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4. Views from Nowhere: Journalistic
Detachment in Palestine

Marc Singer

Joe Sacco has won accolades not only for his vivid and compelling works of
comics journalism, but also for his criticism of how he and other journalists
represent and exploit violent conflicts. In comics such as Palestine, Safe Area
Gorazde, and Footnotes in Gaza, Sacco insistently foregrounds his own posi-
tion as a reporter, an outsider, a tourist, and an artist whose work depends on
appropriating stories of other people’s misery, dispelling any claims to journal-
istic detachment or impartiality. This apparent deviation from the practices
of contemporary American-style journalism has earned attention and praise
from other journalists, critics, and scholars, who typically celebrate Sacco for
challenging journalism’s presumption of objectivity. While they have devoted
considerable attention to Sacco’s representation of his own subjectivity, few
scholars have examined how Sacco also aligns his work with the practices of
objective journalism. This alignment is especially pronounced in Palestine, his
first book-length work of comics journalism.

In the winter of 1991 and 1992, in the waning days of the first intifada, Sacco
spent two months in the Palestinian territories. As he would tell Peter Aspden
in 2003, “It is almost preposterous to think that a western reporter could be
objective in a situation like that”" This lack of objectivity extended to his rep-
resentation of the lives of the Palestinians he met: he told Aspden “that is why
it is important to write in the first person. It would be very difficult to get that
feeling across if you were pretending you were not even there, as traditional US
journalism does” Despite Sacco’s disparagement of journalistic pretenses to
objectivity, Palestine also replicates many of those same practices. Some of the
testimonies he records, particularly (though not exclusively) stories of intra-
Palestinian violence, prompt Sacco to fall back on the neutralistic detachment
and professional objectivity of American journalism, presenting secondhand
accounts and conflicting views without expressing his own opinions. This
practice allows reporters to maintain the appearance of impartiality that press
critic Jay Rosen, adapting a term from philosopher Thomas Nagel, calls “the
view from nowhere”” Contrary to its reputation as the most overtly subjec-
tive and self-critical of Sacco’s major works of journalism, Palestine periodi-
cally resorts to this mode of viewless objectivity, selectively suspending Sacco’s
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willingness to comment on the stories he hears. Critical accounts of Sacco’s
defiance of journalistic objectivity should consider both the many meanings
of that contested term and the degree to which Sacco’s journalism has always
been grounded in some of the same traditions that he opposes.

Objectivity and Experience

Objective journalism flourished after World War I in response to anxieties
over the subjectivization of knowledge, particularly as it was revealed by the
rise of both wartime propaganda and public relations.* As promoted by jour-
nalist Walter Lippmann and editor Charles Merz, “objectivity” described the
pursuit of a scientific method of verification and transparency that could au-
thenticate and validate journalistic work. This method, however, was immedi-
ately subject to contestation and transformation. Michael Schudson speculates
that most reporters in Lippmann’s day used the term in a very different sense:
“their concept of ‘objectivity’ was simply the application of a new label to the
naive empiricism which reporters of the 1890s had called ‘realism,” namely the
belief that simply reporting the facts will produce a story free of any ideology
or worldview.’ By the 1930s, objectivity had become “an articulate professional
value in journalism,” though it was a value applied more often to the journal-
ists themselves.® As the concept has migrated from a method of verification to
a standard of impartiality—a standard that many journalists and press critics
believe is impossible to uphold—objectivity has increasingly become conflated
with what Rosen terms the view from nowhere.
Rosen describes the view from nowhere as

a bid for trust that advertises the viewlessness of the news producer. Fre-
quently it places the journalist between polarized extremes, and calls that
neither-nor position “impartial” Second, it’s a means of defense against

a style of criticism that is fully anticipated: charges of bias originating in
partisan politics and the two-party system. Third: it’s an attempt to secure a
kind of universal legitimacy that is implicitly denied to those who stake out
positions or betray a point of view. American journalists have almost a lust
for the View from Nowhere because they think it has more authority than

any other possible stance.’

Rosen is careful to distinguish this viewlessness from other definitions of objec-
tivity, such as “trying to ground truth claims in verifiable facts” or “the struggle
to get beyond the limited perspective that our experience and upbringing af-
ford us,” which he wholeheartedly supports.® The view from nowhere is Rosen’s
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attempt to label the position of impartiality adopted by many contemporary
journalists and isolate it from the methods and standards of verification that
also go by the name of objectivity.

When critics laud Sacco for breaking away from journalistic objectivity,
then, they typically mean that he does not pretend to write from a neutral, un-
involved, or viewless position. Adam Rosenblatt and Andrea A. Lunsford state
that “Sacco’s work is closer to traditional journalistic practices” than that of
any other comics creator, but they nevertheless maintain that he “uses comics
not just to create a new kind of journalism, but also to question the orthodox-
ies of more traditional reporting. . . . In stressing his subjective position, Sacco
distinguishes himself from the traditional journalistic aims of distance and
objectivity”” Kristian Williams suggests this challenge is endemic to the field
of comics journalism, whose “inherent subjectivity contrasts sharply with the
newsroom’s dispassionate prose”; he cites Sacco as an exemplary comics jour-
nalist who interrogates his own experience rather than adhere to journalistic
conventions of balance or impartiality.” Rocco Versaci locates Sacco and other
comics journalists in the tradition of the New Journalists who “questioned the
very possibility of objective truth”” However, no critic carries this contrast
between subjectivity and objectivity to greater extremes than Benjamin Woo,
who suggests that Sacco’s representation of subjective experience disqualifies
his work from consideration as journalism.

Woo proposes a number of reasons why Sacco’s work is not journalistic, but
most of them boil down to Sacco’s refusal of the formulas, conventions, and
publication channels that mark journalism in its most traditional forms:

I do not consider Palestine a work of journalism. For one thing, it was pro-
duced without the support of a news agency and released by a publisher of
alternative and pornographic comic books. For another, Sacco has effectively
abandoned the traditional indices of newsworthiness: comics are labor-in-
tensive and slow to produce; chapters are organized thematically rather than
chronologically; he meets no “notable” people; and there is, sadly, nothing

novel about injustice and grinding deprivation.”

Many of these objections seem both petty and exclusionary. Fantagraphics
Books does indeed publish pornographic comics, particularly under its Eros
Comix imprint, but Palestine was not an Eros book and the publisher’s other
titles have little bearing on whether it constitutes a work of journalism or not;
Woo might as well argue that no article published in Playboy can be journalism
either. Equally rigorous applications of Woo’s other criteria would rule out any
stories by independent journalists, stories not written for the daily news cycle,
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stories not organized chronologically, or stories about average citizens. Most
problematically, Woo’s last objection would seem to disqualify any story about
injustice or deprivation as he apparently deems these subjects insufficiently
newsworthy.

Woo’s major argument for reclassifying Palestine proves equally arbitrary,
based on a definition of journalism that is highly favorable to the kind of re-
porting Sacco’s work challenges. Citing Walter Benjamin, Woo draws a sharp
distinction between “the relaying of information and the communication of
experience,” associating Sacco with the latter and journalism exclusively with
the former.” In his view, Palestine is a work of storytelling and the documen-
tary tradition, not reporting. But Woo admits that his definition is built on ide-
al types, not empirical descriptions of existing examples.” His rigid partition
of information and experience leaves no room for narrative journalism, also
known as literary journalism or New Journalism, which blends journalistic and
novelistic techniques to tell a story “that fundamentally engages the subjectivi-
ties of author and reader”® Those techniques include “immersion reporting,
complicated structures, character development, symbolism, voice, a focus on
ordinary people” and “a consciousness on the page through which the objects
in view are filtered,” as well as journalistic standards of accuracy.” The form
erases Woo’s distinction between the documentary and reporting—indeed,
it is sometimes identified with the phrase “documentary reportage””” Many
scholars place Sacco in this tradition, recognizing that journalism already has
an institutional space for his type of reporting.”

Michael Schudson observes that journalism has always pursued ideals of
storytelling alongside ideals of information: information journalism’s claims
to moral or professional superiority over narrative journalism are products of
their struggle for market position and at least in part “a cover for class con-
flict” between their historical constituencies, but the informative model is “not
necessarily more accurate” than the narrative one.” Other scholars of journal-
ism similarly complicate Woo’s assumption that information and experience
can be neatly separated./G. Stuart Adam defines journalism as “the product
of reporting—the gathering and presentation of slices and bits of human ex-
perience and thought,” while Amy Kiste Nyberg states that “journalists distill
experience into story” and notes that their techniques are as suited to convey-
ing experiences as they are to relating facts.”” If journalism is the distillation of
experience into story as Nyberg and Adam suggest, then Sacco’s work qualifies
on the most important count. Woo says he only wants “to clarify the regime of
authenticity that pertains to so-called comics journalism,” but in defining the
field so narrowly, he effectively reinforces the regime of authenticity claimed by
so-called objective journalism.” His statement that “Information, like journal-
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ism, is a form of representation that strives to transmit the real as objectively
and transparently as possible” presumes the very assumptions that Sacco’s
work questions.” Contrary to his own acknowledgment of the “ideological
labor” that supports traditional journalism’s claims to objectivity, Woo’s ideal-
ized conception of journalism explicitly endorses those ideologically freighted
claims.” It should be no surprise, then, that Sacco’s reportage will not fit within
the narrow confines of Woo’s definition.

This disjunction is doubly ironic since Sacco’s comics journalism is far more
traditional than his critics, his defenders, or most of his interlocutors acknowl-
edge. In a rare departure from the prevailing critical discourse, Nyberg de-
scribes how “15 Minutes,” one of the stories in Safe Area Gorazde, relies on the
conventional narrative structures and reporting devices of print and broadcast
journalism.” For Nyberg, comics journalists adopt the practices of traditional
journalism just as much as they adapt them; those practices include “the ways
in which comics journalists absent themselves in response to the journalistic
norms of objectivity and distance”” While Palestine is more typically recog-
nized for its subjective attention to Sacco’s experience and the experiences of
Palestinians, it, too, is invested in these journalistic conventions. For all that
Sacco foregrounds his own presence in Palestine, he selectively absents himself
and his opinions to achieve, however fleetingly, the putative objectivity and
distance of traditional journalism.

Viewless in Gaza

Certainly, Sacco has been critical of such pretenses towards impartial-
ity, whether in journalistic, diplomatic, or political contexts. He mocks this
viewpoint early in Palestine when he watches a dual demonstration unfold:
the Israeli activist group Peace Now protests settlements in occupied East Je-
rusalem while counter-protestors call the Peace Now group traitors to Israel.
Sacco writes, with hyperbole shading into transparent irony, “here’s both sides
of the settler issue for consideration!”—the joke being that this common jour-
nalistic formulation, which reduces complex issues to two and only two highly
polarized sides, completely excludes the Palestinian residents whose lives and
homes are most affected by the settlements.*® A few chapters later, Sacco pres-
ents another, equally false posture of objectivity when an Israeli soldier tells
a Palestinian whose home has been attacked by settlers, “Look, on your side
there are some extremists, and on our side there are some extremists”””” Sacco
has no patience for such claims of equivalence, particularly when, as his Pal-
estinian informant observes, the two sides are not treated equally under the
laws the Israeli soldier represents and enforces. Nevertheless, when Sacco is
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reluctant to question, criticize, or judge his subjects he can fall back on his own
posture of journalistic detachment—not claims of balance or equivalence, but
a simple muting of his own views.

In the story titled “Rooms,” an American teacher named Larry, who serves
as Sacco’s guide in the Gaza Strip, takes him to meet some friends in the home
of a Palestinian named Ibrahim, who celebrates Palestinian attacks on Israe-
lis.* At the very beginning of Palestine, Sacco mentions how similar incidents,
particularly the murders of the Munich Olympians and American tourist Leon
Klinghoffer, colored his own perceptions of the Palestinian cause prior to his
trip to Palestine.”” When the men in “Rooms” ask Sacco how Americans view
Palestinians, however, he offers no opinion on these attacks. Instead, he shifts
subjects and says “the killing of collaborators hasn’t gone over too well;” as if
that were the violence that had generated the most opposition in America.”
Undeterred, Sacco’s informants defend the torture, disappearance, and exe-
cution of suspected collaborators

This silence does not connote en-
dorsement on Sacco’s part, merely a willingness to allow his informants to in-
dict themselves in their own words. As he told Mark Nevins

Neither does he try to challenge them, even in the narration he composes af-
ter the fact. Other men in Ibrahim’s room criticize the tactics of violence and
terrorism, but Sacco doesn’t weigh in. This is the posture of objectivity—hid-
ing nothing, questioning nothing, and repeating the testimony of others, often
without comment—that defines Rosen’s view from nowhere.

If Sacco’s textual narration refuses to adopt any but the mildest disapproval
of this violence, his visual framing of these stories is even more ambiguous.
Sacco routinely illustrates the stories he hears from his informants, invest-

ing them with the same visual presence he gives to events he witnesses first-
hand.””

acco illustrates them in a series of isolated images—two
of Palestinian attacks on Israelis, one of Palestinians beating an alleged col-
laborator, and one of Palestinians listening to a collaborator’s confession on a
cassette tape—while the accompanying narration and the surrounding panels
depict the conversation in Ibrahim’s room (see Figure 4.1). Whereas stories of
Israeli abuses like the harrowing imprisonment of “Moderate Pressure” or the
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Figure 4.1. Joe Sacco, Palestine (Seattle: Fantagraphics, 2001), 155.

Worden, D. (Ed.). (2015). The comics of joe sacco : Journalism in a visual world. Retrieved from http://ebookcentral.proquest.com
Created from city on 2020-03-10 04:15:26.



Copyright © 2015. University Press of Mississippi. All rights reserved.

74 Marc Singer

tragic succession of deaths and burials in “Pilgrimage” receive multi-page dra-
matizations, sometimes including dialogue and always showing a continuous
sequence of actions and consequences, these stories of Palestinian violence
are reduced to discrete moments and filtered through the comments of other
Palestinians. They also display two telling absences: Sacco does not draw any
of the Israeli victims except as distant silhouettes, and he does not portray
himself taking part in the conversation. Panels depict the other men address-
ing him, showing him their work permits, and asking him for a light, images
that are clearly drawn from Sacco’s point of view, but it’s a disembodied one—a
view from nowhere. “Moderate Pressure” and “Pilgrimage” leave no doubts
as to Sacco’s opinion of the Israelis’ abuses, but any similar judgments are left
implicit in “Rooms”” The viewlessness distances Sacco from his subjects and
releases him from any obligation to comment on matters that trouble his own
sympathies.

The next story, “Law; follows directly from “Rooms” and continues the focus
on intra-Palestinian violence.” This time, the art offers an even more graphic
demonstration of Sacco’s equivocations. In this story, Sacco speaks with a Pal-
estinian lawyer who is defending a family that has committed an honor kill-
ing of their fifteen-year-old daughter, strangling her because she committed
adultery with a collaborator. Sacco dramatizes this murder in the grotesque
caricature that was typical of his work at the time (see Figure 4.2). On the fac-
ing page, Sacco asks the lawyer about his other cases and receives a litany of
tortures and abuses inflicted by the Israeli security forces on his clients. The
uppermost panel illustrates one of them, showing an Israeli man pressing a
teenage boy’s face onto a hot plate (see Figure 4.3). The body language and the
panel composition are virtually identical to the illustration of the honor killing
on the preceding page, establishing a direct and immediate parallel between
the two acts. But if the compositions invite a comparison between these two
crimes with young Palestinian victims, the framing does not give them equal
weight. The boy’s torture by the Israelis dominates the layout, floating over the
lawyer and bleeding out to the edges of the page, while the girl's murder by
her own family is bound by a much smaller panel and relegated to an interior
corner. This juxtaposition illustrates Sacco’s vacillation on his own journalistic
position. Parallels are unavoidable when adjacent compositions are so similar,
but judgments are not parceled out equally when one image is so much more
prominent than the other. Despite the striking composition, these pages in
some ways represent the worst practices of both objective and subjective jour-
nalism—Sacco draws precisely the sort of equivalency he derided earlier, but
then weights it to minimize the murder in comparison to the torture.

These juxtaposed images become a way of presenting and withholding com-
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ment, much like traditional journalists’ practice of letting their sources answer
each other. At the end of Chapter Six, Sacco discusses the day’s testimonies
with his guide, Larry. It is Larry, not Sacco, who voices his discomfort with
the stories they have heard in Gaza: “You know that family honor killing that
lawyer was handling? That really shook me up. What did you think?” Instead
of recording his answer, Sacco skips ahead in the next panel to present more of
Larry’s objections: “The idea of armed struggle bothers me. I think the taking
of someone’s life under any circumstances is wrong. Killing someone is negat-
ing that person.** Rather than voice his own opinion, Sacco allows his sources
to debate each other, a practice that Rosen and other press critics have termed
“he said, she said journalism”® In this style of journalism, reporters quote
clashing truth claims but do not assess them, assigning equal value to claims
of varying accuracy or merit. This is slightly different from Sacco’s position in
“Rooms” and “Law, where the disagreements revolve around matters of opin-
ion and moral judgment rather than fact, but he still allows Larry to take up
the burden of challenging his other sources. Economics reporter Peter Good-
man, who left the New York Times for the Huffington Post because he wanted
“a chance to write with a point of view;” described this practice as “almost a
process of laundering my own views, through the tried-and-true technique of
dinging someone at some think tank to say what you want to tell the reader.”**
Sacco’s own views remain unspoken, with Larry serving at best as a proxy for
Sacco, or at the very least as a late and barely audible counterpoint to the views
of the lawyer and the other Palestinian sources.

Sacco has particular difficulty writing about the hijab, the veil or headscarf
worn by many Muslim women, although he opens the story “Hijab” with a
chastening anecdote that suggests he sometimes has good reasons for with-
holding his own views.” Sacco is quite free with his opinions on the first page,
confessing, “I blank out most all the women who wear [the hijab], they're just
shapes to me, ciphers, like pigeons moving along the sidewalk” until he is jolted
out of this dismissive attitude by an unexpected conversation with a woman
in hijab who speaks “perfect English! The King’s!”—a suggestively patriarchal
reference as the monarch of England, then as now, is a queen.” Sacco depicts
himself as a poor authority on gender roles in Palestinian society, a Western
man who initially accepts Orientalist narratives of silent, subjugated, and un-
differentiated Muslim women.” In fact, he briefly floats the idea that “the hijab
was more my problem than hers” before he reports that “the hijab is a focal
point of some debate here” and proceeds to present that debate through the
words and experiences of a number of women.*’ After his initial self-exposure,
however, Sacco keeps his thoughts to himself. Even his self-criticisms are fil-
tered through his informants’ views, or rather, his imagining of their views:
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Figure 4.2. Joe Sacco, Palestine (Seattle: Fantagraphics, 2001), 160.
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Figure 4.3. Joe Sacco, Palestine (Seattle: Fantagraphics, 2001), 161.

Worden, D. (Ed.). (2015). The comics of joe sacco : Journalism in a visual world. Retrieved from http://ebookcentral.proquest.com
Created from city on 2020-03-10 04:15:26.



Copyright © 2015. University Press of Mississippi. All rights reserved.

78 Marc Singer

“One of the women seems put off by my questioning, like who am I to strut in
with my Western, patronizing air?”* Sacco is understandably reluctant, after
his first encounter, to project or impose his opinions on the women, but while
he “does not trump the women with a voice-over that asserts an authoritative
perspective,” he still uses traditional journalistic techniques to present oppos-
ing viewpoints.” Although the women say they wear the hijab by their own
choice and not at the compulsion of Hamas (the Islamist organization that
controls the Gaza Strip), they all reveal that some other form of social pres-
sure—from family, school, or religious faith—has motivated them to don it.
One of them has begun applying such pressure to her friends, and another
relates a story of how she witnessed some young men stoning a doctor who
wasn’t wearing the hijab.* Once again, Sacco allows his sources to contradict
themselves instead of challenging their statements directly, although in this
case he presents himself as poorly qualified to issue such a challenge.

He is not always so reticent. In Chapter Nine, he allows Naomi and Pau-
la, two Israeli tourists from Tel Aviv, to present their views on Palestine as
an explicit counterpoint to the rest of the book’s presentation of the Israelis
“through Palestinian eyes”** But Sacco interjects his opinions and challenges
their arguments in a way he rarely if ever does with his Palestinian sources. As
Sacco notes after Naomi asks him to see “our side of the story, too”—an ap-
peal to conventions of journalistic balance and objectivity—he has no problem
hearing the Israeli side of the conflict; he’s “heard nothing but the Israeli side
most all my life”* He instead invites them to see Palestinian life through his
eyes when he offers to walk them through the Arab Market in Jerusalem’s Old
City. Ironically, the request backfires: rather than allay the women’s concerns,
their fear spreads to Sacco, who ends up viewing the market through their eyes
after all.**/This reversal notwithstanding, the episode revolves around Sacco’s
wholesale abandonment of objectivity, his willingness to empathize with both
Israeli and Palestinian perspectives, and his invitation to Naomi and Paula to
do the same.

However, this rejection of objectivity turns out to be highly selective. Sacco
alternates between his own subjective viewpoint and a more traditional view
from nowhere that absolves him from voicing his opinions in contexts where
they would prove professionally inconvenient. He can afford to disagree with
Naomi and Paula because they are less essential to his reporting; he has heard
their side of the story most all his life. The Palestinian point of view is much
harder for Sacco to access, and he cannot afford to alienate his sources. He
effaces himself at the moments that most disturb his own liberal human-
ist views—moments when Palestinians express their support for attacks on
civilians or collaborators, for anti-Semitic threats or conspiracy theories, for

Worden, D. (Ed.). (2015). The comics of joe sacco : Journalism in a visual world. Retrieved from http://ebookcentral.proquest.com
Created from city on 2020-03-10 04:15:26.


sbbc607
Highlight


Copyright © 2015. University Press of Mississippi. All rights reserved.

Views from Nowhere: Journalistic Detachment in Palestine 79

pressuring women to wear the hijab, for defending a family that murders their
fifteen-year-old daughter. Sacco normally displays an admirable willingness to
reveal and criticize his own viewpoint as a Western journalist in Palestine, but
he conceals his opinions when they would most contest the views of the people
he writes about.

Sacco’s more recent work has moved away from this recourse to mute ob-
jectivity and he-said she-said journalism—although other critical accounts
once again differ from this assessment, largely because of a countervailing shift
in Sacco’s art. Rosenblatt and Lunsford note that his drawing style has changed
from “the highly caricatured, always askew style he used in Palestine and other
works” to a “near-obsessive hunger for visual detail,” particularly in his render-
ings of landscapes and locations; they conclude that Sacco “seems less aggres-
sive in his focus on his own subjectivity and more in tune with the traditional
journalistic search for realism and objectivity”*While Sacco is much less likely
to make himself the subject of his later works, his journalism has continued to
emphasize not only his own subjectivity but also the subjectivity of his sources.
In The Fixer, Sacco repeatedly asks readers to “put themselves in the shoes” of
the people he meets, particularly Neven, the eponymous fixer and potential
fabulist who guides Sacco through Sarajevo.* This refrain invites empathy, not
impartiality, even as Sacco attempts to cut through the rumors and tall tales
to get at the truth of what happened in the Bosnian war. He assumes an even
more subjective posture at the end of Footnotes in Gaza, where he presents the
final three pages from the first-person perspective of one of the Palestinians
who was beaten and killed in a 1956 massacre.” By placing the reader in the
viewpoint of his subjects, Sacco renders his meticulously researched findings
with visceral immediacy while obliterating any claims to journalistic detach-
ment. He frames these pages, in fact, as a rebuke of his own pretenses to an ob-
jective command of the facts, of his arrogant belief that he “knew more about
that day” than the men who survived it.*’(Rejecting his earlier complicity in the
conventions of objectivity, this graphic display suggests that good journalism—
dedicated to an honest representation of experience rather than the pursuit of
an arbitrary impartiality—is always grounded in a view from somewhere.
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Zine-Making as Feminist Pedagogy

KIMBERLY CREASAP

Introduction

One of the challenges that many gender
studies instructors face is making complex
topics—such as gender identities, politi-
cal theory, and media criticism—current,
interesting, and relevant to students’
lives. When | began teaching Introduction
to Women’s Studies, one student said,
“But the women’s movement is over. What
is left for us to talk about?” Her classmates
nodded in agreement and looked at me
blankly. Many students came to the class
believing that women’s studies was solely
a history lesson, that the discipline had
little to offer their own lives. To complicate
matters further, Introduction to Women’s
Studies students come from various lev-
els of experience—from students in their
first to fourth years—and major in subjects
ranging from engineering to psychology.
In order to help students connect femi-
nist theory to their own experiences, |
suggest incorporating zines into gender
studies courses as both reading and writ-
ing assignments. Zines are “non-commer-
cial, non-professional, small-circulation
magazines which their creators produce,
publish, and distribute by themselves”

FEMINIST TEACHER
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(Duncombe 6). They are available in
many public and university libraries and
independent bookstores, as well as from
online zine distributors and other web-
sites specializing in handmade goods
(see Appendix for a teaching resource
list).

Zines occupy a middle ground between
traditional research papers or essays and
Web-based media such as blogs. Unlike
research papers, zine style is decidedly
informal. Images are hand-drawn or cut-
and-pasted by hand. Essays, poems, or
confessional stories might also be hand-
written—or typed with drawings framing
the paragraphs. The informal, creative,
and participatory character of zines shares
some ground with blogs, but unlike blogs,
zines are physical objects that can be
held and passed from person to person
by hand. Students find the middle-space
of zines appealing. They like writing cre-
atively for an audience beyond the class-
room, but feel that their voices would be
lost in the vastness of the Internet. The
visual, material qualities of zines “ignite
[a] creative urge” in students when they
first touch, read, and share print zines
(Piepmeier, “Why” 213).
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Zine-making employs three principles
of feminist pedagogy: participatory learn-
ing, validation of personal experience, and
the development of critical thinking skills
(Hoffmann and Stake). Whether an indi-
vidual or collective effort, making zines is
a collaborative process. Students collabo-
rate by talking about their ideas, providing
feedback on one another’s writing, and
working together to construct their zines.
By fostering this kind of collaboration in
the classroom, zine-making gives stu-
dents “a model of ways for people to work
together to accomplish mutual or shared
goals, and to help each other reach indi-
vidual goals” (Shrewsbury 9).

The zine-making process allows stu-
dents to connect with feminist ideas in
substantial and personal ways. Personal
change has long been an important aspect
of feminist pedagogies, rooted in femi-
nist consciousness-raising groups of the
1960s and ’7os (Hoffmann and Stake).
Zine-making can be an intensely personal
process. Students write about personal
relationships and experiences that some
of them have never shared before, while
applying a feminist lens to those experi-
ences. For example, one of my students
wrote an analysis of proposed legisla-
tion that would allow employers to refuse
insurance coverage of birth control for con-
traceptive purposes. While researching the
essay, she brought up the subject with her
grandmother, who had been the leader of
a women’s movement organization during
the early 1970s. She said that making this
zine would make her grandmother proud
of her.

Making zines includes critical thinking
about categories that are often taken for
granted as “natural” (e.g., womanhood,
heterosexuality). Zine-making requires
students to analyze their own biographies
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and experiences through the critical lens
of feminist theory. The idea that animates
this project is that efforts to “make sense
of everyday life experiences [and] to inter-
vene critically in [one’s] life and the lives
of others . . . is what makes feminist trans-
formation possible” (hooks 70).

After a brief review of scholarship on
zines, | discuss how instructors can use
zines as both reading and writing assign-
ments in the classroom. Reading about
zines is useful for introducing students to
zines as media and contextualizing zines
in the history of feminist publishing. Incor-
porating zines into courses can also help
instructors teach subjects that are under-
represented in academic literature and/
or mainstream media. Writing zines in the
classroom takes this a step further and
allows instructors to facilitate a participa-
tory learning experience for and with stu-
dents as they create and distribute their
own publications. | discuss two types of
zines that students produce in classroom
settings: cultural zines (feminist analy-
ses of pop culture) and experiential zines
(feminist analyses of personal life experi-
ences). These zines exemplify both devel-
opment of critical thinking and validation
of personal experience, two principles of
feminist pedagogy. | conclude with the
outcomes of the zine project as well as
limitations and suggestions for how zine
projects could be tailored to specific stu-
dent populations or academic disciplines.

Zine Scholarship

Zine historians typically identify three
phases of zine publishing. The earliest
zines—or fanzines—were written by sci-
ence fiction enthusiasts in the 1930s
as a means of sharing and commenting
on science fiction stories (Duncombe).
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In the 1970s, fanzines about punk rock
music emerged as fans began to write
about punk, which was “ignored by and
critical of the mainstream music press”
(Dubcombe 7). Zines that receive the
most scholarly attention—which is still
relatively little—are those that came from
the riot grrrl movement of the 1990s (see,
e.g., Comstock; Harris; Piepmeier, Girl;
Schilt). Riot grrrl began as a small move-
ment aimed at confronting sexism in punk
rock music subcultures and grew into a
national movement of young women con-
fronting sexism in their everyday lives
(Marcus).

Zines share commonalities with inde-
pendent media of earlier women’s move-
ments, such as scrapbooks, pamphlets,
and manifestos.? In the nineteenth cen-
tury, scrapbooks were popular forms of
independent media produced by women’s
clubs and individuals. Women’s clubs
used scrapbooking as a means of docu-
menting their activities and challenging
news coverage of them (Piepmeier, Girl).
In feminist movements of the mid-twen-
tieth century, mimeographed pamphlets
and manifestos were important ways of
connecting communities and promot-
ing feminist politics. Major texts such as
“The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm” by Anne
Koedt and Our Bodies, Ourselves by the
Boston Women’s Health Alliance began as
mimeographed pamphlets akin to zines.
Unlike scrapbooks, of which there were
only single copies, mimeographed texts
of the mid-twentieth century allowed for

wider publication and distribution of texts.

These texts inspired “excitement and
volatility of newfound, newly rediscovered

knowledge [and] the sense that the knowl-

edge was to be used, shared, and spread
around to create new knowledge and to
foster cultural and political change” (Flan-

FEMINIST TEACHER

nery 23). Like scrapbooks and pamphlets,
zines have allowed girls and women to
write about issues that were not written
about anywhere else (Flannery; Piepmeier,
“Girls”).

Zine-making is an expression of a Do-
It-Yourself (DIY) ethic, “a specific dimen-
sion of feminist expression centering
upon grassroots politics and autonomous
cultural production”(Kempson 4). Contem-
porary feminist activists and students of
feminist theory have grown up aware of
feminist ideas or stereotypes about femi-
nism. Both “positive and negative percep-
tions of previous feminist movements”
are influential in how contemporary zine-
makers speak back to feminism in their
work (Kempson 7). Turned off by what
they perceive as the feminist orthodoxy of
so-called second-wave feminists, some
contemporary feminists make zines in an
effort to articulate their understandings
of feminist movements in opposition to
orthodoxy. In doing so, they also use zine-
making as a means of asserting their own
subjectivities. For example, if they per-
ceive an “official feminism” that is hostile
to queer women of color, writer-activists
might use zines as a means of challeng-
ing both the perceived exclusivity of femi-
nism while also reaffirming their identities
as queer women of color who identify as
feminists (Kempson).

Zines in the Classroom

Using zines in the classroom has two
goals: to create awareness about issues
related to feminist theory (particularly
those that are underrepresented in aca-
demic literature and/or mainstream
media) and to critically evaluate media
images and/or social issues. To meet
these two objectives, | suggest incorporat-
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ing zines into the classroom as both read-
ing and writing assignments.

READING ZINES

Reading about zines makes the format
more familiar. For example, students
might read a selection from Alison Piep-
meier’s book Girl Zines: Making Media,
Doing Feminism. The book presents a
trajectory of feminist movements in the
United States through “participatory
media,” beginning with the “informal
publications” of suffragist movements and
women’s clubs in early twentieth-century
America (28). This reading not only intro-
duces students to zines as media, but also
places zines within an historical tradition
of feminist writing and publishing.

While sources like Piepmeier’s book are
useful for contextualizing zines as feminist
media, reading about zines is not a sub-
stitute for reading zines themselves (Piep-
meier, “Why”). Instructors could hold a
class session at a library or bookstore with
a zine collection or simply bring in a sam-
pling of zines that they collect themselves.
In my course, we visited the Carnegie
Library of Pittsburgh (CLP) zine collection
early in the semester, and students spent
time reviewing the collection to become
familiar with zines as media and to see
how zine makers integrate theoretical and
political ideas with their own personal nar-
ratives and experiences.

Instructors might also encourage stu-
dents to attend zine-related events in their
cities or towns, such as zine fairs—which
happen annually in many major cities
worldwide—or zine readings hosted by
local bookshops. If that is not possible, fac-
ulty could organize zine-related events on
campus. For example, in the spring of 2013,
a group of zine makers from the People of
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Color (POC) Zine Project visited Pittsburgh.
The goal of the POC Zine Project is to “make
all zines by people of color easy to find, dis-
tribute and share.” | worked with the POC
Zine Project to organize a reading on the
University of Pittsburgh campus as a means
of connecting what was happening in the
classroom to the wider university com-
munity. Students, faculty, and staff from
across the university attended the event,
which included readings on the intersec-
tions of gender, race, class, and sexuality
as well as an exchange of zines and con-
versations lasting long after the event had
officially ended.

The POC Zine Project is one example
of how zines often “carry the message of
a very specific subset of a community, a
dialogue that probably could not be found
in any other printed medium” (Wan 18).
In this way, zines can help instructors
teach issues that are underrepresented in
academic literature and/or mainstream
media. For example, as an introduction to
transgender studies, our class discussed
the zine Short & Queer: The Coming Out
Issue. The cover of the zine features the
author, Kelly, standing in front of a micro-
phone announcing “I’m a boy!” (see Fig-
ure 1). Inside, Kelly writes about his expe-
riences with coming out as a young trans
man. The zine is a compilation of diary-
like entries interspersed with emails sent
between the author and his mother, which
reveal how emotionally heartwrenching
the coming out process can be for both
trans people and their families—and how
the relationship between mother and
child changed over the course of one year.
Discussion of this zine gives students an
intimate look at the coming out process,
one that cannot be conveyed as convinc-
ingly in scholarly texts.
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The zine also contains a page in which
Kelly and his friend “JDEW” discuss gender-
inclusive language and pronoun usage.
Kelly uses masculine pronouns (he/him)
while his friend uses gender-neutral pro-
nouns (ze/hir). Tips they give readers
include, “don’t tell us how hard it is to
change pronouns (think about how hard it
is to come out)” and “correct yourself. . .
and when you correct yourself, don’t freak
out!” Below their “chat” is a gender pro-
noun word search, designed to help read-
ers practice using gender-neutral language
and switching between masculine and
gender-neutral language. In my classes,
students found this exercise enormously
helpful for talking about gender-neutral
pronouns—a subject that made many of
them uncomfortable because it was unfa-
miliar to them. By practicing in an environ-
ment where they felt safe making mistakes,
and asking questions, the exercise opened
up questions about gender and language
in a way that academic readings had not. |
got the sense that many of them believed
gender-neutral language was theoretical,
something that only gender studies schol-
ars care about. Learning about gender-
inclusive language from Kelly and JDEW
personalizes the subject. The authors
acknowledge the discomfort that readers
may feel when switching between gender-
neutral pronouns, but make the point that
transitioning from one gender identity to
another is much more difficult.

Short & Queer, while deeply personal,
also tackles some difficult and impor-
tant political questions about how trans
people negotiate their identities in a world
that recognizes only two gender catego-
ries. In that way, it is an excellent example
of how the zine-making process is about
“personalizing politics”—a task that is

FEMINIST TEACHER

Figure 1. Short & Queer #4. Images used
with the permission of the author.

central to feminist pedagogy—a process
by which larger political questions are
“refracted . . . through the eyes and expe-
riences of the individual creating the zine”
(Duncombe 28). This is the central goal for
students who create their own zines: to
take the material from a course and put a
personal spin on it. If they do not feel as
though they have enough life experience
upon which to draw, encourage them to
write a feminist analysis of pop culture or
advertising. That allows them to distance
the project from their own life experi-
ences, but still encourages them to think
analytically about course material.

WRITING ZINES

Zine-making is rooted in a DIY tradition.
DIY ethics hold that there are no rules
for making a zine; it is a purely creative
pursuit. For this reason, making writ-
ing guidelines and a grading rubric for
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student zines presents a challenge for
instructors. DIY culture “emphasizes
passion and creativity over skill and tal-
ent” (Freedman 52). Balancing these
principles with university-mandated
requirements may require some creativ-
ity on the part of teachers. For example,
my courses were writing-intensive, mean-
ing that students had to write a specific
number of pages over the course of the
term. As such, | imposed a word count for
their expository writing in the zines. But
in order to encourage as much creativity
as possible, | urged students to use any-
thing they wanted in their zines: poetry,
photos, drawings, magazine clippings. |
clearly stated, however, that it was a writ-
ing course, and | would only grade their
writing, not their photography or draw-
ing skills. This allowed me to balance the
demands of the course with the creative
flair of zine-making.

In order to facilitate a participatory
learning experience, | suggest that instruc-
tors make collaborative workshops a
central part of the zine-making process.

In my courses, | organized three work-
shops. For the first workshop, we met at
the Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh, con-
veniently located across a plaza from our
classroom building. Ahead of the work-
shop, the zine librarian and | pulled zines
having to do with gender, feminism, and
sexuality from the shelves and brought
them to the conference room in which our
class would meet. For the first half of the
class, students browsed the zines freely;
some students took them to secluded
reading nooks while others sat at tables
and took notes on what they read. For the
second half of class, we discussed ques-
tions that arose as they browsed the col-
lection. Questions range from practical
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matters (“How long does my zine have to
be?” or “Where can | get my zine photo-
copied?”) to substantive concerns (“Can |
use swear words in my zine?” or “How do |
go about using images?”) to raising anxiet-
ies (“I don’t have a lot of life experience;
what am | going to write about?” or “How
do | write about feminism in a personal
way?”). In the second workshop, students
reviewed each other’s work and gave feed-
back for improving both writing and theo-
retical links. During the third zine-making
workshop, students constructed their
zines by hand, sharing supplies that they
brought to class.

As Piepmeier has noted, zines “insti-
gate a kind of gift culture” (“Why” 214),
and this is what | observed in my classes.
To my surprise, most students elected to
cut and paste their zines by hand, forego-
ing desktop publishing software for scis-
sors and glue sticks. They liked the idea of
a zine as a material object. Its physicality
made theirideas and contributions feel
more substantial. It also made it possible
to donate their work to the library for the
public to read. In the vast world of the
Internet, they felt that their voices would
get drowned out by all of the other voices
out there. Physical objects, they reasoned,
could have more impact. One student said
she liked the idea of leaving her zine on
her coffee table, so that visitors might pick
it up and read it. Others made extra copies
of their zines and shared them with class-
mates, friends, and family.

Student Zines?

Student zines cover more topics than the
scope of this article allows, so | will focus
on two types: cultural and experiential.
| chose these types because they corre-
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Figure 2. Home Makers, an anticapitalist
critique of domesticity that uses images from
women’s magazines to critique the domestic
ideals that they sell. The shape of the zine

(a house) exemplifies how students use the
form of the zine as well as the content to
communicate their ideas.

spond to two important tenants of femi-
nist pedagogy: the development of critical
thinking skills and the validation of per-
sonal experience. Cultural zines are critical
analyses of popular culture from feminist
perspectives. For example, Jessie’s zine,
Home Makers, is a critique of domesticity
using anticapitalist feminist theory as a
guide (see Figure 2). Cultural zines allow
students to “critique the media even as
they consume it hungrily” (Piepmeier, Girl
173). This is “a pedagogy of active criti-
cism,” in which zine makers give up pas-
sively consuming media to become active
producers and critics (Girl 172). Experien-
tial zines explore personal issues such as
body image, sexual encounters, and fam-
ily relationships (see Figure 3), through
the lens of feminist theory. Students write
about these issues not only in terms of
individual psychological processes, but
also as analyses of social categories such
as gender, race, and sexuality.

Figure 3. Alternative Family Values is a personal exploration of one student’s family, pictured above,
using class material on motherhood, gender, and lesbian marriage as a lens for exploration.
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CULTURAL ZINES

In cultural zines, students use feminist
theory as a lens for analyzing television,
magazines, video games, music, and
advertisements. One example of this is a
zine with a double title: Never Gonna Get
It/Let’s Get it On. This zine explores the
Madonna/whore archetypes in the style of
a satirical feminist self-help book. In the
introduction, the author, Cassie, writes,
“The concept of this tiny book is to rep-
resent and satirize two conflicting mod-
ern notions of femininity—the Madonna
and the Whore. The side you are about to
read is the Madonna section. If you turn
the booklet to the back, you will find the
Whore section. [...] So, read on! I've
filled these pages with the worst possible
advice | could give. With any luck, you too
will be thinking, ‘Oh man, that is pretty
fucked up.”” The form of the zine, which is
written as a double-sided book, reflects
the content of the zine, which is about

two archetypes of femininity (see Figure
4). In the middle of the book, the content
runs together, making readers uncertain
whether they’re reading the Madonna or
Whore half of the zine. While these arche-
types are distinct, they share some char-
acteristics. As Cassie points out, “[both
archetypes] encourage women to refrain
from speaking, focus on appearances,
and downplay their intellect.” These com-
monalities are signified in the blurring of
the boundaries between the two—both
theoretically and in the physical form of
the zine.

By satirizing notions of femininity in the
style of a self-help guide, Cassie critiques
self-help books geared toward women.
For example, in a section titled “See the
Bad Girl Dress,” Cassie offers the follow-
ing “advice”: “Wear tight fitted clothing.
Try to cover up as little of your body as
possible.” In an analogous section in the
other half of the zine titled “See the Nice
Girl Dress,” Cassie offers the exact oppo-

Figure 4. Cassie’s zine, Never Gonna Get It/Let’s Get it On, explores Madonna/whore arche-
types in the style of a double-sided, satirical self-help book.
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site advice: “Do not wear anything too
tight. Try to cover as much of your body as
you can.” There are similar sections with
advice for speaking, learning, and dat-
ing. Using satire as her method, Cassie’s
“advice” critiques modern dating and
advice guides by critiquing sexual double
standards.

Another example of a cultural zine is
(Wo)Man Up! by a student named Alison.
The title is taken from a series of adver-
tisements for Miller Lite beer in which men
are ridiculed by bartenders for carrying a
purse or wearing skinny jeans. The attrac-
tive bartenders (who are all women) look
at their male customers with pity, telling
them to “man up” and drink Miller Lite,
implying that “real men” do not carry
purses or wear tight-fitting jeans. The
advertisements are meant to be humorous
by making fun of men for presenting them-
selves in ways that are culturally associ-
ated with femininity and telling them to be
“real” men. In an essay about these adver-
tisements titled “It’s Not for You,” Alison
writes:

The majority of men in the Miller Lite
commercials are white. Most of the
women are white, too. [...] The men
that Miller Lite markets to fulfill a spe-
cific vision that the advertisers have
of masculinity. They are white, middle-
class, masculine (supposedly straight)
men who “should be” even more mas-
culine. It is an outdated model of what
masculinity looks like, especially in a
world where so many alternate lifestyles
and masculinities exist. [...] | recog-
nize that the goal is to sell a product,
but the way they go about it is alienat-
ing and offensive to so many groups.
Shouldn’t they try to appeal to more
than this narrow demographic if they
want to sell more beer?

FEMINIST TEACHER

In this passage, Alison raises questions
around the purpose of these advertise-
ments. The goal of advertising is to sell prod-
ucts, but she points out that these commer-
cials are geared toward a narrowly defined
group: white, middle-class, masculine men.
She asks, if the goal of the advertisement

is to sell more beer, why not try to appeal to
more people? She also states that she finds
the ads “alienating and offensive” because
they define the audience so narrowly. She
concludes that “the type of masculinity por-
trayed in these commercials (white, male,
and “manly”) reinforces racial and gender
privilege” by implying that this is what an
“average guy” looks like and excludes any-
one who does not look that way.

These two zines are examples of how
students employed critical thinking skills
in their zine-making. Cassie used the
format of the zine (a double-sided book)
as well as the style (satire) and content to
critique modern self-help guides. While
self-help books aim to improve women’s
lives, Cassie questions the extent to
which this is true and claims that they
reinforce double standards and negative
stereotypes about femininity. The creative
aspects of the zine as a form allowed
Cassie more options for critique than a
traditional research paper. Alison critiques
normative representations of masculinity
in television media through an analysis of
beer commercials. She writes, “I did not
really see how some of the articles for our
class fit together when | first read them,
but as | began to write articles for this
zine, they began to come together for me.”
For Alison, the process of writing a series
of distinct essays connected by a theme
allowed her to make connections among
our readings—connections that might not
have been made if she had written a tradi-
tional research paper.
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EXPERIENTIAL ZINES

In experiential zines, students use feminist
theory as a lens for analyzing their own life
experiences and those of people around
them, such as their families, friends, and/
or peers. Bodies and intersectionality, in
particular, were popular topics in expe-
riential zines. A zine titled Color Me by a
student named Rebecca is an excellent
example of both. Rebecca begins her zine
by writing about how personal the project
was for her: “l had no idea where to start
or what would come of this project. From
the beginning | knew it would be very intro-
spective [because] that is what | need right
now. [...] 1 found this project to be thera-
peutic.” Like all students who wrote expe-
riential zines, Rebecca begins by telling
readers just how personal the zine-making
process was for her. The title signifies the
“range of emotions” that she explores in
the zine, which is a personal meditation on
her life through the lens of intersectionality
theory.

The first essay in Color Me is a reflec-
tion on the politics of hair. Rebecca writes,
“I’'m sure for most people cutting your hair
is far from the biggest deal in the world.

It lacks controversy, does not impact your
daily life. However for any woman that has

black ancestry, this is a different story.” The
essay begins as a diary entry on July 16,
2010. That was the day that Rebecca went
to a salon for “the big chop”—a term used
by African-American women for the pro-
cess of cutting off relaxed or permed hair
when transitioning from chemically treated
to natural hair (see Figure 5). After posting
photos of her new look on Facebook, she
earned praise and support from her friends
and most of her family, but when her father
saw her, he did not approve: “My dad was
kind of upset and asked, ‘Why would you
cut your hair without permission?’ to which
| retorted, ‘I didn’t know | needed permis-
sion to cut my own hair!” as | walked away
more mad than disappointed. [...] My
parents were born in Trinidad and Tobago,
a small twin island Caribbean country off
the coast of Venezuela. [...] It leads to
conflicts between my household and how |
interact with the rest of the world.”

In this passage, Rebecca expresses
anger that, despite support from her
friends and mother for her decision to cut
her hair, she is angry that her father does
not support her. She credits this to cultural
differences between the Trinidadian val-
ues of her father, who expects to be asked
permission when his daughter cuts her
hair, and her desire for independence.

Figure 5. Images from Color Me by Rebecca. The photo on the right documents Rebecca’s “big

chop.”
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Rebecca continues the essay by
describing the racism implicit in nor-
mative beauty standards and how, for
a time, she tried to conform to those
standards: “As with a lot of things, one
aspect of colonialism and slavery is the
dislike for anything that does not mirror
European standards of beauty, including
skin tone, hair texture, and physical fea-
tures. [...]Ithought | couldn’t go natu-
ral because | did not have ‘good hair’ that
was easy to straighten, wasn’t too kinky,
longer than shoulder length, etc.—beliefs
instilled in me by my family’s adoration of
these standards of beauty. This is the hair
they gave me, but they cannot seem to
appreciate it.”4

In this passage, Rebecca adeptly con-
nects history and biography, race and
gender. She points out how normative
beauty standards are historically linked to
whiteness and acknowledges that she was
socialized to believe in those standards by
her family. She points out that her hair was
passed on to her by her parents, yet they
instilled the belief in her that natural hair
was not beautiful. By “going natural,” she
asserts her belief that natural is beautiful.
Itis both an act of defiance and self-accep-
tance.

Near the end of her essay, Rebecca
states, “To be black, first generation, natu-
ral haired and confident.” The phrase is in
boldface type. It is not part of a paragraph.
It stands on its own, demanding the atten-
tion of readers. It follows a paragraph
about the difficulties she experiences in
“having to prove [her]self equal, not only
to men but to white people.” This bold
phrase reads as a meditative affirmation—
not for readers, but for Rebecca herself.
Amid paragraphs in which she describes
complexities and struggles at the intersec-
tions of race, gender, and culture stands

FEMINIST TEACHER

one bold phrase, as if to remind herself to
be confident in who she is.

Limitations

Zines require a lot of time to design, write,
compile, publish, and distribute. On com-
muter campuses where students often
work full-time in addition to attending
classes, in courses with a higher enroll-
ments, or at schools that have shorter
terms, instructors might elect to have their
classes create a collective zine. In a col-
lective zine, students each contribute one
essay; the collected essays are then com-
piled into an anthology (see, e.g., Aulik
“Dissident”). The zine-making process is
truly a class collaboration in which the
entire class must discuss organization,
layout, and themes. Once the original
zine has been compiled by the group, the
instructor could arrange for enough cop-
ies for each member of the class. Working
on a detailed, personal, and collaborative
project such as a zine may help create a
sense of community at school for students
who do not live on campus.

Not all teachers have access to a zine
collection like the one at the Carnegie
Library of Pittsburgh, but it is relatively easy
to create a zine resource library. Zines are
inexpensive, and there are numerous ways
to find, request, and/or purchase zines
both in person and online. The Barnard
College Zine Library offers a comprehensive
online list of zine collections from around
the world. Some of these libraries allow
teachers to email requests for photocop-
ies of zines in small numbers, sometimes
for free or a nominal fee. Many cities in the
world, from Bogota to Minneapolis, host
annual zine fairs, where teachers can meet
zine makers and purchase their zines first-
hand. Independent booksellers are another
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source for zines. Online sources include
large zine distributors such as Microcosm
Publishing or the online marketplace Etsy
(see Appendix for details on each of these
resources).

| piloted this project in an interdisciplin-
ary writing course where writing instruc-
tion was an important component of the
course. Not all instructors have the time
to devote to writing instruction, but zine-
making could be adapted for a variety of
disciplines and course formats. Zines are
ideally suited for creative writing semi-
nars, as they emphasize creativity in form
and content (see Bott; Wan). Because
zines often present ideas that are not rep-
resented in mainstream media—or chal-
lenge the politics of mass media in gen-
eral—they could also be incorporated into
courses on communications, media, and
popular culture (see Aulik “Zine”). Teach-
ers might ask students to make a zine as
an alternative to a mainstream magazine,
encouraging them to critically analyze
mass media as well as propose alterna-
tives. Education instructors might have
students review textbooks on a particular
topic and create an alternative. Zines as
reading and/or writing material are also
relevant to a number of courses in gender
and sexuality studies, including social
inequalities (gender, race, and class),
feminist and queer theories (zines help
students connect theory to everyday life),
and feminist movements (zines are, after
all, a major way that movements commu-
nicate their goals) to name but a few.

Conclusions

Zines are effective teaching resources that
help students connect theory and every-
day life. One student writes, “The personal
element of the zine was what helped

166

me connect course content to my own
life, which may not have been achieved
through writing a research paper.” In a
similar statement, another student writes,
“I much much much preferred doing this
zine as opposed to a research paper. |
spent more time working on the articles
and actually wanted to work on it. Since

it was a zine, | felt that it reflected myself
more than a paper would and so | was
motivated to make the project good since
it would be a reflection on myself and
since it was on a topic that | chose.” These
reflections highlight how the personal
nature of zines helped students connect
biography and theory. Students were moti-
vated to work on the project and spent
considerable time working on their zines,
reading and rereading articles, revis-

ing essays, and refining the connections
between theory and everyday life.

The collaborative, participatory class-
room environment during the zine-making
process enables students to dig into their
own projects as well as the projects of
their classmates. In reviewing and giv-
ing feedback on their classmates’ writ-
ing, students learned something not only
about feminist analysis or a particular
topic, but also about how to communi-
cate their ideas effectively. The collective
writing, assembling, and distribution of
zines gives students experience writing
for a wide audience and then delivering
their work to that audience themselves.
In doing so, students felt that their voices
mattered and that others in the campus
community were taking their work seri-
ously.

Zine-making gives students an oppor-
tunity to tap into passion and creativity as
they connect feminist texts and ideas to
their everyday lives. Zines became labors
of love as students began the writing
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process, allowing them to connect with
feminist theory in personal and meaning-
ful ways. As one student put it, “My zine in
particular really made me see how sexism
and racism are still very much embedded
in our society.” Comments like this—and
the zines themselves—indicate the con-
tinuing relevance of the feminist adage
“the personalis political.”

Appendix: Zine Resources for
Teachers

Barnard Zine Library—Barnard’s collection
boasts the largest collection of zines writ-
ten by (cis- and transgender) women with
an emphasis on zines by women of color.
Since 2004, zine librarian Jenna Freedman
has also collected zines on feminism and
femme identity by people of all genders.
The zines in the collection are personal and
political publications on activism, anar-
chism, body image, third-wave feminism,
gender, parenting, queer community, riot
grrrl, sexual assault, trans experience, and
other topics. http://zines.barnard.edu

Etsy—Advertising itself as “the world’s
largest marketplace for all things hand-
made,” Etsy is an excellent resource for
buying zines. http://www.etsy.com

Microcosm Publishing—Microcosm is a
large publisher and distributor of zines on
a large number of topics, including par-
enthood, sex, food, bike culture, fashion,
gardening, and more. http://microcosm
publishing.com/

People of Color Zine Project—Founded

in 2010, the People of Color (POC) Zine
Project aims to make zines produced by
people of color easy to find and distribute.
Members of the collective tour campuses
across the United States to read their work
and distribute the work of others. http://
poczineproject.tumblr.com/

FEMINIST TEACHER

Student’s Guide to Making Zines—This
guide includes information on every
aspect of zine making: necessary supplies,
laying out artwork, making a zine online.
http://grrrizines.net/writing/student
%20zine%zoguide.pdf

Syndicated Zine Reviews—A site devoted
to reviewing zines, which is useful for
teachers seeking zines to use as reading
material in classes. http://syndicated
zinereviews.blogspot.com/

Teaching with Zines—This resource list
includes books, articles, and lesson plans
(for high school courses) that speak to
using zines in the classroom. http://zines.
barnard.edu/teachingwithzines

We Make Zines—An online forum for peo-
ple who make and read zines. Members of
the site can read and write zine reviews,
answer calls for submissions to edited col-
lections, and interact with other zinesters.
Membership is free. http://wemakezines.
ning.com/

Wikibooks Zine Making Page—Site
devoted to the practicalities of making
zines, from the writing process to bind-
ing zines by sewing or stapling the pages.
http://en.wikibooks.org/wiki/Zine_making
Zine Libraries—The most comprehensive
and up-to-date list of zine libraries in the
world. The list includes American libraries
organized by state and international librar-
ies in Australia, Canada, France, Germany,
Japan, New Zealand, and the United King-
dom. http://zines.barnard.edu/zine
-libraries

NOTES

| would like to thank Kathleen Blee, Kelsy
Burke, Amy McDowell, Marie Skoczylas, and
Elizabeth Yates for their helpful feedback on
earlier drafts of this article. Special thanks to
Kelly, author of the zine Short & Queer, and my
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gender studies students for allowing me to use
images of their zines.

1. The Gender, Sexuality, and Women’s
Studies Program at the University of Pittsburgh
offers undergraduate and graduate certificates.
Undergraduates must take the introductory
course as a requirement for the certificate.
Students who are not enrolled in the program
take the writing-intensive section of the course
as part of the writing requirements needed to
graduate from the Dietrich School of Arts & Sci-
ences.

2. At Shabazz City High School in Madison,
Wisconsin, teacher Denise Aulik teaches zine
writing courses that connect zine-making to the
history of “underground and dissident press.”

3. The student zines referenced and shown
here were donated to the Carnegie Library of
Pittsburgh’s zine collection, making them pub-
lic documents. In order to ensure privacy, | do
not reference zines that students did not make
available for public use.

4. Rebecca mentions “good hair” in this
passage—a reference to the 2009 documentary
Good Hair directed by Jeff Stilson.

WORKS CITED

Aulik, Denise. “The Dissident Press: A History
of Underground and Independent Publica-
tions.” Syllabus, Shabazz City High School,
Madison, Wisc., 2012. Print.

——. “Zine Writing.” Syllabus, Shabazz City
High School, Madison, Wisc., 2012. Print.

Bott, Christie. “Zines—the Ultimate Creative
Writing Project.” English Journal 92 (2002):
27-33. Print.

Comstock, Michelle. “Grrrl Zine Networks: Re-
Composing Spaces of Authority, Gender, and
Culture.” JAC 21: 383—-409. Print.

Duncombe, Stephen. Notes from the Under-
ground: Zines and the Politics of Alternative
Culture. New York: Verso, 1997. Print.

Flannery, Kathryn. Feminist Literacies, 1968-75.

Champaign: University of lllinois Press, 2005.

Print.

168

Freedman, Jenna. “Grrrl Zines in the Library.”
Signs 35 (2009): 52—59. Print.

Good Hair. Directed by Jeff Stilson. Chris Rock
Entertainment, HBO Films. 2009. Film.

Harris, Anita. “Gurl Scenes and Grrrl Zines:

The Regulation and Resistance of Girls in
Late Modernity.” Feminist Review 75 (2003):
38-56. Print.

Hoffmann, Frances L., and Jayne E. Stake.
“Feminist Pedagogy in Theory and Practice:
An Empirical Investigation.” NWSA Journal 10
(1998): 79—97. Print.

hooks, bell. “Theory as Liberatory Practice.”

In Teaching to Transgress: Education as the
Practice of Freedom, 59—75. New York: Rout-
ledge, 1994. Print.

Kempson, Michelle. “’My Version of Feminism’:
Subjectivity, DIY and the Feminist Zine,” Social
Movement Studies 14 (2014): 1—14. Print.

Marcus, Sara. Girls to the Front: The True Story
of the Riot Grrrl Revolution. New York: Harper
Perennial, 2010. Print.

People of Color Zine Project Presents. POC Zine
Project, 2014. Web. 16 July 2014.

Piepmeier, Alison. Girl Zines: Making Media,
Doing Feminism. New York: NYU Press, 2009.
Print.

——. “Why Zines Matter: Materiality and the
Creation of Embodied Community.” American
Periodicals 18 (2008): 213—38. Print.

Schilt, Kristen. “I’ll Resist with Every Inch and
Every Breath’: Girls and Zine Making as a
Form of Resistance.” Youth and Society 35
(2003): 71—97. Print.

Short & Queer. “The Coming out Issue.” 4
(2011). Print zine.

Shrewsbury, Carolyn M. “What is Feminist Peda-
gogy?” Women'’s Studies Quarterly 21 (1993):
8-16. Print.

Wan, Amy ). “Not Just for Kids Anymore: Using
Zines in the Classroom.” Radical Teacher 55
(1999): 15—19. Print.

ZINE-MAKING AS FEMINIST PEDAGOGY

This content downloaded from 128.59.222.107 on Mon, 08 Aug 2016 15:03:13 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



.
EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF/iz[E [
Cultural Commons Stticlie’s

European Journal of Cultural Studies

Zine-making the © The Authors) 2025
commons: Reflections
on a DIY workshop P o s
journals.sagepub.com/home/ecs
S Sage

Ash Watson

University of New South Wales, Australia

Suzanne Grasso
Monash University, Australia

Cora Zon*
Independent Creative/Zine Maker, Australia

Paul Long

Monash University, Australia

Abstract

This article was written collectively in the spirit of the commons and homemade, do-
it-yourself (HADIY) creativity. It is animated by the observation that the once-radical
suggestion of Raymond Williams that culture is ordinary forms the ‘commonsense’
of cultural studies. However, it argues that this remains a blind spot in the landscape
of cultural policy and the creative ecology, especially as it pertains to the everyday
creativity of ordinary people. The article is inspired by critical (re)engagements
with sites and spaces in cultural studies which is evidenced in our work on the
generative complexities of HADIY practices and sites across Australia. It derives its
insights from the bounded space of a creative workshop led by zine-maker Cora Zon
facilitated by the co-authors and in which they participated. Cora guided attendees
through a range of introductory creative techniques to make their own zines and
learn about HADIY culture. The article reflects on the zine-making workshop as a

*Cora Zon is credited as author and subject of this article. Direct quotations are derived from
an interview with Cora conducted by Paul Long and Suzanne Grasso in September 2024.

This piece was written collectively in the spirit of the commons and homemade, do-it-yourself
creativity.

Corresponding author:

Paul Long, Faculty of Arts, Monash University, Caulfield Campus, Room 519 Building B,
Caulfield East, VIC 3145, Australia.

Email: paul.long@monash.edu


https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/ecs
mailto:paul.long@monash.edu
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F13675494251347748&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-07-10

2 European Journal of Cultural Studies 00(0)

potential commons space, illustrating its insights with pages from a zine which was
collectively created following the workshop and available as supplementary material
to downloaded, read in physical form, preserve and share. The zine presents some
of the possibilities of the form and further imagines the themes and experiences
documented here, challenging the reader to ‘do-it-yourself’.

Keywords
creativity, homemade, amateur, DIY, zine, commons

Prologue

The once-radical suggestion of Raymond Williams that culture is ordinary now forms
‘the disciplinary commonsense’ of cultural studies (Kay, 2021: 1011) yet remains a
broader blind spot within the cultural policy landscape. We see this at play in Revive, the
Australian Government’s National Cultural Policy, the title of which signals its approach
to invigorate the cultural sector post-COVID. Despite welcome engagement with some
dimensions of First Nations and other nationally marginalised communities, Revive
focuses overwhelmingly on professional artists, major cultural institutions and their
audiences. As such, Williams’ work — especially his belief in ‘the creative capacities of
ordinary people’ (Kay, 2021: 1011) and grasp of the significance of the ordinary
(Williams, 1989 [1958]) — remains animating for research on prosaic creativities and
everyday cultural participation against and alongside publicly-funded and commercial
spheres of cultural and creative industries.

So too is the concept of the commons. Reflecting on cultural studies and/from/of the
Global South, Fong and Lin (2024: 5) explore cultural commons as sites which exist ‘both
inside and outside the system’ to consider ‘a vision of community-based commoning from
within’. From this work, we see that critical (re)engagements with sites and spaces offer
much inspiration and we take up this approach in our work on the generative complexities
of homemade, amateur and do-it-yourself (hereafter HADIY) practices and sites across
Australia. Here, we begin by thinking through a more bounded space: a zine-making work-
shop. Led by zine-maker Cora Zon, this open workshop was held in mid-2024 in Melbourne,
Australia, as part of an annual festival held at an Australian university. Cora guided attend-
ees through a range of introductory creative techniques to make their own zines and learn
about HADIY culture. Here we reflect on the zine-making workshop as a potential com-
mons space and consider what we have learnt about commoning from the workshop.

The images which punctuate this text are pages from a zine which we collectively created
following Cora’s workshop (see Figures 1-7, below). A supplement to our thoughts and reflec-
tions here, the zine can be downloaded and read in physical form as per the instructions in
Figure 8 (below). The zine presents some of the possibilities of the form and further imagines
the themes and experiences documented here.

Zine-making: the process

In Cora’s workshop, we each produced our own personalised zine. A myriad of subjects,
perspectives and colourful responses to the injunction to be creative; every document sui



Watson et al. 3

Figure 1. Authors’ zine page [see accompanying zine in supplementary material].

genris, yet conversely and recognisably a zine for the fact that each worked from an A3
piece of paper, folded and cut to create a physical template. A stack of magazines and
newspapers had been scoured for inspiration, images and headlines appropriated, torn
out or cut up and pasted as collage, background or newly configured statement and sign.
Old bodies were given new heads, hands or legs, floral displays and borders decorating
pages, typefaces reconvened to be vaguely reminiscent of the ransom-note style. Some
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Figure 2. Authors’ zine page [see accompanying zine in supplementary material].

drew and sketched their own images alongside the found materials. Some eschewed
prose completely, others wrote up their inspiration, individuation expressed by handwrit-
ing and calligraphic expression.

Cora had brought a typewriter along. It remained untouched for the first half of the
workshop, but eventually one participant proved a brave explorer and soon there was a
line for the machine, for developing prose or playing with the figures and rhythms it
produced from its keys and ribbon. When asked, Cora explained this choice of archaic
instrument when every participant in the session was equipped with a smartphone and,
most likely, a personal computer. The typewriter, she affirmed, was ‘where zines began’;
while acknowledging the value of digital creativity, its presence conveyed ‘a part of the
physicality of zine-making’.

We were then making zines anew while enjoining with a set of practices and chal-
lenges held in common by whoever designates that the pages they make constitute a zine.
As Cora reported, her discovery of zining meant liberation from the constraints and bar-
riers to entry of the publishing world to which she had once aspired. Zining was home-
made: it could be avowedly amateur, do-it-yourself. It meant, as she said, ‘anybody
could do anything: they could write, they could draw, they could do poetry. It was really
open, and I really liked the freedom and the accessibility of zines’. But with freedom
comes great responsibility, and the flowering of expression that could be audited at the
end of the workshop had begun with the considerable and fear-inducing challenge of the
blank page. Even worse, the A3 sheet, when folded, created a zine of eight pages. Eight
blank pages.



Watson et al. 5

Figure 3. Authors’ zine page [see accompanying zine in supplementary material].

For Cora, the zine is ‘just a way of expressing yourself’. A zine could be about
anything — but did we have anything to express? Something about the heart perhaps, a
political point of view, a cultural review? Typewriter, coloured paper, pens and pencils,
glossy printed pages of magazines waiting to be torn or cut up did not make the ready pages
any less blank. Cora’s method to aid us was a version of what you hear in creative writing
classes, to ‘write what you know’. In this case, she offered a starting point: an invitation to
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Figure 4. Authors’ zine page [see accompanying zine in supplementary material].

list twenty things from each participant’s life ‘that they really liked, to jumpstart the crea-
tive process’, a positive and generative way to ‘tap into a space where you start to activate
your imagination. Go inward a bit’. Still, that’s 20 things, but we did it: a zine of the found
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Figure 5. Authors’ zine page [see accompanying zine in supplementary material].

poetry of the printed page (at least cut up to be so); a Beatles zine built on an apparently
inexhaustible fascination with the band in the media; another eight pages (maybe one or
two provocatively blank), asserting ‘This is not DIY art’, assessing what might be in or out
of our assessment of the homemade, amateur and DIY.

There were over 30 of us in the workshop, each departing with something that consti-
tuted a zine: our zine. Maybe some left their zines behind, unrecognisable in the heaps of
cuttings and discarded pages. For those with English as a second language — the majority
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Figure 6. Authors’ zine page [see accompanying zine in supplementary material].

of our collective being international students studying in Australia from across a number
of Asian countries — the zine encouraged the diversity of expression Cora envisioned:
diversity of languages, experiences, styles of representation. For some students among
us, this creative opportunity was one encountered long ago in their education, certainly
not usually one found in the social science space. For colleagues among us, this was a
happy connection to something that was not labour. We worked alongside each other, in
discussion and exchange, but not together as such. After all, we could all have produced
a page or two and made one super zine. While we were inevitably operating under the
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Figure 7. Authors’ zine page [see accompanying zine in supplementary material].

time constraints of the workshop and a room booking system, this was a form of produc-
tion not aligned to learning outcomes, a publisher’s deadline or institutional demand.
There was no assessment, peer review, audit or indeed payment required or expected
from participants. The only regret was that we had no photocopier in the room to turn
unique artefacts into versions for the record and, perhaps, circulation. Not to worry
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Figure 8. Take an A3 sheet of paper, fold it three times to make eight
compartments on the sheet. Pinch and cut down the centre line. Fold to make

an eight-page zine. Cut, paste, draw on the page at any time to create content.
Alternatively make separate pages and edit them together or make your own rules.
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however; the experience was momentary; some zines are made for the ages, some to be
left around and found, and some specifically for the trash bin.

Zine-making: what is a zine?

Zines are independent, small-run, lo-fi, eclectic publications that people create them-
selves or in small collectives to share their interests, experiences, ideas or creative work.
They can be handmade, hand-drawn, handwritten, typed, collaged, photocopied, stapled
and/or hand-stitched: the creative diversity of the form means zines defy easy definition,
yet each possesses a recognisable iconicity that makes material a DIY ethos and enlivens
the substantial histories of independent and amateur publishing which zines progress
(Radway, 2011; Watson and Bennett, 2021). The zine developed its iconic contemporary
form throughout the 20th century as fan communities ballooned through postal networks
and media technologies such as the photocopier became widely accessible (Bennett,
2005; Duncombe, 1997; Piepmeier, 2008; Poletti, 2008). Key figures of this recent his-
tory include sci-fi magazine readers who circulated their own fanfiction and fanzines in
the 1930s, and punks and riot grrrls who embraced the medium as an alternative anti-
mainstream mode to share material, build networks and connect throughout the 1970s
and 1990s in particular. Zines have a significant place within feminist and queer cultures
and histories too, intertwined with and apart from various other (sub)cultural manifesta-
tions (Barriére and Finkel, 2022; Ding, 2024; Grinnell, 2022; Radway, 2012). While still
forming around other nuclei of interest — as with 20th century fanzines where more dis-
tinct networks were tied to specific music scenes, sports teams, other cultural or political
interests or marginal subjectivities (e.g. Sima, 2022) — zine communities increasingly
coalesce today around a central love for the zine itself.

Despite concerns that the Internet would herald the death of the form, zine genres
have proliferated, zine fairs continue to grow, and public and academic interest in zine
cultures and zine collections/archives is rising. This is in part due to the new scale of
peers and audiences that creators can now reach with e-commerce sites and social net-
working platforms, as well as the broader intertwining of — as well as resistance to — the
analogue and the digital in everyday life. Even as they seem to grow in popularity and
circulate via mainstream digital platforms, zines continue to move ‘on the margins’
(Chidgey, 2006: 1) and enact a handmade, alternative, HADIY practice in opposition to
mainstream, exclusionary, technocratic discourses and modes of creative production
(Fife, 2019). The significance of this can be glimpsed through changing lexicon within
zine cultures, such as the shift from zine networks to zine communities (Piepmeier,
2008) which reflect the participatory intent and invitation of zine-making (Triggs, 2010:
209). It can also be seen in the aesthetic modalities that remain popular: small physical
print runs despite the infinite readerships and ease of digital publishing; creative tools
such as typewriters (or the use of typewriter-esque fonts in digitally-made zines) that
are clunky and leave traces of mistakes; the continued resistance to markers of artistic
quality — the kind of ‘polish’ that draws acclaim within art and wonder fields; and the
primacy of the hand-held experience of creation, acquisition, sharing, and reading (see
Watson and Bennett, 2021).
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An experiential dynamic, an open and intentional invitation to seek, play and try was
central to the ethos Cora reflected. Discussing her style of approach to running such
workshops, Cora explained that her role is

more about holding space. . . you could set out the same materials on a table and people may
or may not sit down and make zines. But there’s something about holding space, encouraging,
just offering your energy, an intentional energy that we’re going to do this.

With her presence, she works to cultivate the sense of openness and access that drew her
to the medium as an alternative to traditional forms of creative work and publishing.
Cora said, ‘when I came across zines it was quite different. Anybody could do anything,
they could write, they could draw, they could do poetry. . . it was really open, and I really
liked the freedom and the accessibility of zines’. We see the participatory ethos of zine
cultures in the experiential dynamic of the workshop: in the experience of making a zine
yourself, in making it alongside others. As Cora suggests, participation is embodied in
the form of zines themselves. The aesthetic qualities of a zine enliven a HADIY invita-
tion. The sites and spaces where zines are found, stored, shared, archived and experi-
enced carry a similar quality. This resonates with conceptualisations of the commons:
commoning as a process, the commons as a thing, and commoning in/as sites and spaces
of situating coalitions and communities of/for mutual interest (e.g. Fong and Lin, 2024).

Zine-making: where do zines go?

Here one detects how zines and zine-making expresses a specific ethos of the commons
and connects with wider ideas of its maintenance and sustainability. First, in the form of
the object itself: a materialisation of cultural expression untutored, uncontrolled and
independent of any authority but that of a collectively owned agreement of what a zine
might be. One’s zine is still a zine even if another individual, however unlikely and what-
ever their authority and experience as a maker, might challenge that fact. Second, and
building on this community of interest, is the making of zines as an articulation of the
commons as practice and process. This process is expansive enough to incorporate the
work of the individual who imagines themselves to be the latest inventor of any one zine
as well as the domain of those who actively share in zining as commoning. This quality
is manifest in the discovery of a wider field of practice and recognition of one’s inclusion
and approval of one’s creativity within it.

While zine communities are informally constituted, it is important to register where
and how self-made organisations operate and connect with public institutions and can
affirm the values associated with them. Zines may be ephemeral by design, but their
method merits recognition and preservation as public goods. A signal example is
Melbourne’s Sticky Institute, affectionately known as Sticky: a volunteer, artist run, not
for profit zine-making hub which has been run by Luke Sinclair since 2001. This is a
shared working and retail space in which one can make, buy and sell zines, its connectiv-
ity signalled by the fact that almost 20,000 zines have circulated through Sticky since it
first opened. It was and continues to be the only zine shop in Australia, proudly represent-
ing ‘the zine community, DIY ethics and the enduring spirit of punk’ (Sticky Institute,
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n.d.). Sticky supports the zine-making ecology by hosting two annual zine fairs that are
free to attend as stallholders and attendees: Hallozeen (launched in 2013) and the Festival
of the Photocopier (launched in 2010), where 200 stall holders and attendees gather over
two days to give away, buy, swap, sell and celebrate all things zine. All the proceeds from
zine sales go directly to the zine makers.

Cora recalled her excitement the first time she took a zine to Sticky and placed copies
on its shelves. She was further delighted to find how ‘one of them has ended up at a
Canberra library, and it’s catalogued. My very first zine. So that’s pretty exciting’.
Outside of Sticky and festivals, zines are collected, exhibited and archived in Australia
through a variety of GLAM institutions. These include the Museum of Contemporary Art
Australia (2024), the National Gallery of Victoria (n.d.), Monash University, The
University of Melbourne, and the State Library of Victoria which now holds the largest
zine collection in Australian after the acquisition of the Polyester Books (2018) zine col-
lection. The National Library of Australia acquires zines through zine fairs and donations
(Ronning, 2020); the most notable collection in the library is the Nick Henderson (n.d.)
Zine Collection, where Cora’s zine is now housed (Zon, 2020).

Zine makers like Cora are proud that their creativity is recognised and elevated by the
selection, collection and archival preservation by a national institution. Cora expressed
her delight at encountering zines in the State Library of Victoria, of enjoying the process
of ‘tipping out the boxes of zines on the table in the reading room and, with gloved
hands, poring over the zines with a sense of wonder’. Nonetheless, the process of conse-
cration is not without its critics. John Stevens, chair of Sticky Institute and Arts Librarian
at State Library Victoria, notes that some associate the collection and archiving of
labelled zines, packaged in Mylar slips and stored in temperature and humidity con-
trolled, archival quality, acid-free boxes as spaces ‘where zines go to die’. Such perspec-
tives pose challenges to the ephemeral, spontaneous, informal, peripatetic and
undisciplined nature of the DIY zine when it appears ‘enclosed’ by formalised, institu-
tionalised technologies of barcode and catalogue.

Stevens (2017) responds to this challenge by asserting the integrity of the State
Library as a public institution and the value of this process that seeks to archive zines as
history:

We are able to provide that for makers and for those interested in zines. And in terms of being
able to engage with the community, as time goes on, as awareness of the collection builds, to be
able to facilitate interaction between zine makers and zine enthusiasts and the collection.

Epilogue

Zining is an instance of the homemade, amateur, DIY; a materialisation, space and pro-
cess of commoning culture and creativity. Snapshots indicate its prodigious expression:
Sticky’s inventory, the number of stallholders at Festival of the Photocopier or the fact
that Luke Sinclair’s You zine has appeared weekly since its inception in 2001.

In general, zine-making constitutes a decidedly non-commercial form where its pro-
ducers are ignorant of or actively resistant to growth models, exploitation of income
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streams and routes to profit. Stevens (2017) observes how even when dealing with those
who are not invested in particular ideologies such as anarchism or socialism,

there is still a pervading kind of belief that advertising and things like that don’t really work
within zines or don’t really work within the zine community. And because of that, and because
zines themselves are made in quite a small number and they’re often not made for much money,
there’s not much money to be made off them really.

While zines might be sold and bought, bartered or given away, it would be difficult to
imagine that any one example might enable its creator to make a living from their labour,
let alone imagine the form as a creative industry.

To imagine such a connection may be contrary, but points to a wider absence in think-
ing about the continuum of the cultural economy, between commercial imperatives, pub-
lic funding, everyday cultural participation and ordinary creative capacities.

Acknowledgements

Thanks are extended to all of those who participated in the zine workshop documented above.

Data availability statement

Data sharing is not applicable to this article as no datasets were generated or analysed during the
current study.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship
and/or publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, authorship and/
or publication of this article: Research for this article was supported by funding from the Australian
Research Council for the project Mapping Australian Homemade, Amateur & Do-it-Yourself
Cultural Economies (Grant number DP240102301).

ORCID iD
Paul Long https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6410-5803

Supplemental material

Supplemental material for this article is available online.

References

Barriere L and Finkel R (2022) The material culture of music festival fandoms. European Journal
of Cultural Studies 25(2): 479-497.

Bennett A (2005) Culture and Everyday Life. London: Sage.

Chidgey R (2006) The resisting subject: Per-zines as life story data. University of Sussex Journal
of Contemporary History 10(1): 1-13.


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6410-5803

Watson et al. 15

Ding R (2024) Queer media production as soft activism: Insights from a Chinese commu-
nity project. European Journal of Cultural Studies. Epub ahead of print 19 August. DOI:
10.1177/13675494241268269.

Duncombe S (1997) Notes from Underground: Zines and the Politics of Alternative Culture.
London: Verso Books.

Fife K (2019) Not for you? Ethical implications of archiving zines. Punk and Post-Punk 8(2):
227-242.

Fong SY and Lin J (2024) Envisioning cultural commoning: New Cultural Commons Editors’
dialogue on Global South perspectives, inclusivity and Cultural Studies. European Journal of
Cultural Studies 27: 1074-1081.

Grinnell GC (2022) Living in the wake of punk. Furopean Journal of Cultural Studies 25(2):
589-605.

Henderson N (n.d.) Member>paperhouse. Available at: https://www.librarything.com/profile/
Paperhouse

Kay JB (2021) A life lasts longer than the body through which it moves: An introduction to a spe-
cial Cultural Commons special section on Raymond Williams. European Journal of Cultural
Studies 24(4): 1009-1020.

Museum of Contemporary Art Australia (2024) Young creatives zine library. Available at: https://
www.mca.com.au/learn/young-creatives/young-creatives-zine-library/

Piepmeier A (2008) Why zines matter: Materiality and the creation of embodied community.
American Periodicals 18(2): 213-238.

Poletti A (2008) Intimate Ephemera: Reading Young Lives in Australian Zine Culture. Melbourne,
VIC, Australia: Melbourne University Press.

Polyester Books (2018) The end of the physical shop. https://www.polyester.com.au/index.php/
the-last-days

Radway J (2011) Zines, half-lives, and afterlives: On the temporalities of social and political
change. PMLA 126(1): 140-150.

Radway J (2012) Interview with Janice Radway. European Journal of Cultural Studies 15(3):
327-342.

Ronning A (2020) The world of zines. Available at: https://www.nla.gov.au/stories/blog/world-zines

Sima K (2022) The political economy of fanzines on the threshold of state socialism and post-
socialism: The story of Czech(o)slovak fanzines. European Journal of Cultural Studies
25(1): 275-291.

Stevens J (2017) Self-made: Zines and art books. Available at: https://www.slv.vic.gov.au/self-
made-audio-extras/stops/6/

Sticky Institute (n.d.). Available at: https://stickyinstitute.com/

The National Gallery of Victoria (n.d.) The Australian zine library. Available at: https://www.ngv.
vic.gov.au/program/the-australian-zine-library/

Triggs T (2010) Fanzines: The DIY Revolution. San Francisco, CA: Chronicle Books.

Watson A and Bennett A (2021) The felt value of reading zines. American Journal of Cultural
Sociology 9(2): 115-149.

Williams R (1989 [1958]) Culture is ordinary. In: Williams R (ed.) Resources of Hope. London:
Verso Books, pp.91-100.

Zon C (2020) 1000 Postcards [zine]. https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/catalog/8539958

Biographical notes

Ash Watson is a sociologist and Scientia Fellow/Senior Lecturer at the University of New South
Wales in Sydney. Her research spans digital technologies, DIY culture, storytelling and creative
methods.


https://www.librarything.com/profile/Paperhouse
https://www.librarything.com/profile/Paperhouse
https://www.mca.com.au/learn/young-creatives/young-creatives-zine-library/
https://www.mca.com.au/learn/young-creatives/young-creatives-zine-library/
https://www.polyester.com.au/index.php/the-last-days
https://www.polyester.com.au/index.php/the-last-days
https://www.nla.gov.au/stories/blog/world-zines
https://www.slv.vic.gov.au/self-made-audio-extras/stops/6/
https://www.slv.vic.gov.au/self-made-audio-extras/stops/6/
https://stickyinstitute.com/
https://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/program/the-australian-zine-library/
https://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/program/the-australian-zine-library/
https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/catalog/8539958

16 European Journal of Cultural Studies 00(0)

Suzanne Grasso is currently working on the ‘Mapping Australian Homemade, Amateur & Do-it-
Yourself Cultural Economies’ Australian Research Council project at Monash University. While
working at State Library Victoria (SLV), Suzanne co-founded ‘The Goat’, a zine created for and
by SLV staff to recognise and foster creativity and camaraderie behind the scenes at SLV.

Cora Zon is the producer and co-host of ZINE on Yarra Valley FM 99.1, Australia’s only com-
munity radio program dedicated to zines. Cora has facilitated zine making workshops in libraries
and schools, curated art zine exhibitions and is Festival Director of the Healesville Zine and Comic
Festival.

Paul Long is a Professor in Creative and Cultural Industries and Director, Master of Cultural and
Creative Industries at Monash University. His research encompasses issues of cultural and archival
justice. He currently leads the Australian Research Council funded Discovery Project ‘Mapping
Australian Homemade, Amateur & Do-it-Yourself Cultural Economies.’



Research Methods in Applied Linguistics 3 (2024) 100131

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Research Methods in Applied Linguistics

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/rmal

Check for

“I feel my inner child out”: Zine-making as a data collection tool in =
narrative inquiry

Meifang Zhuo

Applied Linguistics, Social Sciences Building, University of Warwick, Coventry, CV4 7AL, United Kingdom

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Keywords: This article attempts to answer two current calls in applied linguistics, including a specific call for
Zines more methodological investment in narrative inquiry (Barkhuizen & Consoli, 2021) and a general
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call for methodological innovation in all areas of applied linguistics (Li et al., 2023; Li & Prior,
2022). This article proposes zine-making as a fun, creative, ethical, and empowering data
collection method in narrative inquiry (NI) in applied linguistics. Following a literature review of
NI, zines and zine-making, I delineate the theoretical links between zine-making and NI in applied
linguistics. I then demonstrate how zine-making was used to elicit individuals’ life stories by
reflecting on my experiences. An illustration of a sample of the findings from the zine-making
data in NI is presented, along with a discussion of the strengths and limitations of zine-making
from participants’ perspectives. The article concludes with implications of zine-making as a
methodological innovation in NI. Readers of this article will understand the basics of using zine-
making for data collection in NI while being aware of and prepared for its limitations.

1. Introduction

...we welcome innovation and variety, without promoting overkill! We welcome approaches that make sense to researchers —
teachers, teacher educators, academics — in their own contexts of work. Approaches that are feasible and useful to them, and
that are equitable for all concerned.

(Barkhuizen & Consoli, 2021, p. 2)

I begin my paper with this quote from the editorial article “Pushing the edge in narrative inquiry” by Barkhuizen and Consoli
(2021) for a Special-topic Issue of the Journal System. The quote indicates an encouragement for methodological innovations in
narrative inquiry (NI) that “make sense” to narrative researchers in their own contexts. It is the proposal of zine-making as a fun,
creative, ethical, and empowering data collection tool in NI is the focus of this article. I wish to share this method, which has proved its
feasibility and benefits in my context, with the wider narrative research community. I hope this proposal contributes to the current
literature on methodological innovation in NI, without intending to abandon existing approaches, despite the discussions of its ad-
vantages over some of these approaches in this article.

This article comprises three main sections: literature review, researcher reflexivity, and illustration and discussion. The first section
offers a brief introduction to NI and its five core dimensions, zines and zine-making, and a discussion of theoretical connections be-
tween NI and zine-making. This section identifies the research gap in the literature and highlights the potential of zine-making for NI.
The second section offers a reflective account of my zine-making experiences, both as a participant in a zine-making workshop (focused
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on feminists’ navigating spaces in academia) and as a facilitator of a zine-making activity (focused on L2 PhD students’ academic journeys in
the UK). These experiences suggest that zine-making can create a welcoming, safe, and inspiring environment for participants to
reflect, create, and present their visualized life stories. Guidelines on how zine-making can be employed to collect people’s life stories
are outlined in both examples, justifying the contextual feasibility and appropriateness of using zine-making to elicit narrative data.
The third section, illustration, and discussion, is based on two sets of data, including original zine-making data and semi-structured
interview data, contributed by some participants of zine-making on L2 PhD students’ academic journeys in the UK. Using the zine-
making data, I present a sample of the findings that the analysis of zine-making data can generate in NI. Drawing on participants’
feedback on zine-making experience in the interviews, I summarize the strengths and limitations of zine-making as a data collection
tool in NI. This section thereby justifies the usefulness of zine-making as a data collection tool in NI and zine-making as a fun, creative,
ethical and empowering tool for collecting people’s life stories despite its limitations.

This article concludes with the implications of zine-making as a methodological innovation in NI, emphasizing its enormous po-
tential. Additionally, I restate the purpose of this article and encourage narrative inquirers to consider zine-making as an alternative
data collection tool in NI, providing they find this tool contextually appropriate.

2. Literature review
2.1. NI and five core dimensions

Narrative inquiry (NI), a crucial methodology in the humanities and social sciences, allows researchers to gain knowledge and
make sense of life stories from participants’ viewpoints (Barkhuizen, 2019). For instance, in language education, it has become an
established approach to researching second and foreign language learning (e.g., Ahn, 2021; Inozii, 2018) and language teacher
professional development (e.g. Barkhuizen & Wette, 2008; Johnson & Golombek, 2002). In simple terms, NI refers to research
involving stories (Barkhuizen et al., 2014). However, NI is more than just telling stories (Bell, 2002). During narrative production and
analysis, and the presentation and dissemination of the NI findings, complex knowledge construction, referred to as narrative
knowledging (Barkhuizen, 2011), involves narrators, researchers, and readers of research reports. Although the operationalization of
stories can vary in NI studies (Benson, 2014; Polkinghorne, 1995), five inter-connected core dimensions, each of which is a continuum,
have been summarized to explain the fundamental features of NI:

(1) Narrative as the object of study and narrative as a means to study a phenomenon
For example, in Ahn’s (2021) study, she uses drawings and verbal narratives by Korean undergraduate students to explore
how they make sense of themselves in relation to English and how they perceive the impact of English on their future lives. As
such, this study lies more towards the latter side of this continuum. However, if we focus solely on the analysis of the orga-
nization and presentation of the elements in the drawings, this study sits more on the former side of the continuum.
(2) Stories as interaction and stories from interaction
When stories are co-constructed through interaction, such as interviews, the analytical approach to stories can occupy either
end of the continuum. For example, Riordan and Farr (2014) investigate the identity construction of student teachers through
the narratives within the discourse of their reflective discussions about teaching. Drawing on discourse analysis techniques, this
study depicts how student teachers construct their novice identities in these discussions. As such, this study sits towards the end
of using stories as interaction. However, if the narrative in this study were analyzed thematically, this study would possibly use
excerpts from the discussions, thus analyzing the stories from interaction.
(3) Less and more researcher engagement
This dimension is highlighted by narrative researchers’ involvement in the lives of their research participants. The level of
researcher engagement impacts the quality of the collected data and the validity of data analysis. However, this does not imply
that more researcher engagement equates to higher quality of NI studies, as the appropriateness of researcher engagement is
contextually bound. Take Ahn’s (2021) study as an example again, the level of researcher engagement is situated towards the
side of less researcher engagement, as there is no further engagement beyond collecting narrative data from students, and the
analysis and (re)presentation of their data. Nevertheless, Ahn argues specifically that such a level of engagement with the
participants can mitigate potential influences on participation, data, and interpretation. Whereas in Consoli’s (2021b) study,
which aims to uncover Chinese postgraduate students’ motivation in a UK university (before, during, and after pre-sessional), he
is significantly more closely involved with his participants in several ways, as the full account of his experience (Consoli, 2021a)
indicates. First, he was the pre-sessional teacher of these participants and followed them from their professional life to their
postgraduate life. Second, after interviews, he offered tutorial-like interactions to support participants academically, as part of
the ‘benefit’ for their participation. Additionally, he organized social gatherings for his participants to show his care towards
them. While acknowledging the challenges resulting from this additional engagement with his participants, he argued for ‘good
enough data’ in this study.
(4) Non-story data and data in story form
Narrative traditions are culturally bound and thus the presence of life stories can differ in many ways, including structure and
style (Pavlenko, 2002). Therefore, placing narratives along this dimension is challenging. This is particularly true with visual
narratives, like drawings (e.g. Ahn, 2021) and photos (e.g. Greenier & Moodie, 2021), which do not align with conventional
thinking of what a story is. For convenience and to avoid confusion, this article adopts Kramp’s (2004) understanding of story as
a narrative structure that organizes human events, with character(s), plot, time, and place as its integral parts. Considering this
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conceptualization, data in Ahn’s (2021) can be categorized as data in story form, since the four integral parts can be easily
identified in both drawings and verbal narratives.
(5) Analysis of narrative and narrative analysis

In simple terms, analysis of narrative usually involves identifying common themes among narrative data, typically through
thematic/content analysis. For example, Greenier and Moodie (2021) identify three intertwining themes throughout their
participant’s career trajectory by iterative analysis of narratives containing pictures and interviews. Therefore, their NI study
sits more toward the end of analysis of narrative. Ahn’s (2021) study, which presents the stories of six participants, can be placed
towards the end of narrative analysis, as the telling of participants’ stories constitutes the main research outcome(Benson, 2014).

In applied linguistics, various methodological approaches have been adopted or developed in NI research. Some notable examples
include autobiography, positioning analysis, small story analysis, writing as analysis, narrative frames, and short story analysis
(Barkhuizen & Consoli, 2021). The fact that research informed by narrative can take a variety of forms has raised the question of
whether NI may lose its meaning (Davis & Dwyer, 2017). For example, Michael Bamberg (see interview in Davis & Dwyer, 2017) warns
that “an anything-goes attitude” (p. 228) could disintegrate the purity of narrative. Freeman (2015) describes this phenomenon as
“narrative fatigue due to overkill” (p. 22). On the other hand, NI welcomes and recognizes innovation and creativity that maintain
methodological rigor and make sense to narrative researchers in their own contexts of work. Indeed, narrative researchers have been
encouraged to push the edge of NI through creative, reflexive, and ethical considerations (Barkhuizen & Consoli, 2021). Recent years
have seen a growing body of literature working towards this goal (e.g. Ahn, 2021; Golombek & Johnson, 2021; Greenier & Moodie,
2021; Randez, 2023). This article aims to contribute to this burgeoning methodological literature by proposing zine-making as a fun,
creative, ethical, and empowering data collection tool for NI.

2.2. Zines and zine-making

Zines are small, self-published booklets, created by “piecing together” (Lonsdale, 2015, p. 8) multimodal resources, including
“original and/or appropriated texts and images” (Desyllas & Sinclair, 2014, p. 297). Popular methods of creating zines include collages
and drawings, which are “not prescribed or predetermined in technique, media, or format” (Weida, 2020, p. 270). Zines can contain
various contents: concepts, trends, rumors, art, essays, poetry, diaries, and more (Ashtari et al., 2022), and can take various formats
and sizes (Lonsdale, 2015). See Fig. 1 for an example of a zine (or two zine pages) created by me in 2022 in a zine-making workshop
focused on feminists’ navigating spaces in academia. This event will be elaborated further later.

The earliest zines can be traced back to the 1920s when small pamphlets were created as a means of communication during
philosophical and artistic movements (Desyllas & Sinclair, 2014). The earliest zines, known as fanzines, were created by science fiction
readers to share their reactions to science fiction stories (Creasap, 2014; Desyllas & Sinclair, 2014; Gray et al., 2022; Weida, 2020).
This is considered the first of the three cultural moments where zines emerged (Gray et al., 2022). Feminist zines were later created

Fig. 1. An example of a zine.
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during the punk movement in the 1970s and the riot grrrl movement in the 1990s (Desyllas & Sinclair, 2014; Valli, 2021). Zines have
since continued to play a prominent role in feminist activism (Gray et al., 2022; Von Wald, 2023). With the advancement of tech-
nology, electronic zines began to appear in the 1990s (Desyllas & Sinclair, 2014). The 1990s also witnessed the proliferation of many
zines focusing on art and education (Weida, 2020). Zines have become more diverse in forms and contents while maintaining their
popularity among marginalized communities (Silberstein & Thomas, 2022).

Traditionally, zine-making involves both the creation of zines and the local distribution and archival processes of zine collection
within zine communities (Weida, 2020). Although zines can be created independently, this article conceptualizes zine-making as a
collective act where participants learn about zines, make, and share their zine pages/zines, which can later be made into a collective
zine or a collection of zines for distribution purposes within and even beyond the community. Therefore, the data generated from
zine-making includes zines and the explanations of zines. When zine-making is used to collect people’s life stories, participants make
zine pages/zines to tell their personal life experiences, which reflects the given topic (for example, my zine in Fig. 1).

In disciplines outside applied linguistics, particularly in feminism studies and social work education, zine-making has been
recognized as both a pedagogical tool and a research tool. As an engaging and empowering pedagogical tool, it enhances teaching and
learning experience by fostering a more egalitarian classroom environment (Ashtari et al., 2022; Desyllas & Sinclair, 2014). As an
effective participatory dissemination tool, it enables research participants to interpret transcribed texts from researcher-conducted
interviews and subsequently disseminate their output in the form of a collective zine (Valli, 2021). As a data collection tool,
zine-making has been validated as a feminist autobiographical act, providing a valuable avenue for gaining insights into feminist life
(Gray et al., 2022).

In applied linguistics, although zine-making remains relatively under-researched, it has been promoted as a valuable pedagogical
tool, particularly within the context of English writing classrooms (e.g. Rallin & Barnard, 2008). As a research tool, zine-making has
been integrated into classrooms as a literary practice to explore students’ identity, agency, and relationship trajectories in an English
language arts (ELA) classroom (Jones, 2017). This study reveals that participants use zines as an expression of their life experiences.
This finding suggests the potential of zine-making as a tool for data collection in NI. However, a further review of the literature in-
dicates that this potential has yet to be fully realized in NI This is striking considering the advantages of zine-making in eliciting
people’s voices (Valli, 2021), and life experiences (Gray et al., 2022; Jones, 2017), and in supporting people’s identity while generating
a sense of ownership (Lonsdale, 2015). This article seeks to address this gap in the literature while answering the aforementioned call
for more methodological investment in NI in applied linguistics (Barkhuizen & Consoli, 2021). Additionally, the article echoes the
growing attention to methodological innovation in applied linguistics (Li et al., 2023; Li & Prior, 2022).

2.3. Theoretical connections

2.3.1. Multimodal trend

According to Barkhuizen et al. (2014), multimodal data refers to narratives constructed through more than one mode (for example,
photographs in addition to written or oral narratives). They categorize multimodal data into four types: (1) researcher-produced
multimodal texts as prompts or supplementary narratives; (2) participant-produced multimodal data according to researchers’ in-
structions (e.g. Ahn, 2021; Inozii, 2018; Kalaja et al., 2013); (3) participant-produced multimodal data as products of their regular
working agenda, and (4) participant-provided multimodal data according to researchers’ instructions (Greenier & Moodie, 2021).

Recent years have seen a growing interest in multimodal narratives in NI (Barkhuizen et al., 2014; Benson, 2014). Particularly, the
emphasis is on using visual narratives. The benefits of multimodal narratives are various. For instance, Ahn (2021) uses a multimodal
framework, the combination of visual (drawing) and verbal (written accounts of the drawings and a follow-up interview) means, to
explore how Korean undergraduate students depict themselves about English and the impact of English on their future lives. Meth-
odologically, she finds that incorporating visual data enables her participants to make strong claims and allows her to gain a more
complex understanding of their identity construction.

Zine-making can generate both zines, as shown in Fig. 1, and zine-related explanations (usually in either oral or written form).
Thus, zine-making data can be categorized as (2) participant-produced multimodal data according to narrative researchers’ in-
structions (Barkhuizen et al., 2014). Therefore, zine-making, when used as a data collection tool in NI, aligns with the multimodal
trend.

2.3.2. Ethical practice

NI in applied linguistics, with its goal to elicit, analyze, and (re)-present participants’ life stories, brings upon narrative researchers
“complex, ideological, and emotional responsibilities” (Barkhuizen, 2011, p. 393). As such, narrative researchers are expected to
satisfy both macroethical principles (macroethics, referring to the procedural ethics of review boards and the professional code of
conduct) and microethical principles (microethics, referring to everyday ethical dilemmas encountered in specific research contexts) to
ensure that ethical research is in place (De Costa, Randez et al., 2021).

To fulfill microethics, narrative researchers should observe three core ethical principles: (1) respect for persons; (2) yielding
optimal benefits while minimizing harm, and (3) the preservation of justice (De Costa, Randez et al., 2021). The first principle is
usually complied with by seeking participants’ informed consent and ensuring the protection of their personal identity, whereas the
latter two receive far less attention in research (Kubanyiova, 2013). Therefore, to conduct NI ethically, narrative researchers must
ensure that their decisions about narrative data collection, analysis, and (re)-presentation observe the three core ethical principles,
with special efforts devoted to the latter two principles.

Zine-making, when employed as a data collection tool in NI, shows enormous potential for achieving such ethical goals. Firstly,
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zine-making as a tool for narrative data collection is accessible to any type of participant, since “anyone-from artists and writers,
wishers and lovers, to students and teachers and everybody else-can make a zine” (Ashtari et al., 2022, p. 5). Secondly, it empowers
participants by challenging the traditional way of expression (Damon et al., 2022), enabling them to “tap into passion and creativity”
(Creasap, 2014, p. 166) to tell their idiosyncratic stories (Valli, 2021) and make “the invisible visible” (Ashtari et al., 2022, p. 16).
Research on zine-makers has found that they advocate the form and freedoms that zines provide (Bryant, 2023). Thirdly, zine-making
is “the gateway for people to join a community” (Bryant, 2023, p. 2)to express, access, and network, constituting a transformative way
of data collection. Fourth, zine-making as a data collection tool has the potential to equalize the power hierarchy between researchers
and participants, as equalized relationships have been found between teachers and students when it is used as a pedagogical activity in
the classroom (e.g. Ashtari et al., 2022; Desyllas & Sinclair, 2014). Lastly, for benefits beyond zine-making, zines can assist participants
in developing resilient practices to cope with their fears, anxiety, and rage at social problems (Von Wald, 2023) and prove effective in
chronicling emerging communities, including refugees and migrants, the diasporas of gender, youth, and identity, enabling their
cultural participation within the main society (Bryant, 2023). In this sense, zine-making as a tool to collect narratives not only benefits
its participants in the research but also after research, thus contributing to the three core principles.

3. Researcher reflexivity

In line with the reflexive turn in applied linguistics (Mann, 2016), applied linguists are now expected to illustrate and scrutinize
their reflexivity in their published work (De Costa, 2024). This phenomenon is particularly important for narrative researchers, who
are more than just storytellers (Bell, 2002) and are “intimately implicated in their research activities” (Barkhuizen, 2011, p. 393).
Narrative researchers are called upon to be sensitive to their relationships with their research participants and their microethical
decisions in collecting, analyzing, and reporting data (De Costa, Randez et al., 2021). Reflexivity in NI contributes to transparency,
rigor, and additional methodological legitimacy. By performing an elevated level of reflexivity, narrative researchers can enhance the
rigor of their NI study (Consoli, 2021b). Additionally, when narrative researchers are transparent about their NI research, they are not
hiding the mess (Rabbidge, 2017). This enables readers to evaluate their research and replicate the results (De Costa, Sterling et al.,
2021).

Researcher reflexivity requires researchers to “acknowledge their own presence within the research processes, thereby identifying
how their positionalities may shape the social reality under investigation” (Consoli & Ganassin, 2023, p. 3). An inclination is that some
researchers may equate researcher reflexivity to researchers’ awareness and ability to prevent themselves from damaging or
contaminating the research. To address this issue, a life capital lens has been proposed (Consoli, 2022). Life capital is depicted as one’s
symbolic wealth, which can be interpreted as one’s life experiences and the associated “memories, desires, emotions, attitudes,
opinions” (Consoli, 2021c, p. 122; Consoli & Ganassin, 2023, p. 6). It is argued that through a life capital lens, researchers can
recognize their own complex life ecologies to enrich their findings and honor the humanness of the research (Consoli, 2022).

Therefore, to fulfill the expectation for narrative researchers to perform reflexivity, acknowledge my complex life ecologies,
investigate the life capital I have brought to this study, and explain the appropriateness of zine-making for eliciting life stories, I now
proceed to explain my zine-making experiences.

My initial encounter with zines and zine-making occurred in 2022 when I participated in the workshop on feminists’ navigating
spaces in academia and created my first zine, as shown in Fig. 1. This two-hour workshop, organized by researchers specializing in the
study of women and gender from sociology, aimed to form a space for feminist PhD students and postdoctoral researchers to gather,
reflect, and share experiences of navigating conflicted spaces in academia through zine-making. The objective was to create a self-help
zine with tips by assembling all participants’ zine artifacts. I was drawn to this event, firstly because at that time [ was struggling with
my new role as a PhD researcher both academically and psychologically, and sought communication, assistance, and guidance.
Additionally, I was curious about how zine-making could facilitate the achievement of such objectives.

This workshop attracted around 10 female PhD students including me. Before gathering in a room and sitting around a table for
zine-making, we had a brief socializing with each other while refreshments were provided. The detailed procedures of the zine-making
workshop were as follows: first, we were introduced to zines with zine samples. Then, we were provided with materials (e.g., blank A4
paper, old magazines, scissors, glue, colorful taps, pens, and decorative items like colorful buttons, and craft glitter) and given
approximately one hour to make our zines/zine pages. Finally, we were invited to share our stories orally by explaining our zines. At
the end of the event, the workshop organizers collected our zine artifacts, which were later made into a collective zine, as promised.
This collective zine was both digitized and printed, circulating among the participants and within the research community.

As a participant in this activity, I experienced a sense of pleasure and accomplishment in successfully visualizing my story as a
female in academia into a zine artifact (as shown in Fig. 1). I appreciated the comfort of sharing my private stories with peers and found
inspiration in listening to others’ stories. I was also surprised by the willingness and openness of many participants, including me, to
share very personal stories, depicted in their zines with a group of people whom we had just met. Throughout the entire process, I felt
cared for, supported, and understood. Although, as the organizers had warned before the event, problems might not be solved with a
single event or a self-help zine, I did feel empowered after zine-making. As such, my intentions in attending the workshop were
fulfilled.

With another hat as a researcher, I noticed the creative and diverse zines that we, as first-time zine makers, managed to produce in a
very limited time. The rich data (including zines and zine explanations) from this zine-making workshop could be collected to explore
female PhD students’ life stories or identities. From this experience, I concluded that zine-making seemed to be a fun, creative, ethical,
and empowering tool for eliciting people’s life stories. I began to consider its potential for NI in applied linguistics.

My experience as a zine-making facilitator in 2023 convinced me of the usefulness of zine-making as a data collection tool in NI
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applied linguistics. This zine-making activity was part of a one-day conference, a funded team project led by me, aiming to support L2
PhD students’ academic journeys in the UK, with a specific emphasis on the interplay of language, well-being, and productivity. In the
morning, the conference started with a speed-dating style networking, followed by a talk on PhD wellbeing and on-site mindfulness
practice. In the afternoon, participants joined in a zine-making activity and an outdoor wellbeing walk. We believed these activities
could provide valuable opportunities for participants to network, reflect, learn, discuss, discover, and develop, serving the aim of the
conference. Specifically, I oversaw the zine-making activity, as I proposed the idea of zine-making, and I was the only team member
who had some knowledge of zines and zine-making. Drawing on my previous zine-making experience, I arranged the 21 zine-making
participants into groups of five or six and devised the following four steps to create a 90-minute zine-making activity:

. Get to Know: An Introduction to zines and zine-making (10 min)

. Have a Go: Participants make zines with provided materials (30 min)

. Display and Share: Participants share their zines and tell their zine stories in oral/written forms (40 min)
. Reflect and Conclude: An overall reflection on the zine-making activity (10 min)

A WN =

The first stage went according to plan and every group received what I categorized as four types of zine-making materials (See
Fig. 2):

1. Zine base materials: plain and colorful A4 paper

2. Zine content materials: old magazines; flyers and leaflets; highlighter & marker pens (various colors)
3. Zine decoration materials: art stickers; dry flowers; glitter glue pens

4. Supporting stationery: scissors; glue sticks; double-sided sticky tapes; black sign pen

After ensuring every group received the materials and addressing all questions about zines and zine-making, I started the zine-
making session by playing some calming background music to create a relaxing atmosphere for reflection. This second stage excee-
ded the planned duration by around 20 min, resulting in a significant truncation of the last two stages. In the third stage, I invited
participants to share their zines either orally with a group or in written form on a Padlet platform. In total, eight out of the 21 par-
ticipants presented their zine explanations orally, and seven of them along with another 10 provided written zine explanations on
Padlet. Due to time constraints, the fourth stage was hurried with very brief comments from participants regarding their first zine-
making experiences. Nevertheless, we received very positive comments, including “This is so much fun!” and “I feel my inner child out!”.

As a facilitator of this zine-making activity, I had the chance to observe the participants’ engagement throughout this zine-making
activity. I witnessed varied approaches to zine creation. I heard chats and laughter from some groups. I noticed gradually, some
participants began to open up and share the stories of their challenging PhD academic journeys in the UK. I saw many nodding and
smiling in the room while one was sharing his/her PhD stories. It became evident to me that zine-making effectively fostered a
welcoming, safe, and inspiring environment for participants to reflect, create, and share their life stories.

To meet the requirements of our sponsor for an event report/presentation about this conference and with participants’ consent, we
collected participants’ zine pages, video-recorded participants’ oral zine explanations, and participants’ written zine explanations on
Padlet. These zine pages were later compiled into a digitized collective zine, circulating among the participants, organizers, and the
sponsor’s community. While taking stock of the creative, rich, and diverse data gathered from this zine-making activity, I recognized
the significant potential for use in NI studies on L2 PhD students’ academic journeys in the UK. This realization solidified my belief in
the feasibility of zine-making as a fun, creative, ethical, and empowering tool to collect data in NI. As such, for the study in this article,
reached out to zine-making participants to seek their permission to use their zine-making data and to gather their perspectives on the
strengths and limitations of zine-making as a tool for eliciting people’s life stories.

Fig. 2. An example of zine-making materials.



M. Zhuo Research Methods in Applied Linguistics 3 (2024) 100131
4. Illustration and discussion

After obtaining full ethics approval from the institution, I emailed the 21 zine-making participants, inviting them to participate in
this study. Table 1 presents the demographic information of the seven participants who volunteered.

Two sets of data were collected: (1) zine-making data, including zine artifacts, video-recorded zine explanations, and written zine
explanations, and (2) semi-structured interview data (video recorded). Appendix 1 provides the interview guiding questions. Fig. 3
presents an example of the first set of data contributed by Participant 1, Demir. The recordings of both sets of data were transcribed into
their original language.

Several strategies aligning with the stated three core principles (De Costa, Randez et al., 2021) were employed to ensure ethical
conduct in this study. First, considering that the first set of data contained participants’ life stories, potentially “very personal and often
cover confidential, ethically delicate topics™ (Barkhuizen, 2019, p. 193), I made it clear to participants that they could keep this data
private and contribute to the study only with their interview data. Participant 6, Chen, chose this option and therefore, I did not collect
the first set of data from her. Second, upon collecting the six zines (See Fig. 4), I meticulously reviewed each zine to remove any
personally identifiable information, ensuring participants’ privacy (See zines 1 and 5). Third, in the interview, I prompted participants
to reflect on their progress since the zine-making activity for their wellbeing, aiming to maximize the benefits of their participation in
this study. Fourth, I assured my participants that they could select their preferred online conferencing platform for the interview and
choose to have their cameras on or off during the interview. Furthermore, they could use a preferred language (Chinese or English) for
communication. Most interviews were conducted on MS Teams in English, while Participant 4, Lin, and Participant 7, Qin, were
interviewed in Chinese as per their request. Additionally, I used another third-party web-based video conferencing software for the
interview with Lin to accommodate her accessibility needs. In this study, the verbatim quotes of Participant 4 and Participant 7 were
initially presented in Chinese, accompanied by an English translation to cater to the international readership of this article. Lastly, all
participants were assigned pseudonyms in addition to being numbered for reference purposes, allowing their personal opinions to be
recognized while safeguarding their identity.

4.1. Illustration of zine-making data in NI

To illustrate the usefulness of zine-making as a data collection tool in NI, I now proceed to present a sample of the findings, focusing
on one of the three themes identified from the data generated during the zine-making activity on L2 PhD students’ academic journeys in
the UK. This illustration situates itself towards the end of the analysis of narrative (Feature 5 of the five core dimensions), with
qualitative content analysis (CA) (Elo et al., 2014) as its main analytical approach. Following the requirement for narrative researchers
to engage systematically in reflexive practice (Consoli, 2021b) and to offer illustrative support to other narrative researchers interested
in employing zine-making to gather data in NI, I detail how the three themes: challenges, optimism, and solutions were identified from
the zine-making data.

The first theme, challenges, was identified without much effort. While familiarizing myself with the contents of the collective zine
(See Fig. 4), I immediately considered challenges as a possible theme, since this word appeared on zine pages 1, 3, 5, and 7. Although
zine page 2 did not contain this word, it listed concrete challenges, including isolation, stress, supervisor, funding, time, future, and
problems. Zine page 4, which contained only pictures without explicit hints of challenges, required further investigation. I referred to
the written and oral zine explanation to check if Participant 4, Lin, mentioned anything related to challenges. In the transcript of her
oral zine explanation, Lin shared, “I think exercise is a very good way for us in the PhD journey to, you know, relieve our pressure, or you know
some negative emotions”. This triangulation of data confirmed the identification of challenges as the first theme.

The second theme, optimism, was identified similarly but required more effort to code. This theme was supported by direct ref-
erences such as your failures are helping you on zine page 1 and progress, recover, experience life, flower road, golden road on zine page 7.
Additionally, the picture of the graduation certificate on zine page 2, the pictures of before and now on zine page 3, the picture of the
smiling lady on zine page 4, and the picture of the beverage below the word goal on zine page 5, all conveyed a strong sense of
optimism. Consequently, the second theme was coded as optimism. Further triangulation with both the oral and written zine expla-
nations provided additional support for this theme.

The last theme, solutions, was coded by referring to Ahn’s (2021) argument that a visual element should be approached both
through its surface meaning and its relationship with other surrounding elements. I analyzed how different visual elements were

Table 1
Demographics of participants.
Participant No. Pseudonym Year Gender Nationality Discipline Institution Zine-making experience
1 Demir Early 1st Male Turkish Security studies A No
2 Jun Late 3rd Female Chinese Arts and media studies B No
3 Kevin Late 1st Male Chinese (Hong Kong) Clinical Psychology A No
4 Lin Late 2nd Female Chinese Applied linguistics A No
5 Mary Late 4th Female South African Applied Psychology B No
6 Chen Late 2nd Female Chinese Applied Linguistics A No
7 Qin Mid-2nd Female Chinese Applied Linguistics A No

Note: 1. Chinese refers to citizens from Mainland China. 3. Participants 1, 2, 4, and 5 gave an oral zine explanation in English at the conference.
Everyone posted his/her zine with a message in English on Padlet except Participant 2.
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Fig. 3. An example of zine-making data.

Fig. 4. A collective zine.

connected on a zine page. Zine page 5 offered a contrast between challenges-various causes of stress (left side of the zine) and sol-
utions-different sources of happiness (right side of the zine). On zine page 2, the elements in the upper part showed various solutions to
the challenging status quo depicted in the lower part. The wrestling picture on zine page 1 suggested that fighting might be a way to
overcome “challenges” and “the barriers”, although a triangulation of Demir’s oral zine explanation indicated an opposite strategy, “do
not try to fight at all times”.

The sample of the findings is about the first theme, challenges. In this study, participants mentioned a wide range of difficulties they
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encountered as L2 PhD students in the UK, some of which have been identified in the literature on international PhD students’
experience in English-speaking countries (see a review study by Gao, 2021). In this study, I discovered four aspects of challenges
encountered by L2 PhD students:

1. Supervisor-related challenges. Supervisors play an essential role in L2 PhD students’ academic journeys in the UK. Participants re-
ported that a failed relationship with supervisors could lead to numerous problems, including emotional distress and unpleasant
academic pursuit (see Fig. 3 for Demir’s oral zine explanation). In extreme cases, as Demir mentioned, he had to quit and restart his
PhD all over again. Although he managed it in the end, Demir described the experience as “like dying”. However, sometimes,
problems can also arise despite a positive relationship with supervisors. In her oral zine explanation, Jun said “my supervisor left the
UK, left our university...She didn’t tell me until the end of last month”. In Jun’s case, it was the abrupt career change of her supervisor
that caused significant stress for her.

2. Academic-related challenges. Doing a PhD is challenging. Doing it in L2 makes it more so. Surprisingly, language barriers, one of the
frequently mentioned challenges by international students (Gao, 2021), were not expressed by participants in this study. Instead,
more common challenges of pursuing a doctoral degree were brought up. For example, in her written zine explanation, Qin said she
encountered “troubles coming up with promising analyses”. In Kevin’s written zine explanation, he acknowledged that he lacked
“necessary skills set” for studying psychology and was thus “ill-prepared” for his PhD.

3. Finance-related challenges. Although research has shown that having no access to any kind of capital for a pricey overseas education
does not deter international students from studying in the UK (Pasztor, 2015), self-funded international doctoral students from a
humble economic background may suffer from financial burden. Mary was one of the self-paying international PhD students in the
UK. In zine page 5, she specified her problem with the texts “Tuition fees” and “NO PhD FUNDING”, accompanied by a sad face
emoji. All these elements were placed on the left side of her zine and categorized as sources of stress for her. This difficulty was also
repeatedly highlighted in her oral zine explanation “Seeking PhD funding. I have no funding. I am a self-funded PhD student. No funding
for me.”

4. Emotion-related challenges. In addition to stress caused by the factors identified above, L2 PhD students also met with other
emotional challenges during their academic pursuit in the UK. In her oral zine explanation, Jun reflected on her feelings of
loneliness and social isolation at the beginning of her PhD. Qin mentioned heartbreak due to “meeting incompatible people”, an
emotional challenge, which can be experienced by everyone.

In this section, I have reported some findings on the zine-making data by content analysis and by my researcher reflexivity during
the analytical process. However, this is not the only way to approach the zine-making data. For example, the data can also be analyzed
using a combination of social semiotic multimodal analysis and narrative analysis like the way Ahn (2021) approaches her data, a
combination of visual and verbal data. Exploring all potential methodologies for using zine-making in NI studies is beyond the scope of
this article. Nevertheless, this section has demonstrated the usefulness of zine-making as a data collection tool in NI. In the next section,
I discuss the strengths and limitations of zine-making based on participants’ feedback in the interviews.

4.2. Discussion of zine-making

4.2.1. Strengths

Similar to the conclusion I drew from my zine-making experiences as a participant and a facilitator, participants in this study also
found zine-making fun. Mary, for instance, described it as a “nice experience going back to being a happy child”. Specifically, participants
identified the following four major strengths of zine-making as a creative, ethical, and empowering tool for collecting their life stories:

1. Zine-making, as an innovative and creative tool for collecting data about people’s life stories is accessible to various participants
(Ashtari et al., 2022), including those with special needs. Mary, with the experience of using diary studies, argued that zine-making
was such a tool.

It could be fascinating for people...say, a person who is more hesitant to write. Maybe because of dyslexia or anything like that,
or any other person who wants to just be more creative, it gives you something different than a traditional diary study...

Moreover, through zine-making, participants can explore difficult topics, including gender and politics. More traditional
forms of data collection may deter them from expressing opinions on such issues. This aligns with the argument that visual
methods are best for studies exploring “emotionally difficult, culturally sensitive or psychologically traumatic ones” since these
are often “difficult to talk or write” (Kalaja & Pitkanen-Huhta, 2018, p. 172). As Jun argued, zine-making is a gentle approach
that not only allows participants to express their ideas safely and creatively but also increases the likelihood that their ideas will
reach a wider audience.

You will have pressure to talk in interviews or in writing. Zine is like... it is image so it will be a more creative and gentle way to
show your ideas...you can say something while hiding something...

This strength reflects the fact that zine-making is “a secret mode of expression” (Bryant, 2023, p. 15) and explains its
popularity among marginalized communities(Silberstein & Thomas, 2022).

2. Zine-making, as an innovative data collection tool, can reduce the observer effect (Greenier & Moodie, 2021) in NI. Participants
sometimes act based on their assumptions about the research focus, which can lead them to produce data that does not help
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narrative researchers “understand the meaning of a particular phenomenon” (Kramp, 2004, p. 108). This is particularly true when
working with participants who are also researchers. As Chen pointed out, “they may perform” and “have many skills to hide” when a
more traditional method is used to collect NI data from them. This echoes Demir’s caution below.

Particularly for PhD students...I think we have a high tendency to respond to any kind of framework... This is very dangerous
because then you can unintentionally leave some information out, thinking this is too personal or this is not important...

3. Zine-making, as a multimodal way of storytelling, enables participants to express “something richer than text alone” (Davis &
Dwyer, 2017, p. 234), including some abstract ideas that are beyond words. Kevin used an interesting metaphor to explain this
advantage.

There are always some limitations in different languages. For instance, it’s very difficult to ask people to define what Yellow
Color means, what Blue Color means...

By making the invisible visible (Ashtari et al., 2022), zine-making also enables participants to reflect on and examine their
emotions in a multimodal way, thereby contributing to their wellbeing. Demir drew an analogy between “spring cleaning his
brain” and his zine-making experience to emphasize how this visualization empowered him.

Our emotions are like 3D objects inside us. If you don’t take it out, you can’t see what’s beneath it. You know, like when I'm
cleaning the house, I move the chair, I move the table or else I won’t be able to clean underneath...Zine-making made me
express more than I usually, so it made me feel relieved... It was like a spring cleaning for my brain.

4. Zine-making, as a relaxing group DIY activity, was found to be psychologically therapeutic for participants in this study. The strong
relationship between zine-making and the well-being of its participants has been reported (Bryant, 2023; Desyllas & Sinclair, 2014;
Valli, 2021). Specific benefits identified by participants include overcoming difficult life events, recognizing life issues, and
enhanced wellbeing through giving and receiving validation from peers. Qin emphasized how this fun, creative experience helped
her to heal from a recent breakup.

HRRRIMHE T W HX D AE, LR 2 BRI E R M, i — L LA BN BB RN E RS, BT RURE, F —MEE B LR
BRFHZE R comforted,'d, AT LA it fRcalm down T 3R[I was hurt at that time. Zine-making was helpful in distracting my attention.
Such a fun and creative way has a healing effect. It comforted me and calmed me down.]

Both Jun and Kevin reported their surprise at the breadth and diversity of others’ PhD life stories and realized that they have
ignored many other important aspects of life in their pursuit of a doctoral degree. Kevin elaborated on this by referring to his
zine page 4:

As you can see in my work, the focus was just my PhD, I neglected part of my life. A very large proportion of my life is because
I’ve married. So, I have a family, but I didn’t mention it in my zine-making. I didn’t pay attention to this.

Both Mary and Demir emphasized that they enjoyed the zine-sharing stage, as they gave and received validation from other
international PhD students in the UK. Demir highlighted that only through sharing and listening can one empathize with others
and gain a sense of belonging. This aligns with the argument that sharing zines evokes strong emotions in participants and thus
brings everyone closer (Desyllas & Sinclair, 2014).

I really wanted to share with friends that IT IS OK...because I reflect to myself and if I were to hear this two years ago... I would
feel better... but I started my PhD under COVID restrictions. So, for quite a long time, I didn’t really feel like I belonged to my
institution...that feeling of community or belonging only comes when you acknowledge that you have similar feelings or
challenges.

4.2.2. Limitations
Having said this, participants in this study also perceived some limitations of zine-making. Possible strategies to address and
minimize these limitations are also outlined in this section.

1. Zine-making, as a group DIY activity illustrated in this study, is more suitable to use when there is more than one participant. Zine-
making was even described as an activity with “{Xzt/# [a sense of ritual]” by Qin, which requires a certain atmosphere to operate.
One way to achieve this is by having participants sit in a group, which is not feasible if there is only one participant. Jun and Lin
affirmed this point by emphasizing that one person’s zine-making could be too “too strange” and “X#l# [too lonely].”

This limitation might be addressed if the narrative inquirer can participate in zine-making and form a two-person community
with his/her zine-making participant. Although this strategy raises challenges related to narrative researchers maintaining a high
level of reflexivity and concerns about authorial intervention during data collection, it appears ideal for narrative inquirers to
negotiate their entry and build “a caring community” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 4). Additionally, this can be seen as the
researchers’ effort to act ethically toward the participant by reducing the power differential and building rapport (De Costa, Randez
et al., 2021).

2. Zine-making, due to its open-ended nature, might lead to the production of data that is unusable or irrelevant to the research topics
under investigation. Demir expressed his concern about this issue by comparing zine-making to an interview.
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It is good to have interviews so you can stay on the topic and get meaningful data. Meaningful in that it would support the
research and direction, and so on. So, zine-making is so much free...it is very much dependent on the individual in zine-making.

One solution to address this risk is to design zine-making in a structured manner, similar to what Ahn (2021) implemented
when using drawings to collect data from participants regarding their imagined identities and communities through the success
or failure in learning English. In Ahn’s study, participants were asked to draw three scenarios in three respective columns: before
learning English, after mastering English, and after failing to master English. Another solution is to conduct a debrief session after the
zine-making process, where each participant is asked the same questions to “standardize” (the word used by Mary) or to ensure
the quality of the data.

3. Zine-making, due to the limited space offered in zine-based materials, might result in participants encountering difficulty in telling
a complete story of their lived experiences. As Qin pointed out in the interview:

RUEEXRERE—DLLREND, 1B, RAVERXFIFNAT HE, BEXBEH RN REEIREF AT Zine makingBRER
BB FAF 2 BRI A E TR AR INA LA T E SRR X R E XA R — L H AR AIRE B S MEIPhDAI[I think this can
only express a macro picture, well, there is no way to express specific details. Because in fact, what I draw here is only the period
from the beginning of PhD study to Zing making. I couldn’t draw my life before that. The space is limited. Some other previous
things will also affect the PhD]

However, as with all other methods, there are constraints on the time or space available for participants to share their life
stories. As cautioned by Bell (2011), there exists a point at which narrative inquirers must declare that the story has ended.
Therefore, if narrative inquirers are concerned about the scope of stories that zines may cover, they can adjust the size of the
zine-based paper provided to the participants. Certainly, the size of zine-based paper can be enlarged according to narrative
inquirers’ research purposes or if zine participants consider it necessary (see zine page 5, Mary combined two pieces of A4
paper). Meanwhile, researchers also need to consider whether they can do justice to all the data collected at the end of the day
(Benson, 2014), since “zines yield rich and fruitful data” (Gray et al., 2022, p. 901).

5. Implications and conclusion

Overall, notwithstanding the limitations outlined above, zine-making proves to be useful in NI in this study. For my participants,
zine-making created a welcoming and safe environment by bringing them together with other L2 PhD peers. Through zine-making,
they were able to network, reflect, and share their academic journeys in the UK. By listening to others’ stories, they gained deeper
insights into their own life issues and were inspired to enrich their lives in other possible ways. By acting as listeners for each other,
they were provided with valuable opportunities to support each other in this challenging PhD journey in the UK. One implication of
using zine-making, therefore, is that it can serve as an ethical and empowering narrative data collection tool in contexts where research
participants may feel isolated and thus desire to connect with others of the same or similar identity. In this sense, zine-making can be
particularly useful in NI with marginalized groups.

For me as a narrative inquirer, zine-making has enabled me to conduct NI ethically and maintain a high level of researcher
reflexivity throughout the research process. When presenting the sample findings through the analysis of narrative, I found that zine-
making effectively reduced the difficulty of identifying themes by providing more straightforward data. The point that zine-making
may alleviate narrative inquirers’ burden of data analysis remains valid when narrative analysis is adopted to analyze zine-making
data. Admittedly, constructing stories is “no simple task” (Kramp, 2004, p. 108) and involves “recursive movement from the data
to an emerging thematic plot” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 16), which is “perhaps the most challenging aspect of narrative inquiry”
(Benson, 2014, p. 163). As Consoli (2021b) illustrates, narrative analysis can involve narrative inquirers in “painstaking and laborious
processes” (p. 2). However, zine-making generates oral zine explanations (see an example in Fig. 3), which are already in the form of a
story with a plot (Kramp, 2004; Polkinghorne, 1995). These zine explanations can serve as a solid foundation for narrative inquirers to
construct stories if they choose to do so. Therefore, zine-making appears to be particularly accommodating to novice narrative in-
quirers who may encounter difficulty with narrative analysis.

In this article, I propose zine-making as a fun, creative, ethical, and empowering data collection tool in NI. I draw theoretical
connections between zine-making and NI, describe how zine-making was used to elicit people’s life stories through reflection on my
zine-making experiences, present a sample of the findings of the content analysis of zine-making data, and outline the strengths and
limitations of the zine-making approach. Finally, I discuss some implications of zine-making as a methodological innovation in NI

I started my article by referencing the call for contextually feasible and appropriate methodology in NI (Barkhuizen & Consoli,
2021), emphasizing that the proposal of zine-making was not intended to replace existing data collection methods in NI. In closing, I
would like to also highlight that the illustration of how zine-making was employed in NI in this article is not prescriptive. Narrative
inquirers interested in using zine-making to collect narrative data might need to make fine adjustments to make this tool contextually
appropriate. I hope this article will inspire further exploration of the use of zine-making in NI, as it has enormous potential to empower
both the individuals whose stories we (re)tell and empower us as narrative inquirers.
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Appendix 1
Part 1: Talking about your zine.

. What was the story your zine tries to tell?

. Why did you choose to tell this story? Why did you choose such a design?

. What did your zine make you see about yourselves?

. What was not depicted or absent in the zines?

. If you were asked to make a zine on the same topic again, would it be any different?

ga b wnN =~

Part 2: Reflecting on your zine-making experience.

. Did you enjoy the activity?

. What was your first impression when asked to make a zine and why?

. Were your feelings changed during the process and why?

. Which part did you enjoy the most, making the zine, sharing the zine, or listening to others?

. How did you feel about sitting in a group to make zines?

. How did you feel about the background music?

. How did you feel about the two options of sharing your zines, orally or writing on the Padlet?
. Could anything be done to improve this activity?

ONO U WN

Part 3: Commenting on zine-making as a tool to tell your stories.

1. Were you concerned about your artistic ability?
2. How did you feel about using zines to tell your stories?

Part 4: Comparing zine-making with other data collection tools in NI.

. What are the benefits of using zine-making as a data collection tool in NI?

. Where else could this tool be used?

. What are the possible concerns about using zine-making as a data collection tool?

. Compared to other traditional methods (for example, interviews) to elicit people’s life stories, what are the advantages and dis-
advantages of zine-making?

5. Compared to other innovative methods (for example, the combination of visual and written means), what are the advantages and

disadvantages of zine-making?

A WN R
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