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NEW AFTERWORD

5o ZINES STILL MATTER?

F-PUBLISHING IN THE DIGITAL AGE

from Underground in the mid-1990s I
of a subterranean

SOME THOUGHTS ON SEL
en I wrote Notes

defined zines as “the variegated voices

world.” More than a decade later, zines are still being

published and my definition, I think, still holds: zines are

the creative outpourings of an underground world that passes below the

radar of most people.
What's surprising is how little has

still publishing her Xtra Tuf and still making it
women.” Cometbus hit issue #50 and Aaron continues to tell stories about
his life on the fringe, even if it’s now the fringes of New York City rather than
the Bay Area. Politically, zines remain on the margins of mainstream politics,
staking out their position through exhortation (Am I Mad...Or Has The
Whole World Gone Crazy?????) or expose (The CIA Makes Science Fiction
Unexciting). And zines still revel in the absurd ephemera of our culture, be
it the biographies of long forgotten, and by conventional standards quite

wacky, scientists in D.B. Pedlar’s Rogue Reader, or Chris Pernula’s lovingly
of 1989

changed in the zine scene. Moe is
“free to commercial fishing

hand-sketched portraits of champion bowlers in Bowling Stars

(Serious? Ironic? Does it matter?)
As evidenced by J.L. Heckman’s Work Stories, zines still chronicle

and condemn the soul-sucking labor that most of us do for money, while

at the same time zines bare witness to the possibilities of a different sort of

scene organizer
the life

bby.

labor; work which is done, in the words of the pioneering zine
Ml‘ke Gunderloy, for “love, not money.” Zines continue to champion
of “losers” like “Bubby” in Chris Johnston’s comix zine, My Friend Bu
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And, perhaps most important of all, zines still record and relate the everyday
thoughts of maybe not so everyday people trying to make sense of their place
in a world in which they often feel they don’t quite fit.

Even the aesthetics of zines have not changed all that much over
the past dozen or so years. Text is still cut out and pasted over images,
introductions are still hand lettered, amateur pictures and comix are still
scattered across pages, and the odd snippet from the mass press is still
reproduced for comic or dramatic effect. From the outside many zines look
the same too: photocopied and fashioned from standard size paper, folded
in half and stapled at the spine. The world of zines has remained remarkably
steady. Meanwhile the world of self-publishing has changed radically.

In the coda to the first edition of this book I wrote: “What is the
future of zines? One word: computers.” I was hardly going out on a limb with
this prediction. Even back then, when the Internet had just recently broken
out of its geek ghetto and the graphic interface of the Web was just beginning
to take off, the transformative importance of computers to all forms of
communication was obvious. Today, in the overdeveloped world at least,
computers permeate nearly all aspects of our life. The price of technology
has dropped, public access to the Internet has improved, and new software
makes it ever easier to make and share your own media creations. We live in
a digital age.

This raises some obvious questions: In this digital age, when anyone
with a computer can publish whatever they want to an anonymous audience
of millions, are analog zines obsolete? Are personal websites, blogs and social
networking sites playing the role that zines once did? Are zines today the
self-publishing equivalent of that embarrassing older guy in the non-ironic
80s-era band t-shirt who lurks at the back of rock shows? (mea culpa) To
sum it up: Are print and paper zines merely an exercise in nostalgia?

In part, the answer is an uncomfortable: yes. Zine producers have
historically embraced new technology. They quickly adopted small hand
presses in the 1930s, mimeograph machines in the 1950s, photocopy
machines in the 1980s, and desktop publishing in the 1990s—why stop now
and fetishize the materiality of paper? One could plausibly argue that blogs
are just ephemeral per-zines, and fan sites on the web are nothing other
than digitally displayed fanzines. Perhaps the only thing that separates a
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from all these new forms of computer-mediated communication ig the
zine from

: aper zine?
dium. So why produce a p . '
me Zines have always been more than just words or Images on paper-

they are the embodiment of an ethic of creati.vity that ajlrgues that anyone
can be a creator. Professional newspapers, slick magazmes: and academjc
journals, art galleries and television shows, regardless, of thelf' content, have
a uniform message to the reader or viewer: you can’t do this, you are not
skilled enough, you don’t have the resources, so just sit back, appreciate and
consume the culture that professionals have made for you. A zine, with all jtg
amateur, low-rent, scruffy seams showing, says something else to the reader:
this is easy, you could probably create something just as good, now go out and
Do-It-Yourself. In this way zines are profoundly democratic. However, if the
ideal of DIY constitutes the raison d’etre of zine production, then the Internet
serves that purpose far better than the photocopy machine. At its peak zine
publishing involved maybe tens of thousands of people; self-publishing on
the Internet touches millions. From this perspective one might argue that
while zines made the promise of democratizing the media, the internet has
actually delivered it.

But there’s something missing from the blogs, the fan sites and the
social networking pages—and I think this something has everything to do
with democratization. I recall an incident, discussed in a different context
earlier in this book, that happened in the zine scene in the early 1990s. It
was in the wake of the discovery of the Seattle underground and “alternative
music,” and zines were getting a bit of mainstream attention. My friend Pete,
who published the brilliant zine Dishwasher, was invited to appear on Late

Night with David Letterman to talk about zines and his quest to wash dishes
in all fifty states. Pete agreed

the show. As Letterman inte
watched and had a good lau
appropriate our culture the

» but then sent a friend to pretend to be him on
rviewed the fake Pete, all of us in the zine scene
gh. If the mainstream world thought they could
n we'd feed them a bogus world to appropriate.
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with its own set of norms and values, expectations and restrictions, insiders
and outsiders. This kid, who had found zines via the wide-open anonymity
of the Internet, was still outside. He just didn’t “get it.”

One zine writer I interviewed for this book likened her discovery
of the zine scene to falling down Alice’s rabbit hole and emerging into a
completely different world. In this new world scraps of paper found on the
ground constitute creative content and a job at Kinko’s is a coveted position;
a Laundromat can become a covert setting for a poetry reading and being
called a freak, loser, or anarchist is a compliment, not an insult. It was a
subterranean counter-world to the straight world above. The rules of this
world were continually debated: Was it okay to charge money for a zine or
must it only be traded for another? Is newsprint legitimate, or does hiring
someone to print for you constitute a betrayal of the DIY ethic? Was it selling
out to write a book about zines? But the fact that these issues were continually
contested cemented the community together. We were, in essence, defining
and redefining, an alternative culture.

The world of self-publishing on the Internet is not an alternative
culture. There is no cultural price of admission into the digital realm, there
are no arcane rituals to master or rules to follow (or even debate). The result
is a multiplicity of voices and values. There is nothing wrong with this; indeed
there is a lot that is good. But this diversity does not constitute a community,
and as such, there are no coherent community values. This doesn’t mean that
there aren’t any values expressed, but it does mean that in the absence of a set
of counter-norms, the values articulated or manifested on the web can often
conform to those of the dominant arbiters of cultural value: the marketplace
and the cultural establishment. As such, blogs become calling cards for
aspiring mainstream writers, Facebook pages become advertisements for
one’s own celebrity, and so on.

When the values we’ve so dearly cultivated venture out into the wider
world they become transformed. Take our sacred DIY ethic for example. In
the zine scene Do-It-Yourself means a rejection of consumerism: we don’t
want to consume a culture that others have produced for us so instead

we'll make our culture ourselves. But DIY culture has now become a big

consumer business: “scrapbooking” is a 2.5 billion dollar enterprise and

Build-A-Bear “workshops” populate malls across the country. On the Web,
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Internet powerhouse Google now owns the user-generateq You
sites like Etsy.com create a platform for people who do-it-
their creations to others who don’t. I'm not necessarily ¢

Tube, while
themselves to se))

ondemning these
things. Etsy.com was built by ex-students of mine and I appreciate hgy,

it helps independent crafters make a living. Scrapbooking gives Creatiye
pleasure to millions of people. And, much to my horror, my son truly loveg
the bear he “built.” I'm only pointing out that as an ethic spreads—ag it is
democratized—it mutates and no longer retains the original meanings it once
had. In the zine scene we preach the ethics of DIY and democratic creatiop
but the experience of self-publishing on the Internet demonstrates that when
everyone begins to express themselves then there isn’t the scale or coherence
that encourages the formation of an alternative world-view.

The zine world, like all bohemia, is a ghetto. This sounds negative,
but I don’t mean it this way. For in this ghetto, we get to set the standards
of what constitutes valid expression and creativity, instead of having these
definitions determined by the academy, art world or the commercial
marketplace of culture. We create an alternative culture. Self-publishing
may have been democratized with the rise of the Internet, but within the
zine scene Do-It-Yourself is more than just a publishing practice, it is an
entire way of thinking, being and creating; a shared ideal of what culture,
community, and creativity could be. It is this subterranean vision that needs
to be nurtured ... and shared. Zines do this, and that’s why they matter. They
are, still, notes from underground.

—Stephen Duncombe, New York City
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