billy throws his guitar up high, letting it flip over itself in the air, and then catches it. Kathleen walks to the edge of the stage and leans down to the girls in the front row so Erika can hurl bloodcurdling screams into the mic. The two of them share the mic for a second, Kathleen’s whoa-oh-oh and Erika’s virtuosic EEEEEEE!, and then Erika takes the microphone and climbs onstage: She belongs there, and she knows it. At the song’s end, Erika is screaming nonstop at the top of her lungs; Molly is still reading that stupid article, almost screaming herself, rushing to get through the whole thing; and Kathleen faces the back of the stage and dances wildly, starting with a little-girl sashay and changing it into a stripper’s move, presenting her ass in a slow pan across the audience. The girls go crazy as Bikini Kill leaves the stage.

Later that night, when Erika and Mary and the other riot grrrls are back home in bed, and the Sanctuary Theatre is silent, locked tight against the city, and most of the traffic lights have switched from solid signals to blinking reds and yellows perforated by darkness, the clocks in DC lurch forward an hour. They do this in unison, as if suddenly realizing, collectively, how far back they have fallen, how dreadfully behind the times they have become.

APRIL 5, 1992
NATIONAL MALL, WASHINGTON, DC

The largest women’s rights demonstration in American history wasn’t going to be big enough. No demonstration possibly could be. The organizers knew as much before the whole thing even kicked off, knew it as they surveyed the rally site on the bright, brisk April morning of the We Won’t Go Back March for Women’s Lives. A stage was set up at one end of the grassy Ellipse, with the White House as its backdrop; the sound system’s powerful speakers sat heaped up in towers, their power supplies on standby. A call had gone out for people to come and save abortion rights, but nobody believed they would succeed.

The terrain was bleak. Clarence Thomas, who would cast the new swing vote on an important abortion case that spring, wasn’t listening to them, these women and men who would soon fill up the streets between the White House and the Capitol building. Senator Jesse Helms didn’t give a good goddamn what they said. President George H. W. Bush, at Camp David for the weekend, wasn’t about to change his stance on the matter; he had an election to win that fall.

Feminist leaders were openly pessimistic: “I’m going to the Supreme Court and I’m going to lose,” Elizabeth Kolbert, the ACLU attorney tasked with arguing Planned Parenthood v. Casey, told USA Today. Not “I might lose;” not “I fear I could lose.” The right to an abortion, the most sweeping nationwide political victory the women’s liberation movement had won since women had gained the right to vote, was on the ropes. The feminist movement, such as it was in 1992, was on the ropes too. What could one march do?

Still, it had to be done: plan a march, amplify a rally, bring the troops together. Eventually, maybe, it would count for something.

By daybreak the influx was in full effect. Marchers flooded the city, arriving on battalions of buses from all compass points, shouldering into the aisles of packed Amtrak trains that smoothed themselves heavily between pavilioned platforms. The feminist troops emerged, blinking at the sun, with their banners and windbreakers and bag lunches, some groggy and stiff, some energized. Many were already singing, and shaking small tambourines like afterthoughts. But the songs they sang were old. The young did not know them.

College students were streaming off their own chartered buses after riding all night. News media and commentators in the early 1990s voiced constant concern that the era’s youth were alienated, disenfranchised, that they didn’t believe in anything—their very moniker, Generation X, seemed to negate any possibility of meaning—but here they were, some of them anyway, roused from their supposed complacency by this new threat to rights they’d thought were safe.

High school students were arriving, too, in scattered groups. One knot of teenage girls scrambled from the subway into the sunlight that morning carrying a huge fabric banner, rolled up around sticks and crammed lumpily into a backpack. Whooping with laughter and anticipation, they walked arm in arm, almost knocking each other over at times, buzzing with the electricity of being in such a massive crowd. They had the sense of being these other women’s kindred and at the same time being miles out ahead of them, seeing horizons unimagined by the older activists, who even now were adjusting microphone stands onstage or tuning the electric piano, its wired innards open to the morning, or trying to track down the TV reporter who had wandered away from the press coordinator and now was nowhere to be found. These girls with their hand-painted bedsheet banner weren’t famous like Jane Fonda and Linda Carter and the other movie stars flying out from LA by the hundreds. They weren’t icons like Gloria Steinem and Bella Abzug, who would be together at the head of the march. In some ways, they were regular girls: Joanna Burgess, Mary Fondriest, Erika Reinstein, May Summer, raised in the highway-laced suburbs of Northern Virginia and straining at the cuffs of high school life. In other ways, they were not regular at all. They were sixteen, seventeen, eighteen years old, and they were feminist revolutionaries.

Throughout the ‘80s, as articles came out year after year declaring feminism finished, and as the women’s movement suffered national defeats on issues from the Equal Rights Amendment to abortion funding, the feminist movement had faltered, depopulated. Its radical wing, those activists who had always asked the biggest questions, fragmented amid bitter disagreements about sex and porn. In the late ‘80s and early ‘90s, artists whose work dealt with gender or sexuality were defunded and demonized, with innovators such as Karen Finley and Robert Mapplethorpe vilified on the Senate floor. As vanguard activist groups splintered and dissolved, the movement’s major organizations occupied themselves instead with less controversial—and less exciting—issues, such as the corporate glass ceiling and Kiwanis club memberships.

It was hard to blame the movement’s veterans for backing away from the struggle to fundamentally change what being female might mean. The front lines could be a punishing, thankless place; those who ventured there were rewarded most often with ridicule, or venom, or worse. And it hurts to keep losing. For critiquing domestic roles, feminists were labeled antifamily; for calling out male misbehavior, they were tarred as man haters; for agitating to expand the lexicon of acceptable female appearances, they were caricatured as “someone who is masculine and who doesn’t shave her legs and is doing everything she can to deny that she is feminine,” as one college senior had described a typical feminist in a 1989 Time magazine article on the subject. The piece’s coverline was originally going to be “Is Feminism Dead?” but, because a recent cover had asked the same question about government, the editors instead went with “Women Face the ‘90s.” Next to an image of a sculpture by the artist Marisol—a stunned-looking woman painted on a block of wood, holding a baby in one hand and a briefcase in the other—the cover asked, “Is there a future for feminism?” In the article, it was reported that 76 percent of American women paid “not very much” or “no” attention to the women’s movement, and that only 33 percent of women considered themselves feminists. People felt either that feminism had completed its work or that its goals had been misguided in the first place, leading only to more unhappiness for women who had been duped into thinking they could “have it all” or brainwashed into wanting to be like men.

Feminism had taken a beating. To survive, it had by and large traded prophetic visions of whole-cloth cultural change for a reined-in, pragmatic focus on access and ratios: how many women in this or that state assembly, how many fewer all-male clubs. But in doing so, feminism had backed off, too, from constituents whose survival depended on the big questions—the artists, the radicals, the queers, the misfits, the young. And a movement that has stopped talking about cultural change is a movement that has had its heart cut out.

True, by that spring day in 1992, it seemed that the pendulum might be swinging back. Hadn’t Backlash—Susan Faludi’s impeccable exegesis on the past decade of antifeminism—just spent months as a national best seller? Wasn’t this march shaping up to be double the size of a similar one three years ago? Weren’t 16 women—an unprecedented number—running for open Senate seats, and 140 vying for spots in the House? Weren’t pundits already predicting that the fall elections would make 1992 the Year of the Woman?

It was the Clarence Thomas hearings, in the fall of 1991, that had finally got folks riled up again. Even women who didn’t believe Anita Hill—polls showed about half of them doubted her allegations of sexual harassment—still bristled at the sight of an African-American female law professor being grilled and dismissed by a panel of white male senators. Washington Post columnist Judy Mann put it this way: “At a profound level, the Thomas hearings demonstrated that women are not equal, that men still have the power to take away women’s rights. They marked a national epiphany, much like the atrocities of the Vietnam War, which turned scattered protests against the war into a mass movement that changed the conscience of the nation.”

Commentators such as Mann hoped the hearings, as infuriating as they were, would serve as a turning point. So did political groups like the Fund for a Feminist Majority—whose president told the Washington Post, “The Senate has done more in one week to underscore the critical need for more women in the Senate than feminists have been able to do in twenty-five years”—and Emily’s List, a fundraising organization for female Democratic candidates, which more than tripled its roster of donors in the six months after the hearings.

The upcoming Supreme Court case on abortion, scheduled to be heard just weeks after the national march, stoked women’s unease still further. Feminist organizations angled to capitalize on this mood. But a reinvigoration of twenty-five-year-old groups wasn’t going to change the Court, let alone the whole country, anytime soon. And it definitely wasn’t going to be enough to ignite a cultural shift among the younger generation, those Generation Xers who, depending on which newsweekly magazine one believed, were lazy slackers or nihilistic depressives or sought nothing except cheap thrills.

A movement that loses its young eventually dies out. The upswing prompted by the Thomas hearings might be enough to fuel a march and some media speculation on a “year of the woman,” but it wasn’t going to give feminism what it needed in order to thrive in the ‘90s and beyond.

Speeches were set to begin at 10. Premade signs, glossy and offsetprinted posterboard stapled to splintery wooden pickets, lay in piles on the patchy grass, waiting for marchers to pick them up.


I AM THE FACE OF PRO-CHOICE AMERICA
CHOICE IS THE AMERICAN WAY



This emphasis on America was purposeful. The march’s strategy was not to persuade the Court to spare Roe—few believed they had a chance on that front—but to galvanize women to elect women to Congress and a Democrat to the White House. Then they’d have a shot at passing the Freedom of Choice Act that was currently marking time on Capitol Hill.

All the Democratic presidential candidates attended the march: Jerry Brown showed up, a contender once again after winning Connecticut and Vermont in recent weeks. Paul Tsongas, who had suspended his campaign after a string of defeats but told people to vote for him if they wished, marched with his teenage daughter. Bill Clinton, already widely seen as the most likely Democrat to challenge Bush in November, surrounded himself with supporters who chanted, “Pro-choice, pro-Clinton.”

None of the candidates was given a turn at the microphone during the rally. Patricia Ireland, the president of NOW, addressed the crowd: “We are tired of begging for our rights from men in power,” she intoned. “We are going to take power.”

The details of this proposed power-taking, however, were not as bold as the applause line implied. No feminist revolution was planned—although, given the fact that the word “revolution” had most recently been seen following the word “Reagan,” perhaps NOW’s “Elect Women for a Change” campaign qualified as one too. In an interview that day, Ireland simply reiterated the well-known plan: “If the courts won’t protect them, then Congress has got to enact laws to protect a woman’s rights. And if Congress doesn’t, then we’re going to elect pro-choice women to Congress.”

Although the right to choose an abortion was particularly endangered for girls under eighteen—thirty-six states had parental notification laws on the books in 1992—the march’s strategy revolved around yet another choice that only people eighteen or older could exercise freely. The mass-produced picket sign from the National Abortion Rights Action League told the tale:


WE WILL DECIDE, NOV. 3



It was a fine message, as long as one didn’t know, as nobody then could have confidently predicted, that on November 3, women would help elect as president a relatively weak Democrat—one with his own complicated relationship to women—who would immediately be stymied by opponents in most of his efforts to promote feminist issues. The Freedom of Choice Act would never make it to Bill Clinton’s desk.

Still, electoral change might have been a fine message among many others—for people who were eligible to vote. But what was a seventeen-year-old girl going to get to decide on November 3? What place did a high school student have at a march that was billed as an abortion-rights demonstration but was really more of a get-out-the-vote rally?

More to the point: When you’re a teenage girl who’s trying with all your might not to hate yourself, trying not to get harassed or raped, trying not to let bikini blondes in beer ads crush your self-image, trying not to be discouraged from joining a sports team or math club or shop class or school newspaper, trying not to let your family’s crippling dysfunction (and the confounding irony of enduring domestic cruelty in an age of Family Values) make you want to fucking die, a feminist movement that’s mostly about electing new Senators might not be all that compelling to you.

But because you’re looking for something, anything, to make you feel a little less crazy, you might go to such a march anyway. The fact remains, though, that if this movement, this feminism, is going to be relevant to your life in the long run—which is to say, if feminism is going to survive—you’re going to have to do some tinkering, even some large-scale renovations. You’re going to have to make this thing your own.

Despite abundant sunshine, temperatures remained in the low 50s throughout the morning rally, and a wicked breeze gusted around the demonstrators who were to march from the Ellipse to the Mall. This would turn out to be the biggest protest Washington had seen since the Vietnam War—over a half million people would fill the National Mall before the day was over. The wind rippled the stage’s bright-red backdrop, pocked with smile-shaped slices to let the air come through; it ruffled the yellow sashes reading “Honored Guest” draped over the chests of the female congressional candidates who stood in a cheery line onstage, grinning and waving vigorously like a row of pageant hopefuls.

Within the crowd, Erika and Mary and the other riot grrrls gathered their forces. A dozen or more young women beat on drums and plastic buckets, swarming and clamoring around their massive banner, which was covered in glitter and bore the words RIOT GRRRLSand CHOICE and a bunch of big Valentine’s Day-worthy hearts, one of them dotting the “i” in CHOICE. The “s” in RIOT GRRRLS was half the size of the other letters; it tilted to the side, as if about to topple off a ledge.

Many of the riot grrrls made their bodies into signs that day, writing on their skin with markers. They wrote words and drew hearts and stars and woman symbols on their arms and on the strip of stomach that peeked out from beneath a knotted or rolled-up T-shirt. CHOICE was a popular message for the self-inscribers. GIRL LOVE was another one, deliberately ambiguous: Was said love romantic or not? When you’re seventeen, do you ever really know for sure? It was an unfixed catchphrase, standing for the hope that girls could, against all odds, be everything to one another: that, amid the forces of adolescence that turned girls into enemies and rended friendships with envy, girls could simply, purely love each other. It was as much a plea as it was a slogan.

The march kicked off at noon, and demonstrators streamed down Pennsylvania Avenue for hours, a chaotic flux of clashing chants, errant drumbeats, and the odd giant puppet. They passed and jeered at the White House, which looked quiet and vacant, the only visible movement a fountain’s insouciant splashing behind its wrought iron stockade. “Hey hey, ho ho, George Bush has got to go,” they hollered, filing on down toward the Capitol building, where another rally awaited. The riot grrrls, bored by the standard-issue chants, raised up wordless screams of frustration as they marched.

Spring’s grass hadn’t taken hold of the Mall yet, and the wind kicked up a massive cloud of dust that filled the airspace over everybody’s heads. It hung there, diffusing the light, and it was anyone’s guess whether this dirty fog was lifting or growing darker. Onstage, Odetta sang “Amazing Grace,” her voice warm and weathered; Cyndi Lauper sang a song she’d just written about a girl dying of a “back-alley job;” and Jesse Jackson roared, “Keep! Hope! Alive!” Fonda, looking in her white turtleneck and oversize shades like a glamorous revolutionary on the lam, announced, “We are here to say to the government: You got enough problems of your own; stay out of my womb.” Steinem jokingly proclaimed that she would accept the crowd’s nomination for president. She had just published the best-selling “book of self-esteem” Revolution from Within; another recent blockbuster feminist author—thirty-two-year-old Faludi—had spoken earlier, at the Ellipse.

The women and girls whose lives would constitute the next crucial chapter in feminist history were nowhere near the rally’s stage on the Mall. They were mixed in among the record-breaking crowd, with their bedsheet banner and their bandmates. But they were closer to the spotlight than they ever could have imagined.
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