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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 
 

Sonic Feminism: Intentionality, Empathy, and Emotions at Rock and Roll Camps 
 
 

by 
 
 

Paula Danielle Propst 
 
 

Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate Program in Music 
University of California, Riverside, September 2017 

Dr. Deborah Wong, Chairperson 
 

 
 
 This dissertation examines the relationship between empowerment and emotions 

at rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth in Southern California through a lens of 

affect theory. As affiliated members of the umbrella organization known as the Girls 

Rock Camp Alliance, the five rock and roll camps in this study highlight the 

interconnected community of feminist organizations in a single region. I explore three 

ideas through analyses of various aspects of rock and roll camps. First, I argue that 

organizers and volunteers at these rock camps prepare urban camp spaces (and in some 

cases, more traditionally rooted summer camp settings) for campers and incorporate 

intentional feminist-oriented ideas to spark positive affect responses during rock camps. 

Further, I argue that these spaces remain rooted in local aesthetics, but the production of 

affective environments is a similar process throughout the region. Second, I examine the 

development of empowerment through empathetic, intergenerational relationships at rock 

camps. Different generations present at these rock camps deconstruct ageist thinking and 
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form relational autonomous bonds through practices of empathetic listening skills. Last, I 

analyze how campers experience their musical voices through musical performances and 

the use of gender coded instrumentation. Further, I examine the performative relationship 

between musicians and audience members; I argue that the process of empowerment 

emerges through practiced performativity and produces a continual circuit during sound 

performance. These three ideas constitute a model that deploys the emotions 

performatively and makes empowerment to happen. Affective performativity is activated 

in accessible feminist-oriented spaces, intergenerational relationships, and embodied 

knowledge, helping campers to deconstruct gender norms through applied methods of 

music education. 
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Chapter(1,(Introduction(

Welcome(to(Rock(Camp(

 Chicas Rockeras Day 1, 2015: Her feet were planted firmly to a claimed spot, 

hidden from most other people in the assembly room. She was snugly positioned between 

a bright orange locker and a doorway that led to the hall. Candace (an adult volunteer) 

stood in front of her, listening to the assembly. The hidden girl could not be older than 

eight or nine years old. I could only see half her body, as she was nervously nestled in the 

corner. She peered meekly at the group of around thirty campers who sat in front of 

Comadre Marin, and listened to the plans and goals for that week. The campers sat 

huddled in a space marked by three tables behind and beside them. They faced Marin, 

who sat on a small stage where the house band instruments were set up; instruments 

similar to those the campers would play that week. The drum kit was marked with black 

tape that geometrically spelled out “SELA,” and a white poster board rested on one side 

of the drum with the Chicas Rockeras camp song lyrics written on it. Above the campers 

were a few brightly colored lanterns with extending pieces of twine that draped from the 

ceiling outward. Each tentacle had alternating colors of papel picados, cut with images of 

microphones and the acronym “SELA,” for Southeast Los Angeles.  

Although Candace and the nervous camper were less than twenty feet away from 

the group, it seemed like miles from the tables adorned with brightly colored cloths 

topped with small succulent plants inside tins placed evenly across each table. Candace 
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stood near the hidden camper, but attempted to give her enough space to feel 

comfortable. She said softly to the camper, “If you want to join the other campers, you 

can head over there. You don’t have to sing or answer questions.” The young girl’s dark 

brown ringlet curls swept across her sepia skin, as she shook her head no. Her mouth 

tightened and she looked towards the floor. Since she did not speak aloud, it was difficult 

to determine if she was nervous, shy, or a mixture of both. 

Volunteers in the Telenovela Crew (the morning skit performers) quietly walked 

on the outer edge of the circle of campers and out of the assembly room to gather props 

for their inaugural performance. One of the volunteers asked the camper, “Would you 

like to join us?” Still not speaking, she silently nodded and walked alongside the 

volunteers into a classroom across the hall. She continued to stay near the Telenovela 

Crew, but repositioned herself in the corner when they all re-entered the main room. 

I did not expect this silent girl to stay for the rest of the day, let alone until the end 

of the week. She seemed very reluctant to speak to anyone, and very apprehensive about 

the activities that day. Since I worked primarily with the teenagers, I did not see this 

camper regularly. At the showcase one week later, all the volunteers who interacted with 

the camper on the first day were astounded as this initially shy, apprehensive girl stood in 

front of a crowd at the Chicas Rockeras showcase and screamed lyrics about 

environmentalism, the beach, and for beachgoers to “PICK UP YOUR TRASH! PICK 

UP YOUR TRASH!” Her band, Shred City and the Dolphins, was a rock camp favorite, 
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and this lyric is still referenced almost two years later at many of the Southern California 

rock camps (especially during clean up times). 

Something about this camper had changed in only a few days’ time. The transition 

seemed drastic to me as an observer, because I did not regularly interact with her. After 

three years of intermittent fieldwork, I now understand that this transformation is normal 

for many shy, nervous, or insecure campers. In some cases, these spaces are the only 

place they feel comfortable expressing themselves – and loudly, too. For many, this 

experience may be the only time they have access to popular music instruments or to 

perform on stage in front of a crowd. 

My research emerged from these participant observations where emotions were an 

integral influence for youth through music education. Clearly, younger generations are 

centrally important to rock and roll camp culture, but that the idea of inspiration for youth 

sounds, looks, and develops differently according to individuals, bands, and at different 

rock camp locations. Through interactions with campers and fellow volunteers at these 

camps, I learned that these emotions directly impact the people and spaces created for 

and by these young people. I posit that rock camps are carefully constructed through 

means of affect in the form of environment, emotions that emerge as a result of affect, 

interaction with others, and the acknowledgement and acceptance of individualized 

responses. Individualized and collective experience at rock camp occurs at heightened 

states of human interaction and involves different emotions at once. These simultaneous 
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emotions are help create the atmosphere necessary for one to feel as if they are a part of a 

community and wish to see that community thrive. 

(“Rock(Life(is(the(Best(Life”:(Research(and(Method(

For my research, I focus on popular music studies and gender studies. It is 

relatively easy to meet individuals who have participated in rock and roll camps for girls 

in the United States who are also connected to academia. When I explain my research 

about rock camps for girls and queer youth to colleagues or peers, I generally hear 

responses such as, “Oh, I’ve heard of those!” or “Yeah! My friend is a 

[coach/instructor/organizer] for the [insert given city] rock camp!” Rock and roll camps 

have become an afterschool and summer staple for many areas in the United States, 

Canada, and Western Europe; and have become increasingly present in other areas such 

as South America, Asia, and Australia. 

Rock and roll camps for girls have become better known in the past fifteen years 

and have created connections through the umbrella organization known as the Girls Rock 

Camp Alliance (hereafter GRCA). This collective of girls’ rock camps acknowledges 

Portland, Oregon’s Rock and Roll Camp for Girls, begun in 2001, as their model. In 

2007, Portland organizers invited other established rock and roll camps for girls to 

Portland for a conference. This led to the formation of the GRCA as a collective 

organizing body that allowed for connections between rock camps, but it did not remove 

the autonomy of each rock camp (“Girls Rock Cap Alliance: About Us," 2017). The 

GRCA is growing rapidly and now connects approximately one hundred camps from five 
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different continents.1 Though it is US-dominated, some rock camps are associated with a 

specific country. The US-based GRCA rock camp locations are grouped into several 

different regions.  These regional affiliations shaped my research methods: I focus 

significantly on Southern California, but reference other regions and countries when 

terminology, teaching methods, or ideologies overlap. 

Previous studies of rock and roll camps for girls highlight alternative spaces for 

young girls but do not necessarily focus on a specific region. For example, Stacey Lynn 

Singer’s master’s thesis explored theoretical elements of rock camps that provide social 

equity through cultural production (Singer 2006). Jennifer Ann Taylor’s dissertation 

incorporated historical and ethnographic research methods to compare and contrast the 

Peterborough, Ontario’s Rock Camp 4 Girls and Washington, DC’s Girls Rock! DC 

(Taylor 2011). Sarah Dougher’s work discussed camper experiences from different major 

cities within the United States with an emphasis on tween culture, and Diane Pecknold’s 

forthcoming research theorizes young female teen cultures and autonomy through spaces 

including but not limited to rock camps (Dougher 2016; Pecknold, n.d.). These projects 

influence my research as foundational studies that theorize feminist spaces through 

music, but do not focus on a single region as designated by the GRCA. Additionally, 

these scholars have contributed to a growing body of research, where organizers and 

volunteers actively engage in the process of writing history. This omission of regional 
                                                
1 During the two-year process of writing about this study, the GRCA has doubled its 
affiliated rock camps. According to the GRCA website, there were roughly fifty affiliated 
rock camps in 2014-2015. This increased to around seventy-five affiliated rock camps in 
2016, and now there are approximately one hundred affiliated rock camps worldwide. 
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studies may stem, however, from the fact that the GRCA has recently expanded in a 

significant way, making regional designations necessary. 

My research focused specifically on the Southern California region and explored 

how feminist practices are shared throughout local communities and connect with 

surrounding communities. I initially looked at many different locations for this research, 

considering whether a single site or multi-sited approach was best, but I redirected my 

attention to Southern California after my pilot research week at the Rock ‘n Roll Camp 

for Girls, Los Angeles in 2014. During that week, I encountered volunteers who were 

affiliated with the Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Orange County, a future Comadre of 

Chicas Rockeras Sureste Los Angeles (the inaugural rock camp week for southeast LA 

would be the following year), a future organizer for Rock ‘n’ Roll Camp for Girls, San 

Diego, as well as a board member of the Munich Rock Camp for Girls (Germany) who 

visited/volunteered for a day and countless other volunteers who dedicate their time in 

other parts of the United States and throughout the world. After my pilot research, I was 

introduced to the extensive network of rock camps in the Southern California region. 

These rock camps were the primary sites for my research. My project is multi-

sited and includes five rock and roll camps: Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles; 

Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Orange County; Chicas Rockeras Sureste Los Angeles; 

Girls Rock Santa Barbara; and Queer Rock Camp, Southern California. Financial 

restrictions and accessibility to transportation prohibited me from including the Bay Area 

Girls Rock Camp in Oakland, CA and limited the research to Southern California. 
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Additionally, the Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, San Diego had not begun at the time of 

this research, but is included in the Southern California circuit of rock and roll camps and 

organizers from that particular camp clarified musical and ideological ideas I had 

encountered at my five primary sites. 

My decision to conduct multi-sited fieldwork stems from a contemporary trend in 

ethnographic research. Multi-sited research addresses broader issues beyond a single, 

centralized location. As George Marcus (1995) explains, 

[This ethnographic research,] self-consciously embedded in a world system, now 
often associated with the wave of intellectual capital labeled postmodern, moves 
out from the single sites and local situations of conventional ethnographic 
research designs to examine the circulation of cultural meanings, objects, and 
identities in diffuse time-space (p. 96). 

 
Marcus argues that both multi-sited and single sited research is imperative to 

contemporary scholarship. He argues that multi-sited research fuels the exploration of the 

interaction between people (who may be based in single sites) and reveals structural 

principles and relationships. 

Each camp stands alone as an independent non-profit organization but is located 

in an interconnected web of communication and support within a network of localized 

rock camps. Additionally, many volunteers at the rock and roll camps, especially those 

whose voices are heard in this research, donate their time at different rock camps in the 

Southern California area (and other locations around the world). Yet this is not a multi-

sited research project that focuses on the difference between each community, because 

these communities are intensely interconnected with others in purposeful, strategic ways. 
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The parameters for my research location(s) were highly influenced by my 

experiences as a participant-observer in rock camp communities. I conducted my pilot 

research at the Los Angeles rock camp by occupying a single role as support staff. During 

my three summers of rock camp volunteer work at the five fieldsites (and volunteer work 

at the Los Angeles Ladies Rock Camp), I held support staff positions and also 

participated as a band coach, band manager/counselor, bass guitar instrument instructor, 

punk rock aerobics leader (called “Fitness Freaks” at the Orange County rock camp), 

roadie crew, and load in/out crew. 

Load in/out crew, roadie crew, and support staff positions allowed me to view 

behind-the-scenes happenings and logistics at each rock camp and provided many 

opportunities for observation. Conversely, the roles of band coach, band 

manager/counselor, and instrument instructor provided one-to-one interaction with 

campers of different ages. Lastly, I interacted with all campers simultaneously through 

my role as punk rock aerobics leader. Holding these positions is not uncommon for rock 

and roll camp volunteers in Southern California. Many of the volunteers I interviewed 

have held different positions at different rock camps. The decision for them was based on 

the volunteer needs of specific rock camps; many people from one camp might travel to 

another camp if certain positions needed to be filled. I was able to conduct quite a few 

observations, interviews, audiovisual recordings, and reflections by volunteering for each 

camp in a similar way. Furthermore, this provided a strong understanding of the different 
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areas of Southern California that are incorporated into my analysis of rock camp culture. 

Along the way, though, I discovered that something more was missing from my research. 

Chicas Rockeras Comadre (organizer) Marin explained that she did not feel like 

she knew what the campers experienced at rock camp until she participated as a camper 

at Ladies Rock Camp, Los Angeles. As I explained my methodology to Marin, she urged 

me to experience this as well. Although I do not offer an account of my own experiences 

at the three adult rock camps, those camper experiences shaped my understanding of rock 

camp culture.  

My research incorporates elements of thick description and close interpretative 

analyses. Interpretive anthropological ethnography is a standard form of research method 

and reflection, and is deployed in much ethnomusicological, popular music, and cultural 

studies research. I include both written descriptions and photography as a means to 

illustrate certain sociomusical situations. 

Many of the descriptions within my text incorporate first-person perspectives 

through autoethnographic writing with reflexive research methodologies rooted in 

performance ethnography. This is an intentional method of ethnographic reflection, 

affording positionality, where my roles as researcher and community member are 

overlapping identities represented in the text. Deborah Wong explains, 

A non-unitary notion of self connects these genres [of writing]: moving from self 
to subjectivity creates discursive environments in which authenticity must give 
way to position and identification. Neither the ethnographer nor her interlocutors 
are fixed or immovable. Writing in an awareness of such mobility creates vital 
performative possibility (2008, 83). 
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Performative ethnography is well-established in contemporary ethnographic research. 

More individuals outside the academe are aware of anthropological research. As 

transparency created by the researcher for the studies’ ultimate goals is highlighted, the 

more autonomy and reflexive input interlocutors have over their representation in 

scholarly research. 

Performative ethnography is marked by a variety of characteristics. Deborah 

Wong explains that this research method enacts or illustrates properties such as: 

performance as social change, performance intertwined with cultural ideologies and 

political economies, subjectivities influenced by performance, the influence of 

performance studies, and a reflexive critical engagement with the medium of writing 

(2008, 78–79). This particular approach to research and writing methodologies emerged 

after a distinct shift in ethnomusicological and anthropological ethnography in the 1980s. 

The reflexive shift textually positions the researcher (and in most cases, the researcher 

who also writes about the cultural experiences) within the field, rather than solely as an 

observer. Wong’s argument here is that the researcher is positioned within the field, but 

other theoretical and ethical positionalities influence the outcome of information. Many 

of the factors listed influenced my own research, but I wish to highlight an area of 

performance studies as an agent for social change and conceptualizing contemporary 

ethnography. 

My research methodology and writing processes are both heavily informed by 

feminist reflexivity. This theoretical influence can be included in Wong’s description of 
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performative ethnographic fieldwork, but also incorporates elements similar to those 

enacted by rock and roll camps: empathy, intentionality, and change. Brooke Ackerly and 

Jacqui True refer to feminist reflexivity as a feminist research ethic and positions the 

concept as research practice rather than research method. They state: 

Feminism does not tell us what to research. It does not tell us to use one 
theoretical perspective over another. It does not tell us to use qualitative or 
quantitative methods. Rather, we argue, it can improve our scholarship at every 
stage by guiding our reflection about our question, theoretical conceptualization, 
research design, or methods in specified (though not specific) ways regardless of 
our theoretical, methodological, or other orientation. Who needs feminism? 
Scholars who want to reflect carefully on the power exercised through their 
knowledge claims (which post-modern and post-colonial theories encourage), but 
who do not wish to abandon [their research as a science to make theoretical 
claims] (Ackerly and True 2008, 694). 

 
Ackerly and True’s feminist research ethics is rooted in international relation scholarship. 

However, this particular approach is not limited to international social science research 

but also includes research practices within domestic social science research and the 

sciences through constructivist ideologies, power structures, and the role of epistemology 

in research and written works (Anzaldúa 1999; Campbell 2004; Haraway, n.d.; Martin 

2013). 

I engaged in feminist reflexivity prior to attending rock camp. One of my first 

experiences as a researcher was an online application in which I provided information for 

the rock camp to consider. Volunteers must first apply for a position at each rock camp 

(primarily as a means to protect the campers), and then attend a group interview. Written 

applications ask standard questions (name, address, phone number, previous experience) 

and non-standard questions (pronoun used, vegetarian/omnivore meal preferences, and an 
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open ended box to let organizers know whatever else is important). However, the primary 

question on all these applications took a bit of effort for me to explain: Why do you want 

to volunteer at rock camp? 

This simple question caused me a great deal of stress. Of course, I explained my 

position as a researcher, but this felt like an obvious answer and didn’t quite suffice for 

such an open-ended question. I obviously felt a connection to rock music and feminism. I 

had never experienced a sustained connection with other women musicians on a regular 

basis and I wished to highlight the importance of that in my own research. So why 

exactly did I want to research this particular movement? Frankly, I felt that I needed a 

community. Although seemingly selfish, this emotional response to a simple question is 

very telling. This realization speaks directly to the role of marginalized researchers in 

academia. 

I entered this research project with an undergraduate degree and a master’s 

degree, both in music. I can sing major and minor scales. I know the difference between a 

Javanese and Balinese gamelan. I can explain blues theory and cultural concepts to 

undergraduate students with little to no musical background who can then learn how to 

identify Robert Johnson’s voice. However, this means absolutely nothing if the 

community where you belong is rooted in solitary (and minimally collaborative) writing 

ventures. I realized during the application process in 2015 that I needed connection with 

other people who felt they were alone in their respective fields. I needed to create space 

for myself and hold space for others. 
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The purpose for this personal information is not to suggest that my participant-

observer method emphasized participation focused on my personal needs. I argue that, 

within the same vein as the shift to reflexivity in the field of ethnomusicology, a 

researcher is a person with human needs and emotions. My research is built upon an 

understanding of affect theory and contemporary changes to structures of feelings. 

Specifically, I discuss how emotional responses to environment and interactions with 

other individuals as a form of relational autonomy are emphasized through intentionality, 

empathy, and empowerment. Furthermore, I insist that the knowledge a researcher learns 

prior to entering the field (in my case, qualifying exams, course preparation, and 

intensive reading) must be considered from a standpoint of epistemological power. 

Connection to others in your field site is not simply rapport with informants or 

interlocutors, but is an intense question of power structures that surround a researcher in 

the field. 

I addressed my own privilege at each field site and in the Southern California 

region as a whole. While organizers from rock camps and board members of the Girls 

Rock Camp Alliance allowed me to conduct fieldwork and welcomed as a researcher at 

each location, my own positionality as a Southern US raised (accent/dialect intact), white, 

working class, fat bodied, fat feminist, cisgender woman influenced my approach at each 

site. Accessibility and the power structures in some rock camp situations – especially 

when there was other working class, white, or cisgender individuals – allowed me to 

participate in many different positions within the rock camp. I requested positions that 
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were less visible whenever my privilege would pose obvious problems (and suggest an 

air of white supremacy or gender normativity) – such as Chicas Rockeras, where I 

requested to volunteer as support staff due to their vision of conducting a rock camp for 

kids of color, or Queer Rock Camp, where I requested to be support staff or a band 

coach/counselor due to my cisgender presentation. Colloquially speaking, it was 

imperative in these different situations to “check my privilege.” This was less overt at the 

rock camps in Los Angeles, Orange County, and Santa Barbara, but the need to address 

one’s privilege as a researcher (and as a person in society) was continuously necessary. 

Furthermore, the sounds produced and heard during the acts of empathetic listening, 

assertion of individual self-realization, and intentional acknowledgement or celebration 

of the individual as part of the collective—or what I refer to as “sonic feminism”—is 

more than just rapport building but is rather the foundation for trust between researcher 

and interlocutors. 

My writing techniques and word choices also reflect a foundation of trust and 

respect for my interlocutors. I attend to each interlocutor’s personal identity within my 

writing and address each person with respective pronouns. Although many rock camps 

are geared towards girls and young women, campers and volunteers may not identify as 

girls, women, or may not use “she” pronouns. Where applicable, “they” pronouns are 

used for a single person, but are used grammatically as plural. I also refer to groups of 

campers collectively as children, kids, or teenagers when I am unsure of the gender 

identities represented in those cases. 
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My research techniques follow the guidelines set forth by the International 

Review Board (IRB). The individuals mentioned within this research gave permission to 

use their ideas, comments, photos, and interview clips. In cases where I interacted with 

adults, permission was granted almost immediately. The process of working with minors 

is a bit more complicated. My intention for this research was to interview as many 

children and teenagers as possible and gather their thoughts and opinions on feminist 

practices from participants. I am required to gain parental permission to 

formally/informally interview, photograph, record, or mention a specific minor. 

Additionally, I incorporated feminist reflexivity into this process as well, and only 

included minors who had also granted me permission. Unfortunately, I was not able to 

include a substantial amount of information or directly refer to minors in this study, due 

to the restrictions set forth by the IRB. I personally value the safety of children and have 

only included photographs I have taken with written consent by parents and children, 

organizers have allowed me to use, and professional photography at showcases where I 

gained permission from the copyright holder and the parent. In order to maintain 

confidentiality for young participants, all names of minors in my study have been 

changed. Although these stipulations shifted the focus of my research, it truly reflects the 

intention of this study.  

Oftentimes youth voices are separated from adult voices in research that concerns 

youth culture. Not being able to incorporate more voices from young people forced me to 

gather information from anywhere possible. Ultimately, my research morphed into a 
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project that sets adult and youth voices on an equal level. In many cases, children and 

teenagers do not feel “heard.” Conversely, many adults feel that youth centered research 

does not substantiate the ideals of a whole community. Although it was not my initial 

intention, my project seeks to deconstruct ageist-writing styles in academic scholarship. 

Lastly, my research has an end goal. After I complete, defend, and deposit this 

writing, I will obtain a Ph.D. This marker of social mobility remains out of reach for 

many of the individuals I came to know during my fieldwork. Epistemology is power, 

and to conduct research without some sort of reciprocity is, I feel, to profit from others’ 

experiences. For this reason, I hope my analysis of the Southern California rock camps 

prove beneficial to the Southern California rock camps, and I invite the organizers 

associated with the GRCA and other feminist-oriented non-profit organizations to use it 

in ways to expand movements for marginalized youth and adults. 

I do not suggest that ethnographers are “guilty” of profiting from other cultures, 

though this is debated through personal communication amongst scholars and scholarly 

readers. Contemporary ethnographers must consider ethical practices connected to 

research methodologies and theoretical frameworks. Feminist research ethical practices 

are imperative for my research, because work conducted by rock and roll camps for girls 

and queer youth is oriented towards social justice. Their movement is political. Their 

movement is emotional. Their movement empowers. I believe my own understanding of 

research must reflect the goals that my interlocutors work towards, and my writing must 

mirror this and therefore be socially conscious and social justice-oriented. 
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Politics(and(Broken(Drumsticks(as(Affect,(Emotions(and(Feelings(as(Power(

Queer Rock Camp, Day 5, 2015: I am still not sure how I managed to get a 

parking space on the same street as the synagogue where Queer Rock Camp was held. It 

was Friday, and I had fought the entire week to find a space even two blocks within 

walking distance of the Long Beach location. Today already felt different, before I even 

walked through the door. Today seemed like it was going to turn out well. The campers 

started to act nervous the day before. Pre-showcase jitters and the realization of rock 

camp’s temporality became real. There was one day left to perfect and rehearse their 

song. There is never enough time. 

I spent most of my drive from Huntington Beach, where I stayed with organizers 

form the Orange County rock camp, listening to various new artists I encountered at 

Queer Rock Camp that week. After seeing a few music videos displayed for campers in 

the main assembly room, I was introduced to a few new favorite songs and made a 

playlist for the drive. I put the car in park, turned the key towards me and stepped out. 

As I walked down the sidewalk, a parent in the distance had just dropped off two 

campers. They stood a few feet from the entrance. I couldn’t see their faces clearly, but 

the silhouettes (one camper with green hair and the other camper with blue hair) were a 

giveaway that it was the keyboardist and ukulele player/singer from The Broke 

Gentlemen. The keyboardist screamed at me, with her arms in the air, “PAULA!!!! DID 

YOU HEAR!?!?!? ANYONE CAN GET MARRIED TO WHO THEY WANT 
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NOW!!!!!” I threw my hands up in excitement and yelled back, “WHAT?!?!? THAT’S 

AMAZING!!!!” Today was obviously going to be a good day at Queer Rock Camp.  

June 26, 2015 – This was the day the United States government passed the 

marriage equality act. The faces of campers and volunteers that day were indescribable. 

Massive grins, high fives, and hugs were passed around for most of that Friday. Pre-

showcase jitters melted away. Something had happened in the lives of everyone there – 

queer folk and allies alike – and emotions ran high. 

The response by campers and volunteers at Queer Rock Camp was a mixture of 

various emotions. Happiness, of course, was the emotion that dominated the atmosphere 

of camp that day, but there was also a feeling of relief. Many of the rock camp volunteers 

and campers were active in local social justice movements to fight for this very cause. 

There were also aspects of fear; retaliation and opposition for the government decision 

and continued prejudice most of the individuals present felt on a daily basis was still ever 

present. Still, the intentional space created gave Queer Rock Camp participants a sense of 

solidarity through emotional connections and similar experiences.  

Oftentimes there is a sense of urgency the day before a showcase that results in a 

fear of impending performances, especially if rock campers are not quite finished with 

their songs. For the participants at Queer Rock Camp, June 26th proved to be a day that 

heighted feelings and created a different atmosphere due to happenings outside rock 

camp. These happenings are what affected the individuals and the collective group as a 

whole at Queer Rock Camp.  
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My theoretical framework combines ideas from contemporary affect theory, 

established structures of feelings, comunitas, and cultural analysis. In my research, I 

analyze the affect that instigates emotional reactions through active engagement by rock 

and roll camp participants and the fostering of youth and the support of their autonomy as 

lived, community experience. I argue that the powerful feeling of autonomy over one’s 

self within a supportive community environment is produced through the intersection of 

affect, feelings, and emotion. This is further reified through individual realization and the 

support a person gains from fellow community members. 

External factors that affect individuals are not always events. Affect may include 

events, situations, other people, and interactions with other people objects, among many 

things. Melissa Gregg and Gregory Seigworth expand on this idea. 

Affect is in many ways synonymous with force or force of encounter. The term 
“force,” however, can be a bit of a misnomer since affect need not be especially 
forceful… In fact, it is quite likely that affect more often transpires within and 
across the subtlest of shuttling intensities: all the miniscule or molecular events of 
the unnoticed… Affect marks a body’s belonging to a world of encounters or; a 
world’s belonging to a body of encounters but also, in non-belonging, through all 
those far sadder (de)compositions of mutual in-compossibilities (2010, 2). 

 
Gregg and Seigworth additionally articulate that affect consists of an in-betweeness and 

that affect is a complex and sometimes muddy concept to address through analysis. For 

this reason, I do not rely solely on affect to analyze rock and roll camps for girls and 

queer youth. Rather, I incorporate affect theory as a significant component in my 

research. 
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This research highlights the miniscule, and oftentimes overlooked, factors that 

contribute to emotional responses at rock camps. I specifically analyze areas of space and 

place, intergenerational interactions, and musical instruments as prostheses and the 

amplification of sound. These analyses contribute to the idea that rock camps are 

intentionally placed and actively deconstruct dominant hierarchal power structures. In 

these ways, campers are afforded a space to explore their own autonomy, develop 

personal identities, and contribute to a collective group. 

I argue that affect in the case of rock camps for girls and queer youth is the 

interaction with these factors. The space, interaction with others, and the use of musical 

instruments or amplification has potential affect on the campers. However, campers also 

have the potential to affect all these factors as well. Gregg and Seigworth explain that 

there is an element of unconscious thought associated with the capacity to affect and 

being affected (2010, 3–4). This is the reason rock camps are meticulously intentional 

through visual images displayed around camp (referred to as “vibe” by rock camp 

organizers in Southern California), language used at rock camp (words of affirmation 

such as “awesome” to describe an action or person), and the representation of different 

identities through mentorship. Campers may not consciously acknowledge these aspects 

of camp, but these elements are intentional and present. 

I also argue that there is an element of consciousness through the interaction with 

factors of rock camp culture. Due to the social justice oriented nature of rock and roll 

camps for girls and queer youth, this conscious interaction with factors is best described 
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through Raymond Williams’ concept, structure of feelings. From a Marxist approach, 

Williams explains that social changes are derived from a trajectory of dominant, residual, 

and emergent perspectives. He also states 

Such changes can be defined as changes in structures of feeling. The term is 
difficult, but ‘feeling’ is chosen to emphasize a distinction from more formal 
concepts of ‘world-view’ or ‘ideology’. It is not only that we must go beyond 
formally held and systematic beliefs, though of course we have always to include 
them. It is that we are concerned with meanings and values as they are actively 
lived and felt, and the relations between these and formal or systematic beliefs are 
in practice variable (including historically variable), over a range from formal 
assent with private dissent to the more nuanced interaction between selected and 
interpreted beliefs and acted and justified experiences (Williams 1977, 132). 

 
According to Williams, “feelings” are affective elements of consciousness and he 

specifically uses this term because it suggests an active, conscious, living experience as a 

trajectory to social change. 

Williams further argues that the three perspectives – dominant, residual, and 

emergent – influence the structure of feelings. For many rock camps, the dominant 

societal perspective is hegemonic masculinity, where a patriarchal structure of power 

reinforces the submission of marginalized people such as women, people of color, and 

LGBTQ+ communities. Organizers at rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth seek 

to deconstruct this type of hegemonic masculinity. One of the primary questions asked 

constantly by outsiders during my research was “Why aren’t boys allowed? Are these 

people sexist towards men?” These questions contain microaggressions: the individuals 

who ask these questions (mostly cisgender men, though not always) often aim to argue 

against the need for these spaces through the use of a gaslighting technique. 
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Men are allowed in these spaces. However, male-identified individuals who 

volunteer in these spaces are generally feminist and acknowledge their privilege, 

understand the need for these spaces to exist, and understand the need to deconstruct 

patriarchal power structures. At Queer Rock Camp, all genders and sexualities are 

welcome in all rock camp positions, and there were quite a few gay, cisgender men 

present. Allies who identify as straight cisgender men have the opportunity to volunteer, 

and straight cisgender boys also have the opportunity to participate as campers at Queer 

Rock Camp.  

For girls’ rock camps, cisgender men are most definitely present and are 

oftentimes referred to in the Southern California rock camp communities as “special 

dudes.” However, these men hold positions as support staff or roadies, and do not directly 

interact with campers. Camper applications are open to everyone, as stated in all Girls 

Rock Camp Alliance mission statements, but the attendance and participation of 

cisgender boys are rare at girls’ rock camps. Unfortunately, hegemonic masculinity does 

not condone participation in spaces where women and/or queer individuals hold positions 

of power or where emotionality is encouraged.2 

It is not the intention for rock and roll camps to completely dismantle the 

established structure of feelings. Rather, rock camp organizers seek to renegotiate the 

established structure of feelings to shift power towards autonomy for marginalized 

                                                
2 It should also be noted that girls’ rock camp organizers affiliated with the GRCA have 
discussed the need for a feminist-oriented, boys’ rock camp and continue to consider the 
possibility of these spaces within a larger structure of rock camp communities. 
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people. Dominant perspectives, such as hegemonic masculinity, have been held 

consistently but have also been challenged by generations of feminists. The continual 

presence of hegemonic masculinity can then be viewed as both dominant and residual. 

Residual perspectives are those that were established in previous generations, and are 

viewed as antiquated due to changes in society. For example, social perspectives continue 

to harbor elements of hegemonic masculinity despite litigation that states marginalized 

individuals are equal. 

This is not to say that all residual perspectives need to change. Feminist 

communities also maintain residual perspectives. The fight for gender equality has 

consistently been on the forefront of feminist community efforts for generations in some 

capacity. Increased attention to intersectionality by contemporary feminists provides a 

more comprehensive approach to gender equality, including genders other than those 

associated with women and/or femininity. The strides taken for social change, and the 

push for the understanding of feminism beyond solely “female,” constitute what Williams 

refers to as emergent perspectives. Education of youth of these contemporary feminist 

ideologies is a primary means of this emergent perspective for rock and roll camp 

organizers. 

For rock camps in Southern California, feminist-oriented education is closely 

linked to a sense of autonomy for individuals, the connections youth have to their 

communities, and the development of individual and collective identities. For rock camp 

participants, residual and emergent perspectives play into these identities. Previous 
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generations of feminist ideologies have not been disregarded, but expanded upon. For 

example, a band from the Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles, a trio called The 

Shrinking Violets, wrote a song specifically about how they found power in femininity, 

even if their peers found did not. Their lyrics 

Playing rough just to blend in 
Though there was a gap between strong and feminine 
I thought that I couldn’t fight in a dress 
Didn’t want to be your little princess 
(“Headstrong,” The Shrinking Violets, Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles). 

 
When speaking with the trio, they stated that most of their friends who identified as 

feminist did not present or identify as feminine. For these three teenage girls, femininity 

was where they found strength, and they were encouraged to write this song based on 

their experience as feminine identified feminists. 

 The intersection of residual and emergent perspectives creates a sense of 

individual autonomy and empowerment at rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth. 

After discussing the many permutations of the term with Southern California rock camp 

organizers, I define empowerment in my research as the acceptance and embodiment of 

one’s own autonomy and identity through the encouragement and/or celebration of this 

identity by a collective group. A person may exemplify traits that correlate directly to 

“negative” residual perspectives (e.g. a woman being overly emotional or someone acting 

“flamboyantly” gay) or “positive” residual perspectives (e.g. a woman taking ownership 

of her body or social justice oriented ideologies embraced by marginalized individuals) 

that represent current structures of feelings in contemporary western society. The rock 
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camp community believes that when individuals accept and embrace these residual 

perspectives, i.e. their identities, the emergent perspective of community oriented social 

activism prospers. The individual experiences independence through a connection with a 

community. Organizers believe that through this, current structures of feelings can be 

renegotiated to foster and celebrate marginalized people and communities. 

Rock camp empowerment relates directly to the connection of individuals within 

a group setting and these residual and emergent perspectives are visualized (or sounded, 

rather) through musical performance. Thomas Turino explains that this process of self 

and collective realization is intensified through musical performances. He states 

Although I practice music alone and often play for my own pleasure, I greatly 
prefer to play with others. One of the main things I seek through musical 
performance is a particular feeling of being deeply bound to the people I am 
playing with. This sense is created when my partners and I feel the rhythm in 
precisely the same way, are totally in sync, and can fashion the sounds we are 
making so that they interlock seamlessly together… I think that what happens 
during a good performance is that the multiple differences among us are forgotten 
and we are fully focused on an activity that emphasizes our sameness—as well as 
our direct interaction… the sameness is all that matters, and for those moments 
when the performance is focused and in sync, that deep identification is felt as 
total (Turino 2008, 18). 
 

Turino further explains that this feeling is directly related to what Victor Turner refers to 

as communitas, that allows people to connect on a human level (Turino 2008, 18; Turner 

1969). Ultimately, this is defined as a temporal utopian space, where individuals set aside 

differences to connect with each other and creates a time and space where everyone is 

equal. 
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While I do argue that rock camp participants connect on a human level, their 

differences continue to be a source of strength and integral to the formation of feminist 

communities. The connection and empathetic relationships between the differences in 

individuality is what strengthens the community. Audre Lorde has stated 

…if I fail to recognize [other women’s differences] as other faces of myself, then 
I am contributing not only to each of their oppressions but also to my own, and 
the anger which stands between us then must be used for clarity and mutual 
empowerment, not for evasion by guilt or for further separation. I am not free 
while any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are very different from my 
own. And I am not free as long as one person of Color remains chained. Nor is 
any of you (Lorde 2007).  

 
Lorde’s explanation of her positionality within the feminist community, as an educated 

lesbian woman of color, and her interactions with other women (most notably women of 

color) can help or hinder the community’s connection. For rock and roll camps, this 

ideology is represented through musical performances and is the foundation for 

communitas. It is not simply human connection, as Turino and Turner suggest, but it is 

the embodiment and celebration of identities that stem from residual or emerging 

perspectives within a structure of feelings. 

Processing these perspectives (in any order) provides a trajectory from affect to 

emotion through feelings. A primary example of this process would be the idea of body 

positivity at rock camps, specifically Chicas Rockeras during its inaugural 2015 camp 

week. A poster was displayed with the phrase, “There’s no wrong way to have a body.” 

Volunteers and the body positive workshop leader also reinforced this idea throughout 

the week and would be considered affect. Campers were taught that the dominant and 
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residual perspectives were that only specific bodies were deemed “good.” This was 

explained through an analysis of media advertisements and a discussion between 

volunteers, workshop leader, and campers about the representation of fat bodied women 

and women of color in music. Processing these perspectives associated with a structure of 

feelings, as described by Williams, led to an emergent perspective – that “there’s no 

wrong way to have a body.” The camper band, Rotting Glitter acted out their emergent 

perspectives of this idea through the chorus of their song with the lyrics “We aren’t going 

to take it anymore! We have bodies we adore!”  

In this example, the contextualization of the different perspectives produces an 

emergent perspective specifically for the campers. This also becomes the moment where 

campers, having realized their own positions on certain topics, embrace the ability to 

affect through their own actions. Their responses are examples of emotionality enacted at 

rock camps and begin the process of affect, feeling a response, and emotion. Sara Ahmed 

elaborates on communities of feeling and fellow-feeling (that she attributes to Max 

Scheler). 

In communities of feeling, we share feelings because we share the same object of 
feeling (so we might feel sorrow at the loss of someone whom we both love; our 
sorrow would be directed toward an object that is shared). Fellow-feeling would 
be when I feel sorrow about your grief though I do not share your object of 
grief… I would speculate that in everyday life these different forms of shared 
feeling can be confused because the object of feeling is sometimes but not always 
exterior to the feeling that is shared (Ahmed 2010b, 56–57). 

 
It is unclear whether all those involved in the process of emergent perspective associated 

with body positivity is a community of feeling or fellow-feeling. What can only be 
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determined is the response to that specific affect. For Rotting Glitter, this response was 

vocalized as both angry and happy. They addressed the dominant, residual perspective 

with the lyric “We can’t take this anymore,” but also expressed their emergent 

perspective through the lyric “We have bodies we adore.” 

Anger and happiness can be read here as emotions. Emotionality, or the visible 

and experienced production of emotional responses, provides agency for those who 

respond to a given affect. Feelings often provide different meanings for different 

individuals (through conscious and unconscious thought), and therefore produce different 

sets of emotions. However, externalized influence may also have an affect on specific 

situations. The production of sound, e.g. yelling affirmations of one’s own body or 

producing accompaniment music and/or noise through musical instrument as prostheses, 

will also nurture and fuel the feelings created. Rock and roll camps for girls and queer 

youth are first and foremost social justice oriented and they acknowledge the history of 

feminism’s involvement in social justice movements.  

Therefore, emotions such as these produced by rock campers are inherently 

political. Women (and in most cases, other marginalized individuals) are often viewed as 

emotional – a residual perspective of patriarchally-driven societies that creates negative 

stereotypes. Academia, political movements, and other spaces where the emotions of 

large groups of people are analyzed have typically separated emotions from rational 

thought. Jeff Goodwin, James M. Jasper, and Fracesca Polletta explain that this 

separation between emotions and rationality or cognition has been a topic for debate for 
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decades. However, they argue these two things (emotions and rational thought/cognition) 

are not mutually exclusive. Within the context of women’s political movements, they 

explain 

Women’s political claims are more frequently dismissed as “merely emotional” 
than men’s, they have shown; at the same time, women’s expression of “outlaw 
emotions” can become the basis for powerful political challenges. Emotions can 
be strategically used by activists and be the basis for strategic thought (Goodwin, 
Jasper, and Polletta 2001, 9). 
 

For this reason, emotions at rock and roll camps are acknowledged and encouraged. 

Campers are taught that the emotions they experience are valid and integral to their own 

identities and to the collective groups with which they connection. The interactions 

between individuals within a community create affect and induce emotions on many 

different levels. The acknowledgment, understanding, and integration of these emotional 

responses create the foundation for contemporary feminist oriented spaces. In many 

cases, the emotions experienced by young campers may be viewed as puerile. However, 

these moments of emotions are addressed in a temporal, controlled environment. Rock 

camps provide these spaces so campers can experience emotions in a supportive 

environment, when they may not have access to this reaction in every day situations. 

One recurring rock camp example that speaks directly to the presence of 

externalized influence on emotionality of campers is when a camper breaks a drumstick 

or guitar string. During a lunch break at the 2014 Rock ‘n roll Camp for Girls, Los 

Angeles, a band coach stated that the drummer from their band had broken a stick. The 

person they spoke to affirmed that this was “awesome.” Initially, this conversation struck 
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me as odd, because typically breaking things are not viewed in a positive light, especially 

in situations where children or teenagers (at home, in public, or in school) have broken an 

object.  Since then, my own experience as a band coach and counselor has illuminated the 

reason for this affirmation of broken instrument gear. 

The primary component of this situation is that band coaches, counselors, and 

other volunteers have an impact on the emotional responses by campers. Since I 

overheard this conversation in 2014, I have witnessed first-hand nearly two-dozen broken 

drumsticks and guitar strings. For first time campers who have not experienced this 

moment, the facial expression is dramatically similar. When the drumstick or guitar string 

is broken, their face will almost turn white and their eyes widen in a moment of panic – 

fear that they have done something wrong. Coaches and counselors then provide these 

campers with a moment of celebration, rather than a moment of fear and self-doubt. 

Additionally, these responses affect the coaches and counselors since emotional labor, 

through consoling a grief-stricken camper, is replaced with celebration of a moment 

where the camper was intent on the movements of musical performance and freed 

themselves enough to hit or strum as loud as possible. 

Not all interactions with others, whether generational or intergenerational, provide 

such an immediate resolution. The collaborative process of songwriting involves intense 

decision making for young campers and will sometimes lead to disagreements between 

campers. In the instance where campers do not see eye-to-eye on the creative process and 

argue about the incorporation of specific parts to a song, three different steps are typically 
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taken at rock camps to ensure that each camper has a voice in the discussion. First, the 

campers are encouraged to work out any issues they have. This provides young 

individuals with the control over the situation while remaining empathetic to their peers. 

Sometimes coaches and counselors intervene and provide non-biased opinions on 

situations. For example, bands might argue over specific lyrical content to include in the 

song. While the singer performs the lyrics, bands generally write these lyrics collectively. 

If one person has a problem with the lyrical content, and the band cannot agree on the 

resolution as a whole, coaches and counselors will intervene with questions or activities 

for the campers. These moments can range from asking campers why they want to add or 

remove content to activities where campers contribute one to two lyrics each and the 

band rearranges each line to form the verses and choruses of a song. Generally, these 

techniques alleviate any discrepancy felt between band members about the collaborative 

process. 

Sometimes volunteers who have not interacted with specific campers are needed. 

These volunteers opt to participate at rock camps when conflict resolution is necessary. 

Different camps refer to these individuals or groups as with different names. The group 

name most descriptive of this affective and emotional process is Team Feelings. Some 

Southern California rock camps have adopted this term (changing it from names such as 

“Drama Trauma”), and enact the necessity of empathetic/active listening. Some 

individuals associated with rock camp Team Feelings may have previous professional 

experience in conflict resolution, but this is by no means a required component of this 
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volunteer position. Members of Team Feelings act as guides for campers to recognize 

emotional responses and determine what has affected them to respond in different ways. 

The presence of an adult or adults who have no direct association with bands provides 

campers with a non-biased position where all individuals affected state their own 

feelings, but also actively listen to their peers’ feelings. This process illustrates the 

measures taken at rock camps to ensure equity amongst peers. Campers understand they 

are affected by situations, people, objects, etc., but also realize they also have the ability 

to positively or negatively affect others. 

Equitable empowerment, or the positive affect, is the recognition of egalitarian 

inspired power structures and the process of what rock camps sometimes refer to as 

“lifting others up.” To achieve equitable empowerment, individuals must acknowledge 

and respect the process they experience and the process experience of peers. The process 

in rock camp is different for each person; again, there is a component of agency that 

contributes to feelings and emotional responses. 

Empowerment for an individual is the intersection of emotions and feelings with 

affect. Sara Ahmed argues that states of being created (read here as emotions) occur 

based on an “outside-in” method, where external happenings influence personal response. 

Conversely, Anna Gibbs argues that emotional responses occur based on an “inside-out” 

method (Ahmed 2010a, 30–31). For equitable empowerment to occur, both of these 

statements are true. Empowerment is not an emotion, though it could be correlated more 

directly with Williams’ idea of structure of feelings or structure of experience. 
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Empowerment is the drive through personal experience that influences the agency of 

emotions and feelings; it is a realization of the trajectory one must follow for social 

change, or emergent perspectives, to become dominant and/or residual perspectives. It is 

also the conduit between affect and the structures of feelings. It is the current that 

provides feelings of autonomy, power, and courage amongst the participants, notably 

girls and queer youth, at these camps and within their respective communities.  

Rock camps do not exist for the empowerment of one person. Rock camps foster 

equitable empowerment and the pursuit for a stronger community through individuals’ 

autonomies. The purpose for campers to be affected through celebratory and stressful 

situations, such as those previously discussed is so campers understand their emotions, 

feelings, and experiences are important – where they may apply these emotions and apply 

them to future experiences. Furthermore, rock camps foster a sense of community and 

respect for others’ emotions, feelings, and experiences as well. This is not always easy, 

nor is it always clearly defined. As addressed by many scholars, emotions and feelings 

are messy and fluid (Ahmed 2010b; Gregg and Seigworth 2010; Williams 1977). The 

campers who acknowledge they are affected are generally those individuals who also 

understand they produce affect. Rock camps for girls and queer youth encourage these 

realizations and promote a sense of individualized and collective empowerment. 

Chapter(summaries(

 My dissertation consists of three chapters, in addition to the introduction and 

conclusion. My overarching focus deals with musical education practices of youth within 
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a contemporary, intersectional feminist movement and highlights the emotions created, 

induced, and carried forward to sustain empowerment. I argue that empowerment is 

closely related to feelings and incite both emotional responses and continued affect. Each 

chapter focuses on one primary affect and connects it to an aspect of rock camp culture.  

 In Chapter 2, I explore intentionality within feminist-oriented spaces. I focus on 

rock and rolls camps in the Southern California region as intentional spaces. I argue that 

these rock camps, as summer camps located in urban areas, provide necessary escape for 

youth. This escape provides youth with a space dedicated toward the empowerment of 

these youth through music education and mentorship. I highlight different areas within 

the Southern California region to examine how local feminist epistemologies influence 

youth empowerment. 

 Chapter 3 examines the role of empathetic listening in feminist work for the 

purposes of empowerment. I introduce a key concept – sonic feminism – that highlights 

the importance of reciprocity in social activist work. I also address privilege through a 

lens of ageism, and highlight the necessity of interpersonal and intergenerational 

collaboration. I present these collaborations as feminist-specific relational autonomy that 

critiques patriarchal power structures and reinforces collective identity through a process 

of self and collective identity realization.  

 In Chapter 4, I examine the “voice” from a posthumanist perspective. The voice is 

deconstructed as a source of self-identity realization through performativity. The voice is 

related directly to gender through musical instrument codification and is an agent of 



 
 

35 

embodied knowledge. Furthermore, I also argue that the voice is both individual and 

collective, and I correlate this with a social feedback loop that I refer to as an 

“empowerment circuit.” I highlight this empowerment circuit relates directly to the rock 

camp sentiment of “lifting others up” through musical performance and audience 

participation. 

 My concluding chapter highlights the necessity of emotionality in feminist social 

justice activism. This chapter provides the reader with a critical analysis of how rock 

camp culture and everyday life in Southern California are closely interlinked, despite the 

temporality of rock camps as utopian spaces. I argue that feminist social and pedagogical 

practices are desperately needed outside the powerful spaces of these five rock camps, 

and rock camp communities are highly involved in contemporary social activism. 
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Chapter(2,(Intentional(Spaces(

Historical(view(of(summer(camps(&(contemporary(urban(camps(

Lush green foliage waves as a gentle breeze caresses identical wooden cabins – 

connected through dirt-trodden paths. From the midst of green leaves, an opening 

emerges to overlook a large body of water. The lake, circled by dense woods, provides a 

central location for young campers to play, explore, and breath fresh air. A long wooden 

boardwalk extends almost halfway into the lake – campers in swimsuits run and jump 

into the water, swim for a bit, then swim again to the boardwalk and continue the 

sequence. Further into the water there are a few canoes, with two or three people rowing 

in each around still waters. On the shore, a stone pit encircles a crackling fire – campers 

sit on logs positioned around the fire; conversations between campers sonically fold into 

the sound of songs taught to young people for many decades. Above the shore, other 

campers and counselors move in and out of the wooden cabin structures. Teenagers with 

bows and arrows aim for distant targets; a group of campers led by an adult disappear 

into the wooded area with packed gear, compasses, and walking sticks; and the smell of 

cooking from the cafeteria wafts through the trees as the gentle breeze blows through the 

pastoral setting. 

 This ideal summer camp is a common image in the United States and has been for 

quite some time. Fictitious representations portray many of the settings presented in 

Western popular media since the early to mid-twentieth century. Motion pictures like The 



 
 

37 

Parent Trap (1961 & 1998) and Moonrise Kingdom (2012), often depict surroundings, 

similar to the fictional representation described, as a backdrop and almost unnoticeable 

component to the overall story in each film. Other portrayals incorporate this 

environment that contribute to the comedic purpose of each plot, movies such as Addams 

Family Values (1993) or Camp Nowhere (1994); while still other films and sitcoms – 

Wet, Hot, American Summer (2001 & 2015), Meatballs (1979), and Ernest Goes to Camp 

(1987) – incorporate this environment as ironic comedy and use summer camp culture as 

one of the primary components of both the storyline and scenery. In stark contrast are the 

macabre films such as Friday the 13th (1980), where idealized summer camp 

surroundings of a beautiful lake surrounded by dense woods and identical cabins are 

manipulated to evoke fear. These scenes infiltrate culture, but have only been a 

significant component of Western consciousness for approximately a century. These 

images of childhood in the great outdoors cannot stand-alone and only function within 

the context of the story, as far is it furthers the plot, creates a sense of nostalgia, or evokes 

humor based on camp culture. 

The historical relevance of a standardized summer camp image provides 

foundational elements for contemporary summer camps in urban areas, or camps with 

intentions outside the “fresh air” model, to use as promotion towards agendas deemed 

necessary in local communities. At the turn of the twentieth century, summer camps were 

designed to provide children with an escape from industrialized urban life. An influx of 

migration in the United States from rural to urban areas was due primarily to the 
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availability of factory work present in cities. Environmental pollution, resulting from the 

expansive networks of urban factories and industrialized complexes, concerned health-

conscious, employed adults about their own well being in these factories and areas as 

well as provoking a growing interest in their children’s physical and psychological 

health. Michael B. Smith explains,  

If conditions of urban life were hard on adults, [early camping leaders] were 
wondering, how much more deleterious were they for children? They were not 
alone in asking such questions, and the history of the early summer camp 
movement must be understood as but one manifestation of an impulse to guard 
children from urban physical and moral pollutants (Smith 2006, 75). 
 

While Smith does not elaborate extensively on moral pollutants within the text, the idea 

of protection for youth against social toxins remains a continuous factor in summer camp 

culture. Further, the education of specific life skills in the form of activities at any given 

summer camp has always and continues to be used as possible resolutions for these social 

problems. Summer camps at the turn of the twentieth century continued to focus attention 

on the need to remove oneself from an urban landscape, or in some cases just a removal 

from everyday life, and situate oneself outside of Western society to learn fundamental 

skills. This summer camp trend continues today; children, primarily from more affluent 

families, are sent away from home for approximately two months every year in hopes 

that they will return more well adjusted people to contemporary society. 

This idea that summer camps educate children and return them to families as 

upright future citizens suggests the idea that summer camps are a key to a utopian society 

where current adults have the capacity to influence children toward the direction of a 
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different future. A utopia can only exist if youth are willing to accept a prescribed way of 

life or belief in a different future. In his study of utopian communes, Melford E. Spiro 

explains that morals and values are transcendent through utopias, and that with this 

acceptance and transcendence, peace and harmony are achieved in culture. He further 

explains that this can only be successful through the indoctrination of younger 

generations.  

It should finally be stressed that secular (but not religious) utopias believe that 
their values can be [achieved, because] of their theory of human nature. 
According to that theory, man is by nature capable of both good (harmony, 
cooperation, and fraternity) and evil (aggression, envy, and exploitation). Which 
of these traits, however, are actualized depends on the social order: An 
individualistic order produces the second set of traits, while a communal order 
will produce the first set. In the event, childhood education is the foundation for 
the “new man” that a communal order is expected to produce (Spiro 2004, 556). 

 
In this excerpt, not only is childhood education essential, but also the communal 

organizations are imperative to utopia. Although most summer camps are not communes, 

though some people may view them as such, the experiences of young children together 

with the intent to teach them life skills, in the wilderness or through various vocations, 

essentially reinforces the desire for an idealized society. 

For many summer camps, this requires a removal of children from their current 

physical environments. Traditional summer camps and the previous discussions rely 

heavily on the presentation of escapist experiences in a pastoral or wilderness setting. 

This “necessity” for youth to experience environments stemmed from the concept of 

escapism rooted in a number of ways including: Darwinist-based exoticism, historically 

documented fascination with cultures outside Western society, the general public’s 
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fascination with pastoral areas, longing for an Arcadian or sylvan past, and the eventual 

emergence of distrust for industrial capitalism. 

Further, constructed racial and social hierarchies asserted that children were the 

closest Westernized people to “primitive people,” and their experience in the wilderness 

was seen as their return to nature. In the United States, these racial hierarchies 

oppressively designated (and still do in many instances today) Native Americans as 

“primitive,” and most parents and camp counselors sought to teach young people the 

ways of nature through ill-conceived appropriative inclusion of “Indian” ideals into daily 

activities at wilderness summer camps (Smith 2006, 76–90). 

Fascination and appropriation of Native American culture reached further back in 

history than the first summer camps. Native American representation in Western culture 

appears in the form of exoticism in artwork, music, and opera. Early accounts of Native 

American encounters by Europeans suggest that the indigenous Americans were seen as 

primitive, but easily assimilated (Bloechl 2008). For this reason, Native American culture 

was seen as easily adoptable by predominately white, dominant US culture from the 

nineteenth century onward. The assimilated and adopted culture also stereotypically lies 

within wilderness, giving more reason for the transporting of children to a different, and 

more “primitive” environment where they too can be assimilated into dominant culture. 

Nevertheless, the constant romanticization of Native American people from the 

seventeenth century onward suggests an extreme curiosity and a longing for new places 

and experiences outside of the home for dominant cultures. Yi-Fu Tuan explains,  
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Home is a place to which one is attached by myriad habits of thought and 
behavior—culturally acquired, of course, yet in time they become so intimately 
woven into everyday existence that they seem primordial and the essence of one’s 
being. Moving out of home and the familiar, even when this is voluntary and of 
short duration, can feel like escapism, sojourn in a fantasy world, less real because 
less dense and all-encompassing (Tuan 1998, 7). 
 

Tuan’s description expresses the type of mentality that would be present in the minds of 

parents during the early years of industrial migration. Although parents would benefit 

from having children away for an entire summer, they also longed for something different 

for themselves. Hence, both the parents and children would probably experience some 

sort of escapist notion, and illustrate the predisposition with other geographic areas. This 

longing could be construed as a type of nostalgia for rural areas, from which families 

migrated, or ideals that most of Western society wished to place upon children for the 

advancement of culture. 

 So far, primary reasons for summer camps include both a nostalgic escapist desire 

that may contribute to children’s physical and mental health as well as the development 

of life skills for children – typically in the form of misconstrued, appropriated Native 

American culture. The theme of wilderness activities such as archery, canoeing, or hiking 

reinforced ideas of controlling the land as well as the idea of exploration dominated 

summer camp culture, but were not necessarily useful in the mid to late twentieth 

centuries when technological advancements dominated public conscious. Summer camps 

devoted to specialized skills surfaced – math, science, music, art, etc. While some of 

these camps still exist in wilderness settings, the overall sentiment behind them produces 



 
 

42 

a different type of “well-rounded” camper and provides a foundation for a better future 

seen through a utopian lens.  

Contemporary camps, however, also present an escapist utopian realm for 

children to experience life outside the normative, rather than in a specific geographic 

location. Although many camps associated with longstanding organizations such as the 

American Camping Association still remain extensively bound by the idea of immersion 

in wilderness and nature, other organizations have adopted the term “camp” as a 

designation for programs that also present children with experiences that seek to change 

or sustain society. Since wilderness-situated camps remain ever-present in the United 

States, this poses significant questions about summer camp opportunities such as girls’ 

rock camps. Why would weeklong day sessions, held in various warehouses and schools 

across the United States—be called “camps?” In short, it is possible for children to learn 

within their local environments and through the development of skills beneficial to their 

personal lives as well as the influence towards a better future. 

Older generations who embark on the influence of youth for the primary purpose 

of change within society remains rooted in an idealized future where contemporary issues 

have been “fixed.” If taken from a Lacanian psychoanalytic perspective, older 

generations have seen their primary caregivers, experienced their selves in a mirror, and 

reevaluated the role of people in their own lives (Lacan 1981). This essentially should 

make for a utopian society where butterflies land on your shoulder by the hour, rainbows 

are seen above every city, and unicorns are real life pets. Tongue-in-cheek aside, it is my 
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firm belief that utopian realities, with regards to specifically summer rock camp culture 

and the education of youth, do not exist for a variety of reasons, but that rock camp 

organizers strive for this feminist utopia. 

First, utopias are viewed primarily as an end product for social movements and 

create a generalized notion of comfort and stability, typically from the viewpoint of one 

person or a particular group. This eliminates the input by a diverse group of individuals 

and creates complications for people who may not agree with even one part of the utopia. 

This reinforces the second point that children are just as much a part of contemporary 

society as adults. The idea of utopia is grounded in the transference of knowledge from 

older members of a group to its younger members. This transference is not a definite 

assurance that knowledge is used in a particular way. In rock camp culture, one of the 

primary intentions is to provide campers with a sense of self-actualization, self-

sufficiency, and autonomy over their own minds and bodies. To indoctrinate children in a 

way that does not lend to this intention negates the aesthetic of rock camp culture in that 

autonomy is not acknowledged. 

Next, this space may be viewed as idealized due to the intentionality set by 

organizers and volunteers, but it is imperative to recognize that these spaces are 

constructed for a short period of time. Campers in the Southern California region of the 

United States exist in this space for only one week. They are presented with viewpoints 

and experiences that may differ from their experiences in everyday life. What children 

and teenagers take from these camps rests solely in their own understanding of autonomy, 
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collective identity, and self-worth. This is, again, contingent upon the autonomy granted 

to young campers and the trust that they will succeed in everything they do. 

There is a psychological, or empowerment process that parallels the musical 

composition method used at rock camps. Organizers from various rock camps, notably 

Candace Hansen from Orange County, Comadre Marin from Chicas Rockeras, and Beth 

Schore from the LA camp, have all made similar comments – that volunteers who work 

directly with the campers must “trust the process.” Motivation towards autonomous self-

worth occurs simultaneously with the success many campers experience through a 

compositional process with other campers. The success of a camper’s empowerment 

mirrors the goal at the end of the week – it is apparent that campers experience success 

through performance if they finish their song and thus solidify their individualization and 

collective involvement. In the thirteen rock camps where I have personally volunteered 

(both for youth and adults), there has always been a final performance for every band. 

Their success is determined through the completed product and the experience of 

collaboratively existing in a positive environment where they hold autonomous power, 

despite the proficiency of each camper, completion of a song to a band’s liking, or 

campers leaving the program at any point during the week. 

There is a feeling when you step through the doors of any facility that houses rock 

camp – a spark of electricity that runs through the space and through the hearts of 

everyone involved. Organizers and returning volunteers use their time away from school 

or vacation hours to dedicate their week to this space. New volunteers are unsure what to 
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expect at first, but understand the collective emotional drive created by everyone at camp. 

Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls Los Angeles organizer, Mona T expressed why this space 

felt powerful in an acceptance speech at the She Rocks Awards 2016. 

That’s what we do at the Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls… we create intentional 
space. We create a safe and a brave space for girls who are normally socialized to 
be small, quiet, and step back. We create an environment for them to step up, be 
loud, and take up space. That’s the work that we’re doing at Rock ‘n Roll Camp 
for Girls (Mona T, 2016; emphasis by speaker). 

 
Every part of rock camps are intentionally designed to encourage youth empowerment 

and contributes to the creation of a space as close to a utopia as possible. 

The amount of detail in the space itself, language used throughout the week, 

positivity reinforced through musical instruction and workshops – all of these things lend 

to the intention of each rock and roll camp for girls and queer youth. A meeting is held 

the last day of camp prior to the day of showcase (commonly referred to as the “cry 

circle”) where everyone shares their experiences and their responses to the week. Some 

things do not work as planned, but by the end of the week, adult volunteers question why 

rock camp cannot be every day of their life. Volunteers acknowledge both the positive 

and negative affects at work during that week, and the collective knowledge of this is 

portrayed through emotional responses. 

This end-of-the-week meeting, where most individuals find themselves crying or 

tearing up, solidifies the collective intentionality created in preparation throughout the 

year and during a week at rock camp. People with different identities and backgrounds 

come together and create a space composed with intentions of empowerment within a 



 
 

46 

constructed space, both for young campers as well as for adult participants. These spaces 

are created in a variety of ways, but remain rooted in feminist ideologies. Adult 

volunteers promote ideas such as empathy, social justice awareness, and self-care through 

a mentorship of young campers. Details associated with this type of mentorship model 

range from the “vibe” in physical spaces (where campers and volunteers visually see 

these ideas materialized), the representation of one’s actions in connection with other 

people, and the visibility of adult volunteers’ personal diversity and how they can be 

different while they still work with one another in this created space. This is the core 

physical construction of a rock camp, and it illustrates how one could view it as a utopia.  

Processes for these created spaces rely significantly on the idea of collective 

intentionality. The time frame for this begins far in advance to the weeklong summer 

event, and organizers may spend up to two or three years in preparation for their 

inaugural rock camp week. This preparation includes thorough planning of details 

associated with potential campers that the rock camp wishes to reach, how they hope to 

spread the news, and how the camp should commence. The collectivity of these measures 

involves active participation and input from all individuals associated with the planning 

process and ideas for summer camp organization. Through this process, everyone’s 

intentions are heard and collaboration is created. 

Collective intentionality in rock camp culture is viewed through both 

philosophical and literal lenses. Scholars explain that this type of cooperation is 

individualized (Gold and Sugden 2007; Searle 1990), but the individual must desire in 
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some way to share motions needed to create collective intention (Bratman 1992). Sarah 

Ahmed explains that this intentionality directly relates to the affects at play. “I would 

begin with the messiness of the experiential, the unfolding of bodies into worlds, and the 

drama of contingency, how we are touched by what we are near” (2010, 30). This is 

achieved in rock camps through physical and theoretical preparations for created spaces, 

actions and representation by adults as well as campers, and also through the 

transparency of these methods. The interactions between campers, volunteers, and even 

family members may result in a messy situation. However, the outcomes for these 

organizations are geared toward the same goal: to empower marginalized people. 

The Southern California region must also be acknowledged as an argument both 

for and against a utopian ideal for rock camp culture (read as feminist oriented spaces). 

The spaces that rely on volunteers from this region are so integrated that the simultaneous 

Southern Californian identity exists alongside specific local identities within a variety of 

Southern California areas. Edward Soja and Allen Scott speak extensively about the Los 

Angeles area and correlate identities of surrounding areas to the Los Angeles global 

metropolis (Soja and Scott 1996). Their description lumps most of the Southern 

California region into an expansive Los Angeles identity. This is extremely problematic 

for social justice organizations, such as rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth, 

when the focus of these organizations lies primarily in the local aesthetic of hometown 

communities. 
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Los Angeles is a vast and diverse global city, and many scholars have addressed 

its cultural politics (Davis 2006; Leclerc et al. 1999; Ortner 2010; Soja and Scott 1996; 

Tobar 2005; Wong 2004; Yang 2008). The Southern California region, according to Soja 

and Scott, is made up of five counties -- Los Angeles, Ventura, San Bernardino, 

Riverside, and Orange – sometimes assumed to have a collective identity associated with 

one primary city, Los Angeles (Soja and Scott 1996). This negates the local dynamics 

that rock and roll camps seek to promote. Now that I have lived in this area for four 

years, I can attest that the identities associated with Los Angeles, in opposition to Orange 

and Ventura counties, and even within Los Angeles county itself, are vastly different.3 

The descriptions of Southern California regions and respective identities were 

explained to me when I first moved to the Inland Empire in 2012 for my PhD program. 

                                                
3 My discussion stems directly from studies in space and place. Core scholarship argues 
that space and place is not the same thing (Feld and Basso 1996; Lefebvre 2003). There is 
a necessity for a physical place, but social spaces are created through connections 
between individuals – often through construction of communities through affinity groups. 
However, the definitions of space and place are blurred in the case of global cities, where 
affinity groups overlap in specific areas. Los Angeles, as a major global city where 
economic and social influence is both domestic and international, illustrates this point. 
Mina Yang (2008) explains that the diversity of Los Angeles has emerged due to boom 
periods of commerce and immigration. She states that the visibility of non-white affinity 
groups is often overlooked, unless associated with moments of turmoil such as the 
Rodney King trials in 1991. She further explains that ethnic groups associated with the 
race riots that occurred after this, notably African American and Korean/Korean 
American communities, have spent a considerable amount of time in the past two decades 
renegotiating their affiliation with each other and that the music typically associated with 
one group (e.g., rap as an African American art form) is adopted by another group to 
express this reconstruction. Additionally, this highlights how Los Angeles and the 
Southern California region, and the communities within, are borderlands (or fronteras) 
where the space created is oftentimes associated with the proximity of places (Davis 
2006; Anzaldúa 1999; Sassen 2007; Simmel 1997; Yang 2008) 
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Descriptions from fellow graduate students and close local friends consisted of different 

phrasing for the idea that Los Angeles is a big city composed of a vast number of 

different people and the rest of the Southern California area gets dissolved into the idea 

of Los Angeles’ urban sprawl. This is both a good and bad thing; due to the presence of 

the entertainment industry, Los Angeles proper tends to gear its identity toward the arts 

and businesses associated with the arts. This is especially noteworthy when both the Los 

Angeles rock camp and Chicas Rockeras Sureste Los Angeles are considered. Both 

camps exist in Los Angeles, with the LA rock camp close to downtown and Chicas 

Rockeras in a separate city within Los Angeles county limits. Even though these two 

camps exist in a localized geographic area, their rock camp intentionality is different. 

While both rock camps gear spaces toward young camper empowerment (and the feeling 

of being a rock star for a week), the localization of campers tends to differ slightly. 

The Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles does promote the empowerment of 

girls in their space and devotes at least five scholarships to girls associated with the 

facility’s space (“Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls Los Angeles” 2016; personal 

communication). However, quite a few campers were not from the Los Angeles area. 

This also seemed to be a trend in the Santa Barbara area during the Girls Rock Santa 

Barbara Amplify Sleepaway Camp. Campers from as far away as China participated at 

Girls Rock Santa Barbara. According to Jen Baron, director of Girls Rock Santa Barbara, 

many of these Chinese campers attend because their families travel to the United States 

for the summer months. This is also true of domestic travelers, where individuals from 
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the East Coast (Florida, Georgia, and New York to name a few) also participated. This 

may be due to a family’s work in the area during the summer and the need for their 

children to be occupied during their long work schedules, or it may be due to children or 

teenagers’ attendance at concerts where their beloved artists are a part of these summer 

camps. No matter the reason for participation, the Los Angeles and Santa Barbara rock 

and roll camps seemed to have more individuals from outside their local areas attend. 

This is not too abnormal, since many children and teenagers of the United States just 

recently have access to these summer programs. With more than one hundred camps 

worldwide, the need to travel now becomes less prominent. 

The presence of nonlocal campers was also a part of Queer Rock Camp Southern 

California. Although the inaugural camp only had twelve campers, at least two to four of 

these individuals were from outside the Long Beach area. Most of the campers, though 

not all, had heard of girls’ rock camps or had attended them. Two campers had traveled at 

least three to four hours, by car, to attend this camp because they did not identify as girls 

or did not feel comfortable in a summer camp where their sexual orientation or gender 

identity were downplayed (personal communication). The main idea so far is that the 

spaces created in these three cases cater to the individuals who choose to participate, no 

matter the local affiliation of the individual (although preference in many cases is given 

to local individuals). 

Intentionality towards a more localized rock camp appears more prominent both 

at Chicas Rockeras Sureste Los Angeles as well as the Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, 
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Orange County. Both of these rock camps are quite different, but cater to similar 

demographics of individuals due to their close proximity. The Orange County rock camp 

has hosted its weeklong program in the Santa Ana Unified School District for 

approximately five years. While this trend may continue in SAUSD, the Orange County 

rock camp caters to the entire county and not just specifically to the Santa Ana district. 

Campers from all over Orange attend this rock camp, but a majority of participants are 

from the northern part of the county. Further, this camp focuses attention on youth (both 

girls and non-binary identified individuals) who identify as lower socioeconomic status. 

One of the primary ways organizers from this camp provide for these youth is with access 

to free lunches during the camp week. The executive board chose spaces associated with 

the public school system so to accommodate campers who may or may not have access to 

regular meals. This was a big factor in decision making for the Rock n’ Roll Camp for 

Girls, Orange County. As organizer Candace Hansen explained,  

Many of the kids we’re trying to reach don’t have access to regular meals over the 
summer. They depend on school lunches for most of the school year… so when it 
comes to choosing a camp over the summer [since many other camps in the 
northern part of Orange County also offer available meals to campers], they will 
most likely pick the places that has food. We didn’t want interested kids – those 
who really want to do something like rock camp – to choose a different camp 
because accessibility to food was an issue. It means a lot to all of the board 
members that we really think through things like this; accessibility is always on 
our minds” (Personal communication). 
 

Candace further expressed the difference in socioeconomic status between the different 

areas of Orange County. In most cases, more affluent areas exist in southern regions of 

the county, while lower socioeconomic areas in Orange County exist in northern regions.  
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These northern areas are adjacent or in closer proximity to the Orange County 

rock camp. This placement is extremely intentional, because transportation may be a 

problem for many interested participants. To alleviate the burden of finding 

transportation to and from rock camp, the Orange County rock and roll camp executive 

board wished to make it easier for campers or families who use public transportation to 

have access to those means – which meant a more urban area for their summer camp. 

Since this rock camp is one of the few in the Southern California region that caters to a 

large county (Santa Barbara being the other county oriented camp), intentionality behind 

the physical placement was extremely important. 

Similarly, Chicas Rockeras also caters to the local area of their summer camp in a 

more urban environment. Southeast Los Angeles, technically different suburbs of the 

greater Los Angeles area, is comprised of many cities on the border of Orange County. 

The majority of Comadres and many volunteers who participated in both summers of this 

Southeast Los Angeles rock camp have also volunteered for the Orange County rock 

camp and a few have volunteered for the Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles – 

both rock camps held in significantly urban areas. 

Nevertheless, the intention for Chicas Rockeras is slightly different from the other 

rock camps for girls in the Southern California region. While this rock camp continues to 

promote feminist oriented ideals, where campers are encouraged to step out of their 

comfort zones and celebrate their individuality through collective work, the Comadres at 

this rock camp specifically surround campers with images, sounds, food, and other 
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aspects of Southeast Los Angeles culture – which is predominantly Latinx and located in 

an industrialized urban area. 

Locations within the Southern California rock camp circuit exist primarily within 

urban areas and do not visually mimic the media-reinforced imagery associated with 

summer camps. However, the purpose of these camps remains the same – to foster an 

educational component to summer camp experience and facilitate a process of growth for 

youth through a short period of time. The knowledge learned throughout summer camps 

throughout the United States reinforces a desire for adults in contemporary society to 

address changes in their own world and seek positive movements through actions by 

future generations. For rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth, these changes are 

typically associated with gender equality, self-realization, and collective identity. In 

relation to the spaces created throughout the Southern California region, intentionality is 

very important to each location. The urban landscapes may not lend to the literal ideal of 

“fresh air” for young individuals, but the purpose created within each camp creates a 

sense of belonging for local participants who wish to feel more comfortable in their own 

bodies and their own communities. 

Donated(Spaces(and(Palimpsests(

 Most messages conveyed at rock camps are conveyed in similar manners, but the 

physical surroundings are quite different for each individual rock camp. Most rock camps 

seek places and facilities for the camp that would be considered a “donation.” Typically, 

facilities that already have some history of interaction with children and teenagers are a 
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good start for donated space. Public schools, private schools, and places of worship are 

typical locations for Southern California rock camps. For these rock camps to happen, 

either a monetary exchange or deal has to be made. Since each individual camp in 

Southern California exists as its own not-for-profit or non-profit entity, as is the case for 

many other rock camps within the United States, it is the responsibility of the organizers 

to seek these spaces and strike a deal to ensure rock camp happens every year. 

 For Southern California, places where these rock and roll camps for girls and 

queer youth are not readily available and this requires much effort to secure a place every 

summer for one week. Any type of rental facilities that would be conducive with a 

summer camp and/or after school program are extravagantly priced, and most rock camps 

do not have this type of money in their budgets. Other cities in the United States have 

found various methods to acquire such facilities. Girls Rock Philly currently rents a space 

in Philadelphia, and shares its space with local artists and musicians who may also rent 

small studios in the very back of the building. Similarly, the office of the Willie Mae 

Rock Camp for Girls in New York City is in the front part of a not-for-profit school. 

These options have been negotiated with the facilities and landlords to maintain a 

consistent environment for the campers. This is not completely impossible for the 

Southern California rock camps, but again, facilities that could accommodate such a 

program in this region are sparse. 

 If the space is donated, rock camp organizers in the Southern California generally 

offer anywhere from five to ten camper spots be made available at the host’s discretion. 
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For example, the Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles has continued to use a 

private Catholic school in the Koreatown area of Los Angeles, and offers scholarships to 

girls who attend that school.4 Similarly, Chicas Rockeras Sureste Los Angeles works with 

a college preparatory public school in the Huntington Park area in Southeast Los Angeles 

County and also offers scholarships for students who already attend that school. These 

scholarships exist as a form of payment to the school for a monetary free donation to each 

summer camp. 

 Other rock camps in Southern California take different approaches for their space. 

The Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Orange County works directly with a school district in 

Orange County (typically the Santa Ana school district) and pays a monetary fee for use 

of a school’s facilities. When asked why the Orange County rock camp decided to pursue 

a public school space, organizers Candace Hansen, Meliss Riggs, and Josie Wreck all 

stated that it was a matter of accessibility and ensuring that the rock camp would happen 

over the summer. Since the Orange County rock camp pays the weekly fee for use of the 

facility, campers are also ensured at least a lunchtime meal (and sometimes a breakfast 

meal). The primary goal would be one of accessibility and the assurance that inclusionary 

practices were met. Continued conversations with organizers from this camp affirm 

Orange County’s goal to create a space for girls and queer youth who feel safe and 

comfortable while they attend. For this to happen organizers reiterate that needs must be 

                                                
4 The names of locations have been omitted or changed to ensure the safety of both 
children and volunteers attending these summer camps. 
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met for all campers an integral part of their organizational decision processes and that 

socioeconomic status is not a deterrent for a young person to participate. 

 It is unclear whether Girls Rock Santa Barbara and Queer Rock Camp, Southern 

California also pays for their facility use, but both of these rock camps are still quite 

different than their sibling sites. While Girls Rock Santa Barbara hosts a summer day 

camp, I only participated as a volunteer for their overnight camp around the Ojai, 

California area – approximately forty-five minutes away from the camp’s main Santa 

Barbara location. The facility is one of at least two campuses of a private boarding school 

during the school year. The campers are offered three meals a day, which is included in 

the tuition for the program. Additionally, the rock camp typically overlaps with other 

programs. For example, Girls Rock Santa Barbara shared the boarding school facility 

with a softball camp and a Boys Scouts troop during summer 2016. Queer Rock Camp, 

Southern California also pays for its facility, but works exclusively in the Long Beach 

area. For orientation, volunteers met at the Center – an LGBTQ+ resource center in Long 

Beach – but organizers held their rock camp at a local synagogue for both summers it has 

been held. 

 Whether the space is donated or funded through a rock camp’s budget, any 

facility typically stays within a general area around the geographic location designated in 

the name of the rock camp. For many of these rock camps, location also becomes a 

significant part of identity for the organizers, volunteers, and campers. Though many of 

their volunteers travel anywhere from five minutes to three hours to attend these rock 
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camps, location is still a significant portion of the workshops included as workshop 

leaders reinforce not only individual empowerment but also community involvement and 

empowerment. Furthermore, the physical spaces provided for each of these rock camps 

also present individual characteristics based on the already present physical space – both 

in education or religious settings – how each rock camp addresses these remains 

distinctly different as well, and first hand experience of each space speaks directly to the 

cultural differences of specific areas found in the Southern California region. 

 For any person who does not identify as an Angelino, Los Angeles is an 

expansive city with nooks and crannies of small neighborhoods everywhere. The freeway 

takes you over and under large roadways, alongside overlooked cities, and past massive 

skyscrapers. The freeway is everyone’s friend, until you are stuck on the 101 in rush hour 

traffic, especially when organizers must be at the rock camp space around 8:30 in the 

morning. The Saturday morning interviews held for rock camp volunteers in Los Angeles 

(after the initial application, but prior to rock camp weeks) prove to be a little less 

stressful, as traffic rarely seems to be a problem (as long as there are no road closures). 

 Los Angeles Interview, Pilot Research, Spring 2014: Weaving in and out of lanes 

and under numerous bridges, the freeway exit pours out onto a worn city street, the 

asphalt a pale gray color with visible blotches and cracks of fresh pavement. Peering 

through parallel brick buildings with faded paint, just ahead, atop the hill and to the left is 

a Catholic school painted a light tan color, with its name in large capitalized letters, 

surrounded by a fifteen-foot chain-linked fence and a full sized basketball court next to it. 
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Parking would be a nightmare without directions sent via e-mail by the Rock ‘n Roll 

Camp for Girls, Los Angeles, as even closer to the hilltop school are cars lining side 

streets. On the lower adjacent side of the school, below the basketball court, is a fenced in 

parking lot that could hold approximately two hundred cars. From the open gate, there is 

a Catholic church to the left and a few trees atop a tan colored cinderblock wall. The roof 

of the school peeks above the trees. 

 This parking lot bustles with cars and people on Saturdays and Sundays. A small 

set of steps leads to the church on the left, and a giant banner with “Rock n’ Roll Camp 

for Girls, Los Angeles” written alongside a kick drum with wings. Amidst all the people, 

there is usually one individual who stands out – whether dressed in jeans and a t-shirt 

and/or sports tattoos and piercings. The rock camp guide greets you and directs you to the 

top of a weaving staircase. Up one small flight of stairs is a statue of Mary in the crevice 

of a rock, a fountain with no water due to the current California drought. Fresh and dried 

flowers gently placed on the edge of the empty pool below her feet. More stairs to the 

left, next to a “Rock Camp this way →” sign leads you up to a small patio area with 

tables and umbrellas – all surrounded by chain-linked fences. Further up a smaller flight 

of stairs, the space opens to a large blacktop next to the school seen from the freeway 

exit. 

 Another sign points to two open doors in the middle of the school. The entrance is 

a long hallway with blank walls and at the end, perpendicular to the hallway entrance is a 

small two-foot statue of the Virgin Mary with a rosary draped across her hands. Next to 



 
 

59 

her, another rock camp sign. To the right down the hallway you pass under collegiate 

pennants each from a different school around the country and empty bulletin boards. 

Peering into dark classrooms are crosses hung above white boards and photos of various 

Popes. Another sign leads you up two flights of stairs to the second floor. One last sign 

directs you to the faculty lounge and kitchen. Bookshelves to the right and bathrooms to 

the left, a conference table occupied by various female presenting individuals wait for the 

interview to begin.  

The description above provides a view of the space prior to rock camp 

decorations, or “vibe” as many Southern California rock camp organizers refer to it. Vibe 

refers to any decoration, created by organizers and volunteers (or individuals who only 

help out prior to the camp to show support), and is used to provide visual stimulation for 

campers throughout the week. This can be as simple as creating a poster that says, “YOU 

ROCK” or elaborate decorations that reflect the aesthetic of the rock camp. Since most 

organizers must be mindful of the facility’s building, most decorations are hung with 

painter’s tape or attached with string to a wall. Rock camps also tend to use sidewalk 

chalk to welcome campers to rock camp, create pictures that may connect to a theme for 

that summer, or continue to affirm their “awesomeness,” sometimes through political 

connotations. 
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Figure 2.1: Example of vibe at Chicas Rockeras 2015. Audre Lorde quote on 

poster. Photo by author. 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2.2: Example of Vibe at Chicas Rockeras 2015. Small poster states “It’s 

→Okay← To Make Mistakes.” Photo by author. 
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These methods of hanging vibe also contribute to the rock camp aesthetic and 

reinforce ideals of empowerment for campers. While vibe stands out and affirming words 

project positive emotions in campers, there are still remnants of the facility’s primary 

purpose. Vibe may be there to empower young individuals who are producing rock 

songs, but the visuals are only temporarily displayed. Many primary objects within a 

facility may continue to be on display throughout the rock camp. For example, the Virgin 

Mary statues at the Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles facility remain on display 

for the entire week. Additionally, photographs of the Pope may be covered, but are 

generally left visible. Nevertheless, these photographs are only a fraction of the size 

compared to the large spray painted bed sheets that are hung in the same or adjacent 

rooms.  

In a few cases, organizers use vibe to transform something with religious 

connotations into something appropriate for a diverse group of people. A photograph of 

the Virgin Mary in the hallway of the Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, LA was not touched, 

but thought bubbles leading to the phrase “Namaste little rockers” was placed adjacent to 

this photograph. This phrase is stated every morning during morning assembly’s punk 

rock yogaerobics and it has become a consistent verbal cue for preparing “to rock” during 

the day. 
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Figure 2.3: “Namaste Little Rockers.” Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles 2016. 

Photo by author. 
 

 
 The vibe from rock camps is not intended to erase the building’s primary 

function. The purpose is to create an environment that provides both sonic and visual 

social and ideological cues for the campers who attend. These decorations are 

palimpsests where the previous purpose of this building is not erased, but the current vibe 

creates a different meaning and aesthetic. These two become inextricably linked, but 

remain vastly different in cultural context. As Andreas Huyssen explains 

As Freud once remarked, the same space cannot possibly have two different 
contents. But an urban imaginary in its temporal reach may well put different 
things in one place: memories of what there was before, imagined alternatives to 
what there is. The strong marks of present space merge in the imaginary with 
traces of the past, erasures, losses, and heterotopias… the conviction that literary 
techniques of reading historically, intertexually, constructively, and 
deconstructively at the same time can be woven into our understanding of urban 
spaces as lived spaces that shape collective imaginaries (Huyssen 2003, 7). 
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He incorporates both literary techniques and physical spaces to discuss the difference 

between history and memory. 

Huyssen further discusses how the city of Berlin has become a palimpsest, where 

previous texts are persevered and reflect the division of East and West Germany. He 

argues that it is not pragmatic to view this city as a tabula rasa, since the city itself is 

ambivalent of its past and future. This results in an architectural amalgam with cultural 

contexts that span from remnants of socialist East German housing complexes to 

contemporary Germany influences which exist in the same space (Huyssen 2003, 81). 

These combinations and the palimpsest of architecture in this city essential becomes the 

face of the newer Berlin. 

Rock camp spaces are similar, but pose a varied connotation to the idea of 

palimpsest. The different contexts of a facility culture juxtapose or affirm the created 

space of rock camp. Donated spaces present preexisting, juxtaposed, and oftentimes 

distinctly different culture than the feminist oriented rock camps that occur in weeklong 

segments. For example, religious connotations and references may show up in camper 

songs in places like the Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, LA (held at a Catholic school) or 

Queer Rock Camp, Southern California (held at a synagogue), but it is not the primary 

objective of the rock camps to foster religious growth in particular. 

This is not always the case because some spaces donated to a rock camp may also 

contribute to the mission of individual rock camps, whether that be completely 

intentional or indirectly. In the case of Chicas Rockeras Sureste Los Angeles, Marin 



 
 

64 

mentioned that one of the primary reasons for the Comadres’ choice of the college 

preparatory school was that the facility had similar mission ideas and surrounded the 

students with visuals that promoted gender equality, allyship, and mural depictions of 

leaders within the POC community and highlighted women of color as sources of cultural 

power and relevance.  

 

 

 
Figure 2.4: Allyship and gender flyers at Chicas Rockeras 2015 facility. Photo by author. 
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Figure 2.5: Gender flyer. Chicas Rockeras 2015 facility. Photo by author. 

 

 
Figure 2.6: “Viva La Mujer!” Chicas Rockeras 2015. Photo by author. 
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Figure 2.7: Frida Kahlo quote on school wall. Chicas Rockeras 2015. Photo by author. 

 
 

After Chicas Rockeras was held for the first year in 2015, Comadre Noel started 

working at the school. Their experience as an employee here has been a positive one. 

Comadres Noel and Vikki explained the desire for Chicas Rockeras to be held at this 

specific college preparatory school. 

Noel: I just love going to work. [The principal helps make] the space intentional, which is 

part of the reason why Chicas was held there. We really didn’t have to do much to make 

the space honestly; her vision of what the school should be aligned really well with what 

were wanted for Chicas. 

Vikki: Oh yeah, we all said that we didn’t really even have to decorate. There were 

already murals on the walls that represented our community and flyers everywhere. 
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Noel: Yeah. Those flyers are up all the time. [The principal] makes this space inclusive 

already. It’s really important to the administration and the faculty for students to see 

different kinds of people in front of them in the classrooms. It’s also really important to 

[the principal] for women to be in positions not normally held by women. For example, 

women teach all of the math and science classes. These subjects are taught mostly by 

men in other [middle and high] schools… 

Vikki: …We [the Comadres] were all chomping at the bit to teach at this school. [The 

principal] contacted us and asked if we knew a drum instructor. Marin and I wanted to 

take this job, but neither of us taught drums. That’s when we were like “Noel, you have 

to take this job,” and they were still hesitant. 

Noel: Yeah. At first, I didn’t know if I wanted to work there, but I’m really glad I do. It 

really is a space that’s comfortable and inclusive. I think that’s why [the principal] was so 

cool about having Chicas there during the summer. Our values aligned well with the 

vision for the school (personal communication). 

 According the Vikki and Noel, the administration values the type of space Chicas 

Rockeras seek to create, and continue this type of inclusive space creation throughout the 

school year. This is especially significant with regards to campers, because a few of the 

Chicas Rockeras campers are students at this school. They continue to experience an 

environment where various identities are celebrated, and are illustrated through visuals 

displayed and diverse adult visibility, even after their week at rock camp. 
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A few of the Comadres, including Marin, also volunteered with the Rock n’ Roll 

Camp for Girls, Los Angeles for a number of years. Marin also mentioned that while they 

still decorated the space to reflect cultural significance of a Latinx community in 

Southeast Los Angeles, they did not feel they had to cover up or transform the space in 

the same way as the Los Angeles rock camp. The presence of rock and roll camp vibe 

does not necessarily mean that the facilities’ values are not aligned with the rock camp – 

this type of visual representation simply reinforces ideals of empowerment meant for 

campers. 

 Creating rock camp spaces involves the deconstruction and renegotiation of fear, 

and uses this negative emotional response as a means for a positive outcome. For many 

camps, the visual representations of empowerment allow campers to view messages of 

encouragement, many of these messages reinforced through spoken dialogue by 

organizers and volunteers. However, there is more to empowerment than visual 

representation and verbal communication. Vibe, although integral in the comfort for 

campers and volunteers, is a superficial component of rock camp. It merely illustrates the 

core beliefs of feminist oriented communities. Spaces of empowerment manifest from 

collaboration amongst organizers as well as promoting vulnerability as a means of 

strength. 

Brave(Spaces,(Safe(Spaces,(and(Rock(Camp(

 Queer Rock Camp, Orientation Day: I hate being late to anything. Southeast Los 

Angeles is not that far away from Long Beach, but the time it took to find parking before 
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orientation for Queer Rock Camp was excruciating to say the least. There were three of 

us traveling from the Chicas Rockeras showcase in Southeast LA to The Center on 4th in 

Long Beach that afternoon. The Center stands approximately two to three stories tall and 

its modern architecture appears both disjunct yet oddly connected to the surrounding 

small shops that display rainbow flags from their storefronts. 

 As you walk into the Center, there is a rear entrance visible from the main street 

door. A reception desk with three casually dressed people is approximately halfway 

through the building and to the left. I ask where Queer Rock Camp orientation is being 

held and the person behind the desk smiles and points to the double doors right beside the 

desk. I open the door and find that the room is already full and the organizers, Lee and 

Jenny, stand at the front of the room. They both look, see the Chicas Rockeras shirt I am 

wearing, smile, and continue to cover the orientation materials. Out of twenty to thirty 

adults in the room, three of us all wear the same light blue, Chicas Rockeras shirt. The 

change in atmosphere from the Chicas space to this one was apparent. After spending an 

entire week in a space where there was only one cisgender man present, seeing so many 

men in a room for rock camp was a bit jarring. 

 Lee and Jenny continue to cover group agreements, media release information, 

and other information necessary for rock camp that coming week. At one point, Lee 

asked a volunteer in the room to come lead a discussion and activity about privilege with 

the group. Jodi, who had just finished her PhD in gender studies, began to discuss that 

even within a space where so many marginalized people create space, there are still 
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aspects of privilege that should be addressed. She asked us to stand and go outside to the 

back parking lot for the activity.  

 On the way, Lee walked with all of the Chicas volunteers to check in and ask 

about the showcase that day. Words such as “empowering” and “magical” were scattered 

through the short conversation on the way to the parking lot. Lee responded that they 

“hoped our energy from last week brought positivity to Queer Rock Camp.” The 

heightened excitement from one week of rock camp started to filter in to this orientation 

already – new volunteer faces together and a desire to create a space for queer kids was 

something new and different, and we were all a part of that. 

  Through murmurs of introductions and high fives, Jodi’s voice rang out: “Please 

make a single file line, shoulder-to-shoulder, on the line in the middle of the parking lot.” 

She continued to explain that we were outside to perform what she referred to as a 

“Privilege Walk.” The instructions for this walk were that after Jodi read a statement, you 

could choose between three moves: 1.) Stand still if the statement did not affect you or 

you were unsure, 2.) Move forward one step if the statement affected you in a positive 

way or to your benefit, or 3.) Move backward one step if the statement affect you in a 

negative way. The only other instruction was that our eyes must remain closed 

throughout the entire exercise. 

 All eyes from the twenty or thirty volunteers closed and some of heads lowered to 

listen intently. Jodi let everyone know that she would then begin. “If you have ever been 

made fun of for your accent, please move back one step.” The shuffle of a few feet was 
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soft but powerful. “If you went to college, move forward one step.” More feet moved this 

time. “If you grew up in a household where you had more than two books in your home, 

move forward one step.” A few feet shuffled. “If you have ever had anyone make 

negative comments about your gender or sexuality, move back one step.” The shuffle at 

this point was the loudest of all. “If you have ever been approached by the police due to 

your looks, move back one step.” A few feet shuffled. “If your family has never been on 

any kind of government assistance, move back one step.” Only a few feet moved. You 

could feel the emotions pulsating through the parking lot as the sounds of soles scraped 

across the asphalt. Forward: relief. Backward: anger or sadness, sometimes even shame. 

 After approximately fifteen minutes, Jodi asked us to open our eyes. The line that 

had once positioned all volunteers as equal was now scattered and skewed. I looked 

forward to see the line about two yards in front of me. The view ahead was a sea of 

lighter skin, scattered with cisgender men and women. A few people were stationed in a 

similar position to me, and about three people behind us. The sight of this deconstructed 

line was received with different reactions; some faces seemed expectant, as if they knew 

where they would be positioned, their eyes positioned away from the eyes of others – 

either forward or at the asphalt beneath. Those who were more surprised seemed to look 

around more – their eyes showed concern for their position. Those towards the front 

seemed to look more and those at the back seemed to remain stationary. 

 The Privilege Walk is a contested method of privilege awareness. Brian Arao and 

Kristi Clemens refer to this activity as One Step Forward, One Step Backward or the 
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Leveling the Playing Field and Crossing the Line activity. For many names, the objective 

is still the same, “The goal of the exercise is to visually illustrate the phenomenon of 

social stratification and injustice and how participants’ own lives are thereby affected” 

(Arao and Clemens 2013, 137). Arao and Clemens further differentiate between the type 

of participants in this activity as “agent” participants, who may hold more privilege 

throughout the activity, and “target” participants, whose disadvantage surfaces through 

the activity. They state that this activity is not always effective because the discussion 

that follows may prove that the space created is not “safe” or a space where participants 

feel that they can confront controversy in an accessible manner. 

 This argument is true for many social justice organizations, and the Privilege 

Walk may not be appropriate for social justice organizations in many cases. Still, one can 

see the benefits of using this type of exercise in a space that is devoted to a largely 

marginalized demographic of individuals – primarily those who identify as queer (those 

who identify within the LGBTQ+ community). Arao and Clemens refer to social justice 

organizations as the primary collectives that acknowledge these types of activities and 

privilege differences, but do not delve further into using these types of activities in 

specific situations. The end result of this activity at the Queer Rock Camp orientation was 

almost exactly as Arao and Clemens had predicted – where those toward the front stated 

they were unaware of their privilege and those towards the back made realizations that 

they were amongst the only people of color in the group (noting a differentiation between 

agent/front individuals and target/back individuals). 
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 However, it is extremely necessary to view this from a smaller lens of social 

justice organizations. For this group, approximately 95-99% of the group openly 

identified as queer in some way. Jodi mentioned after the activity that the Privilege Walk 

was not to create a rift between volunteers, but to elaborate that even within a 

marginalized community – notably the queer community in Long Beach, California – the 

presence of privilege and social stratification was ever present. This stratification of 

privilege must be acknowledged prior to working with queer youth and young adults 

from different backgrounds in order to create a space that was respectful of all queer and 

allied individuals. 

 In previous years, the term “safe space” has been used quite frequently and even 

more so – misused and misinterpreted quite frequently. As I write this, I am plagued with 

a response by the University of Chicago’s open letter to incoming students that they 

would no longer acknowledge the existence of “safe spaces” or implement any type of 

“trigger warnings” for students needs, owing to the fact that the university believes its 

students should take challenges head on, with academic rigor, and become acclimated to 

an environment where “comfort” is not a commodity. While their definitions of safe 

space appear to be accurate according to many social justice activists and scholars, the 

terminology and method used to convey “academic rigor” is inappropriate at best (C. Fox 

2007; C. O. Fox and Ore 2010; Khoza 2002; Meucci and Redmon 1997; Stoudt 2007; 

Tijerina Revilla 2010; Valentine 1990). 
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 The terms safe space and brave space are directly linked to social justice 

organizations and movements, and correlate to ideas of public space and accessibility for 

children, teenagers and young adults. Specifically, the term safe space was introduced to 

public sector organization and community civil engineering in the 1990s, and has 

continued to work its way into contemporary every day speech. While contemporary 

social justice organizations (and some educational spaces) continue to use this 

terminology, it is important to address previous uses of these two terms and connect the 

historical significance of spatial awareness to contemporary social justice organizations 

such as rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth. 

 In the late 1990s, the term “safe space” addressed the needs of children and young 

adults in “high-risk” environments. These environments were coined as such by 

politicians and government officials who viewed these neighborhoods as ridden with 

violence, crime, and gang affiliation (Meucci and Redmon 1997). Viewpoints of 

government and local officials in the designation of these types of neighborhoods and 

environments rely heavily on statistics, word-of-mouth or reports from police officials, or 

a general stereotype of specific ethnicities. However, a closer inspection of local 

interests, culture, and desires reveals more to the general area than what may be seen in 

any of the aforementioned methods. 

 Civil engineers and community planners, as government officials, typically make 

final decisions when public spaces are in need within any given community. Even if local 

people wish to create or change spaces in their own neighborhoods, most communities 
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must go through a series of public works professionals to strive for these spaces. 

Accessibility to public spaces considered “safe” by statistical standards exist primarily in 

more affluent areas. The reasons for public space accessibility in these areas rests in 

political and economic affiliations of the predominantly wealthier and typically white 

neighborhoods. Sandra Meucci and Jim Redmon, in their study of spaces of four “high-

risk” California cities/areas (Oakland, two Richmond neighborhoods, and East Los 

Angeles), discuss how high statistics of gang involvement and crime rates have restricted 

the child and teenage accessibility to public spaces, where they felt unsafe in their own 

neighborhoods. Further, the study shows that when prompted to conduct their own 

investigation of what their communities need, rather than rely on official government 

input, children and teenagers discovered that most places viewed as safe by their fellow 

community members, such as libraries, were not readily funded by their local government 

and were defunded on many occasions (Meucci and Redmon 1997). 

 Even when spaces are designated as safe, there is no guarantee for complete 

safety or comfort. In many cities across the United States, the term “safe spaces” or “safe 

places,” specifically for children and teenagers, continues to be used as a part of local 

government implementation of reducing youth involvement in violence and crime as well 

as the access to spaces where individuals may feel more comfortable. These are typically 

government-funded areas where youth may go in order to seek refuge from existing 

circumstances in many different places in their city. However, the question of actual 

comfort and safety remains ambiguous. Most social justice organizers, including 
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organizers from all rock camps involved in my research, state that “safe spaces” do not 

exist. For lack of a better term, many refer to rock camps as safer spaces. 

 
Figure 2.8: “Safe Place” on a bus in Southern California 2017. Photo by author. 

 
 The distinction between safe spaces and safer spaces within many different social 

justice organizations is that there is really no place where one can feel completely 

“comfortable” or “safe” in a setting where many different people exist together. This is 

similar to safe spaces created by local government officials for children and teenagers in 

any given city. Although the intention for safety and comfort exists within the space 

itself, there is no sure way to divert discomfort or provide complete safety – especially if 

these spaces are public. 
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 Rock camps maintain semi-public spaces, allowing for safer spaces to remain in 

as safe as possible with regards to security. There is a front desk station at every rock 

camp, where different volunteers stay and keep record of persons entering or exiting the 

building. At the beginning of each day, campers and volunteers check in to a front desk 

station and get a name badge. This name badge typically has the person’s name, the camp 

logo or theme for that week, the person’s role at camp, and at some camps it also includes 

the person’s gender pronoun and a list of allergies and medical conditions on the reverse 

side. These badges are worn the entire day, and must be turned in at check out when 

parents pick up their children, so to make sure all campers are accounted each day prior 

to and after camp. Although seemingly simple, name badges distributed in this manner 

allow for adult volunteers to maintain control of who is on the premises when rock camp 

is in session, and provide a safety measure to ask individuals without name badges to go 

to the front desk for a visitor badge if they are there to see a specific person. This aspect 

of rock camp literally does make the space safe for campers and volunteers through 

limited access to the facility. 

 The different locations of Southern California rock camps were primarily private 

during the week. However, there were instances where non-rock camp individuals were 

in proximity of the activities being held. Presence of school staff and personnel was 

unavoidable for camps that were held on urban school campuses, such as Rock n’ Roll 

Camp for Girls Los Angeles, Chicas Rockeras Sureste Los Angeles, and Rock n’ Roll 

Camp for Girls Orange County. Similarly, Queer Rock Camp Southern California was 



 
 

78 

held at a local synagogue and facility staff members as well as religious patrons were 

present throughout the week. Girls Rock Santa Barbara Amplify Sleepaway Camp was 

held at a private boarding school, and other organizations also held activities during the 

same week. Other groups that used the campus that week were not housed in the same 

dorm rooms with rock camp participants and volunteers. Even though these spaces were 

shared by other groups not associated with the rock camps, the collaborative spaces (e.g., 

band practice rooms, instrument instruction rooms, and assemblies) were designated as 

private spaces for all rock camps where campers and volunteers were the only people 

present in the space, and any volunteer who entered asked permission to be in those 

respective rooms. 

 All rock camp end with a showcase performance by all bands, held at either a 

venue or in the rock camp space for that week. During these times, the private spaces are 

opened to friends, family, and general public attendees. The general public attendees tend 

to know many of the adult volunteers or are friends of a family who have been invited to 

witness and hear a specific camper perform. Nevertheless, there are instances where the 

general public is not associated with rock camp in any particular way. For example, the 

2016 Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls Orange County showcase was held during the day at 

the Observatory venue prior to a punk rock performance by a well-known band later that 

evening. Many of the patrons who would attend the punk rock performance later would 

not necessarily be interested in a rock and roll show for girls. According to volunteers at 

the Orange County rock camp, one of the members of the well-known all male punk band 
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had been known to make misogynist remarks about women in punk music. However, 

there was at least one attendee at the rock camp showcase who was there specifically for 

the later show. 

 Most of the organizers for many of the rock camps in Southern California get to 

know the parents, guardians, and families of the campers who participate for the week. 

Many parents also volunteer for the respective camps, but do not interact with their own 

children in a direct way. So when a stranger who is not a part of the established 

community showed up to the showcase performance, many of the volunteers (who know 

most of the families involved) were made aware of his presence. Organizer Candace had 

mentioned to a few volunteers directly, to “keep an eye on that guy.” Although his punk 

style wardrobe did not make him stand out significantly, since most of the volunteers and 

many parents of campers also dress in a similar fashion, it was the fact that he was a lone, 

white, cisgender man at a girls’ rock camp show with no visible ties to any families that 

made him appear to be a threat. While I was standing in the crowd during one of the 

performances, he had mentioned aloud to a neighbor that he was amazed how good the 

drummer was for the band on stage, considering she was a young girl. 

Rock camp volunteer Cynthia P. had spoken with this mystery man at the 

performance and found out that he had been dropped off at the venue by a friend early 

and was waiting for the evening’s punk rock show to begin. When he saw a performance 

was happening earlier, he decided to attend due to boredom and need to occupy himself 
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in an area of the city that was not easily accessible to general public spaces such as a 

coffee shop or shopping center.5 

Cynthia P. stated this man referred to himself as a “pizza punk,” after they had an 

extensive conversation about pizza and punk music. Although this individual seemed to 

be harmless after a conversation, most rock camp volunteers continued to engage in 

conversation with him. The reason for this was to introduce someone to a feminist 

oriented community that they may not know existed. However, this conversational 

engagement also continued to maintain a level of personal safety in the Observatory for 

campers, volunteers, and families. 

These instances illustrate how a social justice organization can maintain both a 

safe space and a safer space. The acknowledgement that no space is truly safe is correct 

to an extent. There is no true method for trigger removals in spaces where people interact, 

even though the use of trigger warnings and mindfulness of others’ experiences do limit 

the presence of microaggressions as well as outright hostility. Protections must be present 

in organizations where individuals’ safety may be at risk, e.g., children, older people, or 

individuals with mental or physical disorders and limitations. To say that the space 

provided in social justice organizations is not a safe space negates the very real dangers 

many individuals face on a daily basis: kidnapping, abuse (both physical and mental), and 

other forms of endangerment (C. Fox 2007; C. O. Fox and Ore 2010; Khoza 2002; 

Meucci and Redmon 1997; Stoudt 2007; Tijerina Revilla 2010; Valentine 1990). 
                                                
5 The Observatory is located behind a health center in the middle of an industrialized 
portion of town. 
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Safe spaces are very real within the rock camp community. Rock camp organizers 

maintain a high level of awareness for security precautions in an effort to maintain a level 

of personal safety, both as comfort and to avoid the risks mentioned previously. This 

extends from the use of name badges at rock camp to documentation of insurance or 

family lists for camper pick up to simple conversations with individuals in public spaces, 

such as “pizza punk” in order to maintain a safe physical space for campers. 

Nevertheless, the idea of “comfort” is challenged within the rock camp community as 

well. 

Most rock camps encourage a level of personal growth throughout the summer 

camp week (or after school programs where available), and create a space that is 

conducive for personal growth in a positive way. Again, there is a simultaneous 

occurrence of both a safe space and a safer space. The primary difference between these 

two instances is that while rock camp organizers and volunteers maintain a level of 

personal safety for both campers and adults involved, one may feel their level of personal 

comfort challenged for the sake of personal growth. In Southern California rock camps, 

many organizers, adult volunteers, and workshop leaders refer to these instances as brave 

spaces. 

The primary difference between a safe space and a brave space, in the case of 

rock camps in Southern California, is that a safe space is directly linked to personal safety 

and the safety of campers involved, while a brave space involves an active pursuit of 

learning and knowledge. During volunteer orientation at the Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls 
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Los Angeles, a workshop leader explained these ideas to all volunteers who may or may 

not be familiar with social justice organization terminology. The workshop leader 

explained that safe spaces do not necessarily exist in social justice movements, but that 

the efforts by participants develop growth within these movements through the 

discomfort experienced by both social justice activists and their target audiences. The 

intention for Southern California rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth is to 

create these brave spaces, where campers and even adult volunteers feel free to try new 

things and step out of their comfort zones to grow as individuals and as a collective 

community. 

The intentionality of the physical and social areas involved reinforces this 

encouragement and desire for personal and collective growth. In the physical area, the 

vibe created and posted throughout the facilities reinforces levels of personal growth. 

Positive affirmations and representations of successful adults (most who personally 

identify in a similar manner as many campers) are within eyesight in many of the 

hallways and classrooms. Many of the rock camps have signage such as “It’s okay to 

make mistakes” or “You’re awesome” throughout facilities. Queer Rock Camp, Southern 

California changed the bathroom signs to state “This bathroom has been liberated from 

the gender binary,” and both bathrooms, normally restricted to specific genders of the 

heteronormative binary, were available for use to all participants at camp. These types of 

signs reinforce social values that are taught throughout each rock camp week to 

participants and are reinforced through social interaction as well. 
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Rooms used for instrument instruction are named after celebrity individuals or 

musical artists who play that particular instrument. Rooms, such as the “Kim Deal Bass 

Room” at the LA rock camp or “Laura Jane Grace Guitar Room” at Queer Rock Camp, 

give campers identifiable celebrities to associate with the learned instruments for the 

week. Similarly, break rooms for volunteers are also named with these types of coded 

messages. Primary examples of these rooms would be: the “Queen Latifah Room of Self-

Reflection” at the LA rock camp, the “Björk Room of Quiet” at the OC rock camp, and 

the “Janelle Monae Electric Lady Recharge Room” at Chicas Rockeras. Both camper and 

volunteer rooms express a need to step out of one’s comfort zone. The camper rooms 

reinforce a “can do” aesthetic, where campers are encouraged to play the instruments that 

link them to these celebrity performers, while the volunteer break rooms reinforce the 

idea that it is okay to take breaks and gather your thoughts throughout the day. 

This type of vibe throughout each facility visually mimics the social aesthetic and 

verbal rhetoric heard throughout each rock camp. Some primary methods for rock camp 

volunteers to empower young campers are through active participation in the learning 

process, verbal affirmations throughout the week, as well as the act of role modeling. 

Additionally, these intentionally planned methods for empowerment lead to the idea that 

a brave space is created, where campers can actively disengage with comfort while they 

learn instruments, collaborate with other campers in their band, and creatively express 

their own identity, some times referred to as “one’s true self,” through music. 
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Individuals who identify as women or queer individuals (contingent on the rock 

camp in question) hold the majority, if not all leadership and educator roles in rock 

camps. For most girls’ rock camps, individuals who teach instruments, as well as those 

who hold roles as band coaches and counselors, identify as women. Depending on the 

rock camp in particular, this may or may not include transwomen and/or non-binary 

individuals as instructors. This type of visibility is contingent on the mission statements 

and camper demographics that each camp wishes to include and influence.6 At Queer 

Rock Camp, all instructors identified as queer individuals in many different ways. 

Additionally, the adult representation at Chicas Rockeras Sureste Los Angeles is 

predominantly women and people of color.7 

Active participation by a diverse group of adults for children is essential in the 

development of a young person’s identity and self esteem. This is especially true when 

many campers do not see their own images reflected positively or powerfully in modern 

society and media (Dreamworlds 3: Desire, Sex & Power in Music Video 2007; Johnson 

and King 2008; Killing Us Softly 4: Advertising’s Image of Women 2010). Adult 

volunteers act as role models for young campers and provide alternative representation of 

identity development for children and teenagers. While this is essential in identity 

development, the core reasoning for this method of adult visibility and representation is 

                                                
6 These statements and the spaces associated with each rock camp are addressed and 
deconstructed in the subsequent section with regards to intersectional spaces. 
7 I have included both the terms “women” and “people” of color to acknowledge the 
visibility of queer identified individuals at this particular camp. 
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the creation of a brave space where campers may explore their own identity development 

and maintain autonomy over their own persons. 

A brave space is similar to a safe space, but allows for individuals to experience, 

address, deconstruct, and contextualize difficult situations within a space designed for 

optimal personal growth. Brave spaces associated with rock camps for girls and queer 

youth provide this type of growth through music instruction where campers both 

overcome difficult interactions and tasks, such as the interaction with different 

personalities in a band or learning an instrument they have never played before, with the 

presence of accomplished adults who represent their communities and identities. 

Additionally, these brave spaces are further constructed through workshops where 

campers address difficult issues that affect their well-being, communities, or through 

conversations about contemporary social issues. Workshops such as body positivity 

address the representation of women identified individuals in the media. During its 

inaugural year, Chicas Rockeras held a body positivity workshop where the guest 

speaker/workshop leader highlighted body positivity through a fat-bodied, fat feminist 

perspective. Further, campers were exposed to historical and contemporary musical 

artists, most who were fat-bodied, women of color, as well as a lengthy discussion about 

the presence of eating disorders amongst young girls.8 

                                                
8 For sake of anonymity and to respect the private conversations and issues effecting 
specific children and teenagers, the discussion of eating disorders at any rock and roll 
camp will not be included in this research. Additionally, I refer to “girls” in this context, 
due to the amount of scholarship that addresses girls’ and women’s bodies in the media, 
but does not address the bodies of queer individuals specifically. Body positivity was not 
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At the afternoon assembly that day, Comadre Marin asked the campers to share 

highlights of their day. One camper raised her hand and stated, “I learned that I don’t 

need to be ashamed of my body.” Later in conversation with Marin, she stated, “I was in 

shock and I had to hold back tears. This kid is NINE YEARS OLD and already feels this 

way. I am happy that they learned to love their body, but no child should ever feel that 

way” (Personal communication; emphasis by Comadre Marin). This is one of the 

quintessential moments where a brave space is created – where girls can freely talk about 

their own confrontations with very delicate issues of girl culture and society’s personal 

views and control over their bodies. 

For these reasons, it is evident that rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth 

are brave spaces and safe spaces. Although there is a level of “comfort” associated with 

the term safe space, it is essential to create a space where children and teenagers are not 

put in harm’s way. Through extensive safety and security measures, a safe space is 

already set in place for rock camps. Further, brave spaces within the camp are created 

through visibility and encouragement to address social issues on a personal level. For 

many of these campers, and even some of the adult volunteers, a space where you can 

face uncomfortable situations in a positive manner is not available in every day life. 

Intense emotions within these brave spaces surface when these issues are addressed, and 

campers are encouraged and allowed to tackle heavy issues so that their empowerment 

develops. 
                                                                                                                                            
a formal workshop at Queer Rock Camp, but was addressed throughout the week through 
informal conversations. 
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Deconstructing(Rock(Camp(Spaces(

 It is apparent that rock camps are safe and brave spaces for young people who 

attend. Many campers will continue to attend this camp for more than one year, to return 

to these types of spaces not available in every day life. When given the opportunity, older 

campers may also become interns, who shadow many of the adult volunteers and assist in 

instrument instruction or band coaching, and some will eventually become volunteers 

when they reach their eighteenth birthdays. Additionally, many of the adult volunteers 

will also return to work, sometimes vacation time for their current jobs or time off from 

school or work may be incorporated in this decision, and some volunteers will work in 

other rock camps to continue the experience for a full summer. The desires and decisions 

to return to rock camp speak to the very nature of empowerment and comfortability of its 

participants. 

 Most individuals associated with rock camp are not under the assumption that the 

end result of this organization is a grand utopia. Many of the rock camp organizers do 

hope for a societal change, but they are also aware that an idealized society formation 

takes time and the production of this space starts with a younger generation. For June 

Millington and Ann Hackler, directors of the Institute for the Musical Arts (IMA) in 

Goshen, Massachusetts – a stand-alone, independent rock camp for girls similar to those 

associated with the Girls Rock Camp Alliance – the goal and objective of their camp is to 

create a space where girls are encouraged to continue musical performance and 

production, but also to provide the knowledge and power necessary to continue their 
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work for future generations of girls interested in the music industry (personal 

communication). 

 Rock and roll camps are founded on different, but very similar ideologies of 

feminist practices. Contemporary feminism is rooted in intersectional practices, where 

various factors of one’s identity create a whole person. Further, contemporary feminist 

practices are not fully realized if each part of a person’s identity is not taken into account 

(Crenshaw 1989). To reiterate, visibility of many different identities solidifies and 

reinforces the brave space ideal associated with rock and roll camps for girls and queer 

youth.  

 The following sections seek to deconstruct the types of spaces created by rock and 

roll camp organizers and volunteers. Each section speaks to a specific aspect of Southern 

California culture that rock and roll camp organizers view as imperative to future 

generations. It is imperative to acknowledge these spaces as significant singular 

components of a brave space. However, these spaces are not completely separate from 

each other in a space governed by contemporary intersectional feminist practices. 

Ultimately, spaces designated as “girls’” rock camps still cater to various identities where 

factors of gender, sexual, ethnic, or generational overlap on an individual level and 

coexist on a collective level. Without the acknowledgement of these differences, the 

space becomes socialized as white, heteronormative spaces for young cisgender girls and 

overseen by heterosexual, cisgender, white women. 
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This demographic is well represented at both rock and roll camps for girls and 

queer youth. This is not to say by any means that this specific demographic of individuals 

is a negative influence on children and teenagers. The primary issue that is consistently 

raised with organizers, volunteers, and rock camps associated with the Girls Rock Camp 

Alliance is that of visibility of marginalized individuals throughout summer rock camps 

and after school sessions. This visibility affects adults just as much as campers. If 

campers see adults who identify in a variety of ways, the space created maintains a level 

of comfort for children and teenagers who attempt to participate in the brave space ideal 

presented to them throughout the week. Their identities are encouraged through 

mentorship and representation. Essentially, it is the intention of each rock camp’s 

volunteer staff to mirror the diversity of its campers. 

The issue of visibility and representation in rock camps was raised at the 2015 

international Girls Rock Camp Alliance conference and facilitated through caucuses 

including: People of Color, Gender Non-Conforming and Transgender People, Working 

Class, People with Disabilities, Parents, and non-US and non-English speaking camps. 

Rock camp organizers who identified within parameters of these caucuses could attend 

individual meetings where they could converse about these issues in a self-maintained 

space with individuals who identify in the same or similar ways.  
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Figure 2.9: Girls Rock Camp Alliance Conference 2015 Caucus schedule. Photo by 

author. 
 

Further, Girls Rock DC and GRCA caucus organizer, Crystal W. explained that these 

meeting times were held in order for those who identify in these ways to hold 

conversations about what specific aspects of rock camps in general affected their 

positionality, visibility, and representation within rock camp culture (personal 

communication). Allies were instructed to hold their own meetings at the same time, so 

that space could remain specific to individuals who identified within the parameters of 

the caucus. This further reinforces the desire to reinforce the visibility of marginalized 

individuals within these created spaces to show campers that their identities should be 

celebrated. 



 
 

91 

A deconstruction of each individual type of space (girls’ spaces, queer spaces, 

spaces for people of color, etc) would be a lengthy process, but would also negate the 

overall idea that these spaces cannot truly be separated. Different identities are celebrated 

within rock camp culture and these identities overlap so much that a separation between 

these spaces would eliminate the possibility for many individuals to truly feel 

comfortable in a brave space.9 For this reason, my research refrains from a deconstruction 

and rather takes the positive position where all spaces are equal and all spaces are 

important. However, I do note that each space highlights specific aspects of collective 

identities in different ways in order to form stronger bonds within a community. 

The Southern California rock camp circuit promotes many of these ideals, but 

intentionality is the key for visibility in each rock camp. Each rock camp’s executive 

board addresses issues that affect the local community or collective identity they wish to 

reach. As mentioned previously, examples of this would include Rock n’ Roll Camp for 

Girls, Orange County’s dedication to lower socioeconomic status individuals; Chicas 

Rockeras Sureste Los Angeles’s bilingual rock camp that promotes a space devoted to 

Latinx culture and provides many girls and kids of color with a brave space; as well as 

Queer Rock Camp’s intentional camp allocated to campers who may not feel comfortable 

in predominantly all-girls’ spaces. 

                                                
9!The separation of spaces during the GRCA conference was not enacted an act of 
separation, but rather to address how to maintain or increase visibility and representation 
within rock camp culture.!
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Intersectional(space(

Created rock camp spaces exemplify the ideologies held by most adult volunteers 

and organizers. The spaces are intentionally created to welcome marginalized individuals. 

Application of the term “girls” to a rock camp is problematic, to say the least, due to the 

incorporation of contemporary feminist workshops in practice. This type of branding 

places a preconceived idea that the space provided is only for girl-identified youth. This 

may be intentional, as many of the campers, such as those who question their identities at 

a young age and truly need a safe and brave space to explore their own autonomy, would 

have the access necessary to explore complex ideas of identity.  

While some rock camps encourage a space promoted for specifically girls and 

women, many rock camps promote the visibility of queer identified individuals. This is 

not to say that certain rock camps are not allies to queer identified individuals, but rather 

that they promote a safe and brave space for a very specific demographic of individuals 

in their community. Feminism cannot exist if all parts of an individual’s identity are not 

acknowledged (Crenshaw 1989, 1997). This includes, but is most definitely not limited 

to: gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and age. Diverse identities must be acknowledged, 

celebrated, and remain visible for spaces such as rock camps to be considered safe, brave, 

radical, and revolutionary. Additionally, these spaces are not mutually exclusive and 

cannot be addressed in an exclusive manner. 

During summer 2015, two rock camp volunteers, Olivia and Enza conducted a 

workshop called “Heartcore Feminism” at the Los Angeles rock camp and the Santa 
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Barbara rock camp. This workshop provided a time and space for campers to explore 

these types of complex identity issues and created a dialogue for campers to address their 

own ideas associated with intersectional feminism. Drawing a giant heart with the word 

“core” adjacent or inside the heart with the word feminism created a light-hearted visual 

for the young campers. This workshop title is a play on the term “hardcore,” which 

references the term associated with an intense, aggressive musical style. Through the 

simultaneous ideas associated with aggressiveness and tenderness, this workshop 

addressed how one’s own identity is questioned, how other identities are questioned, and 

how youth (and adults, though not directly involved in the workshop) could show radical 

empathy to others. 

 

 
Figure 2.10: “Heartcore Feminism” workshop. Girls Rock Santa Barbara Amplify 

Sleepaway Camp 2015. Photo by author. 
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The workshop was held in a seminar type setting – all participants, including the 

workshop leaders, sat on the floor in a large circle. Adult volunteers who were not 

workshop leaders were allowed to sit in the room, but stayed on the outside of the circle 

and listened. This workshop physical arrangement provided campers with a space where 

their voices were heard, and where they could share experiences with fellow campers 

who were in proximity to their age in a space where no one person is in front or behind 

anyone else (as is the case in a normal classroom). Since most girls and marginalized 

youth are socialized to remain passive and silent in many social situations, this created a 

sense of autonomy over their own identities and viewpoints. 

Olivia and Enza acted as moderators only in the sense that they created an open 

space for campers to feel comfortable, provided a means where all campers could speak 

freely, and only intervene if necessary. A marker was used as a “microphone,” where 

whoever held the marker had the opportunity to speak. Olivia and Enza did not have to 

intervene in most of the workshops. Campers were open, but also respectful of others’ 

opportunities to speak. 

The responses from campers varied depending on both the age group and the 

environment where these spaces were held. Since most rock camps affiliated with the 

GRCA separate younger and older campers, the age range for these workshops is 

different and the responses vary due to life experience and consistent environments. At 

the Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles, this age separation was present and the 

workshops were held for each of the age ranges: flats (ages 7-12) and sharps (ages 13-
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17). However, Girls Rock Santa Barbara held an overnight camp for the week I was a 

participant observer, and the age range for these campers were 11-17 (though also holds 

day camps for ages 7-17). 

The responses were not drastically different, but the varied ways campers 

associated issues brought forth by Olivia and Enza were apparent. For the younger group 

of campers at the Los Angeles rock camp, issues including gender, ethnicity, age, or 

socioeconomic status were contextualized through observations. Campers would state 

how they had “seen” or “heard” things that they thought were inappropriate, such as 

seeing cisgender presenting men address women in a negative way, hearing racial slurs at 

school, or not feeling that they could respond due to their own age. In a different vein, the 

older campers at the Los Angeles rock camp as well as the campers at the Girls Rock 

Santa Barbara sleep away camp addressed issues brought forth in a more internalized 

manner. The conversations held in this space, which will remain completely confidential 

to maintain the safety of all campers and volunteers involved, were primarily from first-

person points of view. Commentary revolved around the same issues that the younger 

campers addressed, but the explanations and descriptions were emotionally intensified by 

camper responses. Rather than state “I heard [an ethnic slur] at school,” older campers’ 

experiences in a safe space were more directly stated, “Someone called me [an ethnic 

slur].”  

Additionally, older campers were more prone to express issues with 

confrontations concerning their gender or sexuality. A consistent comment made 
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throughout these discussions were of unwanted catcalls in public spaces – which in all 

honesty, was not surprising to any volunteer, since most of the individuals in that room 

had similar experiences as a teenager and currently as an adult. What seemed to surface 

in post-workshop conversations with other volunteers is not that the catcalls happen, but 

rather that these occurrences still happen and that the instances of women and, to be very 

frank, underage girls and youth deal with these situations daily – in addition to 

experiences where their ethnicity, body-image, or socioeconomic status are called into 

question. 

These conversations held in this particular space are important, both for campers 

and for adult volunteers. Creation of an intersectional space, where individuals embrace 

the different facets of their own identity is a rare occurrence. Spaces tend to be divided 

into specific traits for any one person; e.g., you may be a part of this group because 

you’re a girl/woman of any ethnicity, but you cannot be a part of it if you are queer. 

These types of defined spaces are typically not this extreme, but sometimes do come 

across as exclusive for only a set group of individuals. It is important to have defined 

spaces for individuals to feel safe, but it cannot be overlooked that many individuals feel 

a need that they must “choose” between aspects of their identity. This is the primary 

reason intersectional spaces are so imperative to the current community of feminist 

organizers and youth cultures. 

Adult organizers and volunteers acknowledge the need for defined spaces – this is 

ever present in the feminist rock camp movement. Many spaces continue to use the word 
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“girls” in the name of their camp and brand it as a space for the empowerment of young 

girls. While this is true, most rock camps to address their views and creation of safe(r) 

and brave spaces through primary methods such as mission statements, vision statements, 

and non-discriminatory practices. Mission statements, discrimination policies, and vision 

statements for Southern California rock and roll camps (retrieved from each rock camp’s 

public website below) allow for those interested in these feminist musical spaces to 

understand the overall goal organizers wish to achieve through music education. 
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Figure 2.11: Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles mission statement page and non-

discrimination policy. 
 

“Vision: we strive to nuture self-esteem and self-expression in girls, in a world that 
doesn’t always give girls permission, space, or tools to do so. Our programs are designed 
to promote collaboration, build confidence, and celebrate unique and divers voices. 
Through mentorship and the transformative power of music, we hop to inspire girls to be 
their best selves – to rock in life. We challenge the old paradigms of who gets to make 
music and who gets to make noise, we hope that our programs will help make the world a 
more equitable place. 
Non-Discrimination Policy: Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls Los Angeles does not 
discriminate on the basis of race, religion, national and/or ethnic origin, age, citizenship, 
marital status, sexual orientation, mental or physical ability, or gender identity/expression 
in the administration of any of its educational programs, admission policies, financial aid, 
and other Camp-related policies and programs, as well as volunteer and employment-
related policies and activities (“Rock N’ Roll Camp for Girls Los Angeles” 2017).” 
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Figure 2.12: Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Orange County mission statement page and 

non-discriminatory policy. 
 

“Mission statement: Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls Orange County is a not-for-profit, 
volunteer-run organization that empowers female identified individuals in a safe space 
dedicated to collaborative musical creation, bridging cultural boundaries and cultivating 
community. 
Vision statement: We envision a world where girls and women collaborate with one 
another, instead of competing with each other; a world where we have broken down 
boundaries of age, economics, and culture; a world where girls lift each other up instead 
of putting each other down; a world where music is an intergenerational activity. 
Values Statement: We value spreading the joy of playing music to everyone, the 
uniqueness of each individual and how they express themselves, learning how to combat 
oppression in [our] lives, providing a soapbox for girls to rock and not turning anyone 
away for lack of funds (“Rock N’ Roll Camp for Girls Orange County” 2017).” 
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Figure 2.13: Chicas Rockeras Sureste Los Angeles mission statement page and non-

discriminatory policy. 
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“Mission Statement: Chicas Rockeras promotes healing, growth, and confidence for 
girls through music education while building self-esteem and encouraging group 
collaboration. 
Declaración de la Misión: Chicas Rockeras promueve curación, crecimiento, y 
confianza para niñas/chicas a traves de la educación musical mientras aumentamos el 
auto-estima y promovemos colaboración en grupos. 
Why us? Why now?: We want to create a safe transformative space where girls can 
discover themselves through music. We wish we had this kind of camp when we were 
younger. Often, we didn’t have the resources, privilege or support to explore our 
curiosity. Eventually, we met that one family member, that one teacher, that one mentor, 
that one person that kept that spark alive. Now it’s our turn to be that cool tia, to share 
and encourage your voice through music. 
We are a collective of mujeres, educators, musicians, community members, and straight 
up music lovers! The time is now for South East Los Angeles, it doesn’t matter if you 
like punk, rock n roll, banda, pop, rancheras, metal, hip hop, or oldies let’s create some 
music! 
Porque Nosotros? Porque Ahora?: Queremos crear un espacio seguro y transformative 
donde las niñas pueden desubrirse a través de la música. Nosotros deseamos que hubiera 
existido este tipo de campamento cuando éramos jóvenes. En muchas ocasiones, no 
teníamos los recursos, el privilegio, o el apoyo para explorer nuestra curiosidad. 
Eventualmente conocimos ese familiar, ese maestro/a, ese mentor que hizo brillar esa 
chispa de curiosidad por la música. Ahora queremos ser esa persona que te ayuda y te 
anima a que uses tu voz a través de la música. Presente! 
Somos una colectiva de mujeres, músicos, educadoras, miembros de la comunidad, y 
amantes de la música! Ha llegado el tiempo para el Sureste de Los Angeles, sin 
importancia de estilo musical, sit e gusta punk, rock n roll, banda, pop, rancheras, metal, 
hip hop, o oldies vamos a crear música! (“Chicas Rockeras de South East Los Angeles” 
2017).” 
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Figure 2.14: Girls Rock Santa Barbara mission statement page and non-discrimination 

policy.* 
 

*Girls Rock Santa Barbara does not have a defined mission statement on their website, 
but does refer to specific parts of their overall program (which include a day summer 
camp, a sleep away camp, and an afterschool program). 
“Amplify Sleep Away Camp: Amplify Sleep Away Camp is a unique overnight summer 
program (offered for four weeks during the summer) where girls 10-16 years old choose a 
creative arts track and learn amazing skills while working together, taking fun and 
creative workshops and developing self-esteem tools. 
Girls Rock SB Camp: Girls Rock SB Camp is a unique summer program (offered for 
two weeks during the summer) where girls 7-17 years old choose a creative arts track and 
learn amazing skills while working together, taking fun and creative workshops and 
developing self-esteem tools. 
Day Camp: Campers spend the day playing music, taking photos, or developing 
journalistic in a fun, creative and inclusive environment. All week, campers campers 
specialize in one of the three creative arts tracks in a collaborative, fun and confidence-
building environment. GRSB programs, classes and workshops always emphasize 
helping girls build self-esteem, confidence, creative and technical skills in a supportive, 
educational and holistic environment surrounded by positive female role models (“Girls 
Rock Santa Barbara” 2017).” 
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Figure 2.15: Queer Rock Camp, Southern California mission statement page and non-

discriminatory policy. 
 
“Mission Statement: Queer Rock Camp Southern California empowers LGBTQ youth 
and allies while building community through musical collaboration in a safer space. We 
support the fluidity of gender, sexuality, and identities and provide educational 
workshops and skill shares to amplify confidence, creativity and self-expression. We are 
anti-oppression, and counter ageism by encouraging youth to be fully involved in the 
process of organizing and leading camp activities. 
About Us: Inspired by the work of groups like the Girls Rock Camp Alliance and the 
original Queer Rock Camp of Olympia, our group of queer/trans/ally folks in Southern 
California has banded together to empower queer youth through the magic of making 
music. Check out our sister camp, Girls Rock Camp Orange County. We are a group of 
non-profit leaders, professionals, activists, small business owners, and students. We are 
parents of queer youth, we are queer youth, we are musicians, we are non-musicians, we 
are mentors, we are friends who care about the queer community and its future. We are 
inspired to create a space for youth to be themselves and make art, music, friends, and 
courage that will last a lifetime. We are Queer Rock Camp Southern California (“Queer 
Rock Camp Southern California” 2016).” 
 

 These public statements display the intentional nature of space creation in rock 

camp culture. Prior to the physical space creation, organizers for each rock camp meet 

anywhere from once a month to weekly (this is contingent upon the organizer’s 

preference or urgency of rock camp business) and openly discuss and develop their 
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idealized goal for a rock camp space. These goals and standards are created in a similar 

way as the group agreements created by campers during the week, and form the 

foundation for what type of space the organizers wish to create for campers. This also 

provides parents and/or guardians of campers with the necessary information to 

understand the type of space provided for their children. Further, the mission statements, 

value statements, discriminatory policies, and general overviews of all rock camps are 

malleable enough for campers to control what type of space is created for them during the 

week, and create the feminist utopia desired by organizers and volunteers. By creating 

direct, but intentionally vague commentary on the type of space provided for youth at 

rock and roll camps, organizers provide a vision but also allow for control to be expanded 

beyond the “adults” who have obtained a physical space dedicated to the personal growth 

of young girls and queer youth. 

 These statements and visions are not always easily agreed upon. Many of the 

discussions at the Girls Rock Camp Alliance Conference in 2015 questioned the idea of 

“girls” rock camps. A few organizers at this conference also questioned and seriously 

considered changing their name to be more inclusive of marginalized youth who may not 

identify as “girls.” Nevertheless, names of rock camps for girls, especially rock camps 

who created their name or mission statements and felt that the rock camp has already 

impacted the local community, felt that the name was a type of brand and that changing it 

may also exclude children and teenagers who may not otherwise have a safe space. This 

is primarily why mission statements in connection with the name of an organization, are 
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imperative to the space itself. For most rock camps associated with the Girls Rock Camp 

Alliance, the names associated with local organizations are presented as a type of brand 

and fosters connotations for parents that this is a safe space for their daughters (and in 

most cases, they are correct).  

 In a few cases outside the Southern California region, the names associated with 

rock camps are vague enough where leniency may be given to rock campers’ identities. 

Rock camps with names that do not include a gendered connotation include, but are not 

limited to: Rain City Rock Camp in Seattle, Washington; Queen City Rock Camp in 

Springfield, Missouri; and the numerous branches of Popkollo in Sweden. While these 

names are different from rock camps who gravitate towards a gendered name, all rock 

camps provide a space where campers may feel included and also experience what a 

space feels like where women and queer identified individuals hold power. 

 Rock camp spaces for girls and queer youth illustrate how feminist oriented 

spaces are created and how visibility of individuals who typically do not hold positions of 

power in other spaces may feel confident through the act of influencing other individuals. 

Executive board members in many cases deconstruct power structures of normal for 

profit and not-for-profit organizations. The executive board of the Rock n’ Roll Camp for 

Girls Orange County views their organization structures as more anarchist than a typical 

structure for organizations rooted in a capitalist or democratic structure. Organizers 

Candace, Meliss, and Josie explained that each board members spends no more than two 

years in one position and will change positions so that no one person holds too much 
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power for too long (personal communication). This type of structure is not uncommon in 

rock camp executive boards associated with the GRCA, Crystal W. of Girls Rock D.C. 

stated that their power structure was also based on an anarchist model, where no one 

person holds power. Further, she stated that current board members have considered 

leaving their positions so that a younger generation of organizers may also have more 

power within their organization (personal communication).  

For most not-for-profit organizations, paperwork requires that a board be selected 

with specific duties. While organizers acknowledge that these positions are required to 

maintain their affiliation as a not-for-profit organization, they also acknowledge that the 

power structures associated with this type of paperwork creates a hierarchy amongst 

board members. Implementation of this underlying anarchist power structure highlights 

egalitarianism rather than a hierarchal power structure. This creates an environment of 

equality and equity amongst the adult organizers and feeds into rock camp culture. 

 These executive board structures set precedence for how interactions amongst 

volunteers and campers occur during any rock camp event. If the executive board views a 

power structure as egalitarian, then the collaboration between volunteers and/or campers 

gravitates towards egalitarianism as a result. These aspects of rock camp intentionality 

are created prior to any involvement with young adults. Chicas Rockeras Comadres Noel 

and Vikki stated that in order to create these types of spaces, where the dismantling of 

hierarchal power structures occur, they and fellow Comadres (Marin, Mayra, Tina, and 

Jess) all meet weekly throughout the year. Initially, meetings held for Chicas Rockeras 
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addressed what each member wished to bring to the created space and how to achieve 

those goals. This is the active enactment of safe(r)/brave space creation. Organizers from 

all five rock camps in Southern California stated that the planning stages of rock camp 

creation were just as imperative (if not more important) than the rock camp itself. The 

intention behind the space sets the foundation and framework for the campers’ 

experience. 
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Chapter(3,(Sonic(Feminism(and(Relational(Autonomy(

Introduction(

 Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Orange County, Day 1, 2016: An air of excitement 

buzzed around the dim room. The only light shining in through the slim windows above 

the doors – protection from the Southern California summer heat. The young girls, part of 

the age 8-11 year olds designated “Tapes” at the Orange County rock camp, tear through 

the room like small tornadoes, all of them at least a foot shorter than each band coach. 

Streaks of black, light brown, and platinum blonde hair whizzed by at any second. They 

picked up their own instruments: produced bangs, screeches, wails on strings, or 

impromptu riffs. Then each girl seemed just as interested in others’ instruments as her 

own. For a moment, the other band coaches (Pinkie and Jasmine) and I allow for this to 

continue without interruption – the girls’ interest in different musical instruments is 

healthy. When the dust settled and the excitement internalized a bit, we redirected the 

girls’ attention to things at hand. They had to make decisions for their band and song that 

week. 

Pinkie, Jasmine, and I encouraged the girls to think of a topic they would like to 

write a song about. After a discussion of many things the girls enjoyed (such as a lively 

argument about whether puppies or kittens were best), candy was a popular topic 

amongst the campers. The girls brainstormed ideas for band names, and with candy on 

the brain, many ideas revolved around gummy bears, sour worms, lollipops, and other 
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sweet treats. Through a democratic method, each girl was allowed to vote for her favorite 

band name from the extensive list of “cool band names” they created as we wrote them 

on the white board. These band names involved most of the candies previously 

mentioned. Pinkie, Jasmine, and I conducted a “blind vote,” where the girls would close 

their eyes and they would vote for their favorite two names. The girls then voted for their 

favorite name from the short list through the same method. The final two names: Rock 

Candy and Mystery Candy. After a very close vote, and later an admittance between 

coaches for our own desired names on the list that weren’t chosen, the girls had decided 

on Rock Candy and also chose this as a theme for their performance. Luckily, there were 

many things to say about candy in the room for lyrical content.  

Day 2: The second day of rock camp was still full of “beginning of the week 

excitement.” Most rock camp bands were on the road to finishing parts of their song and 

many of the bands sat together midday to eat. After lunch, the Tapes headed toward band 

practice. The two other coaches and I wait outside the door for all five girls to walk into 

the band room for practice in hopes of making progress towards instrumental and 

melodic parts of the song, since the majority of the lyrics were written yesterday. All girls 

of the band contributed at least one lyrical line about her favorite candy. We were all 

hopeful for today. 

Each member of the band walked into the room slowly, with shoulders slightly 

hunched, and faces saddened. They seemed unnaturally lethargic from the previous day’s 

whirlwind of creativity. Coach Pinkie asked the band what was wrong. The campers 
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almost exploded with exasperated, frustrated sighs and collective outbursts, where one 

could decipher a common comment: “Our band name sounds too much like our friend’s 

band name!” Pinkie, Jasmine, and I exchange quick glances. We knew there would be 

overlap of band names – candy is a common theme amongst the younger campers. 

Fortunately, the band thought the other final name, Mystery Candy, was enough removed 

from others’ names and we avoided another lengthy vote. There it was… Mystery Candy. 

The final lyrics for Mystery Candy’s song, “Candyland” did not express a 

significant amount of feminist-oriented lyrical content, though there was a definite hatred 

of going to the dentist written into the song and a particular affinity towards a gummy 

bear. The organizational process was a major contributing factor for the girls to 

experience some sort of minor independence and autonomy. Band names, lyrics, 

instrumental music, and performance techniques are major decisions for the week at rock 

and roll camps. Typically, campers make these decisions independently and adults 

intervene only in extreme cases. This provides campers with responsibility that they may 

have not learned yet, and also communicates trust and respect directed to young campers 

from adult volunteers. 

Rock camp volunteers understand that the young campers they work with for this 

minimum time are at a critical age for childhood development. The purpose for 

encouragement through creative processes is not just to promote an idea of “girl power” – 

however cliché and very problematic this terminology may seem in context when 

working with youth who may not identify as girls, women, or female in any way. One 
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primary reason for the existence of these feminist-oriented spaces is for youth to 

experience empowerment through self-understanding, self-critique, and self-acceptance. 

Furthermore, the week at rock camps provides them with a comprehensive program 

geared toward individualism within a collective group that accepts them for whichever 

identities they choose. Although my description of Mystery Candy’s first days at the 

Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Orange County appears utopian in nature, where 

hyperactive children maintain control over their band and decisions for the week, the 

process these young campers went through was far from superficial.  

For example, all members of the band were interested in others’ instruments or 

microphones initially. This became a significant problem during the first day when the 

other band coaches and I realized that one camper, who had been assigned drums for the 

week, had not wanted to play her own instrument at all. Since she was relatively young, 

her mother had filled out her rock camp application months before – picking the top three 

instrument choices she thought her daughter would like to play. The camper had even 

skipped out on drum instruction on the first day of camp and went to guitar instruction 

instead. This created an issue on a smaller level in that the band did not “have” a 

drummer, and issues on a broader scale since the Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Orange 

County assigned instrumentation for the week based on how many drummers are signed 

up for the camp. To maintain some sort of order, all three of the camper’s band coaches, 

including myself, and her two drum instructors attempted to provide a sense of 
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“coolness” in drumming for the week. After a few tears the first day, the camper came 

around and eventually embraced her identity as a drummer by Wednesday of that week. 

This situation is not new for many organizers of rock and roll camps associated 

with the Girls Rock Camp Alliance. Many rock camps, both in and outside the US, 

determine instrumentation prior to camp and assign campers instruments based on their 

rock camp applications. Campers and/or their parents make preliminary choices for 

instrumentation, but ultimately the rock camp organizers finalize these choices based on 

needs for the camp.10 It is the goal for campers to develop self-autonomy in many ways 

throughout each rock camp week, but they still do not have complete control over 

particularities that may conflict with the overall organizational structure of rock and roll 

camps. Rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth attempt to provide as much 

independence for their campers as possible; this is achieved through empathetic listening 

and by actively deconstructing ageism.  

Empathetic(Listening(and(Sonic(Feminism(

Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Orange County, Showcase Performance 2015: In 

typical rock and roll fashion, band members were stationed on stage. They waited for 

                                                
10 Variations of this instrument assignment method are used throughout the Southern 
California region of rock camps. However, rock camps in other areas may use a different 
method for instrument instruction. For example, during my participation in the Girls 
Rock North Carolina Ladies Rock Retreat Weekend, organizers asked us to list our 
preferred instruments on the first day of camp. Organizers then congregated and 
discussed camper instrument choices and assigned our bands based on those choices. 
Further, this was due to the minimal amount of individuals, eight adult campers total, at 
the rock retreat weekend. 
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their gear to work while the sound engineers rush between the guitar amp, located stage 

right, and the sound board off stage. High-pitched shrills caused band members and a few 

audience members to immediately cover their ears. Luckily, most campers wear earplugs 

(small, bright orange circles protruding from their ear canals) and were not as effected by 

the squeals of feedback emitted from the amplifier on stage. The sounds fade as the band 

coach and counselor of this teenage band stepped on stage for a brief introduction. After 

the adults exited the stage, the lead guitarist made eye contact with the vocalist and then 

with the other band members. Each band member was wearing ripped-up black shirts and 

matching golden logos that read, “Detour to Nowhere” in the form of a detour sign. The 

guitarist stepped up to her microphone and screamed “DAMN GIRL! HOT 

SHOULDER!” The irony of band members’ bare shoulders and intensity of the lead 

guitarist’s yell were not lost on the crowd. Hands in the audience raised their fists and 

from young campers yelled in response to her call. 

 The instrumentalists had set a moderately fast duple meter tempo. The vocalist 

inched her way up to the front of the stage, where a sea of hands were raised before her. 

Bent forward at the waist to meet many of the faces in the front row, she belted out the 

lyrics: 

On the first day of school 
It all gets laid out 
They tell us what to wear 
So the boys won’t get aroused 
But that sounds like their problem 
Not mine 
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But don’t worry 
I’m just so hormonal 
Must be that time of the month again 
I’m just so emotional 
 
There’s no justice in this world 
Makes me wanna break the system 
There’s no justice in this world 
Makes me wanna break the system 
 
I’m just so emotional 
I’m just so emotional 
I’m JUST SO EMOTIONAL 
 
(Detour to Nowhere; Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Orange County Showcase 2015 zine 
program; Capitalization emphasis by band members; italicization emphasis by author to 
reflect emphasis in performance). 
 
 This lyrical content must be broken down within context of experience amongst 

the teenage participants at a rock camp. After speaking with Detour to Nowhere’s band 

coach, the lyrics were quite literal and were not meant to be metaphorical at all. This song 

is multifaceted and bears three major topics, which were brought up during the lyric 

writing portion of band practice, according to their coach: school wardrobe restrictions 

that target teenage girls, how this made the campers feel, and how this seemingly small 

act by school administration is part of a larger problem (personal communication). 

 This topic is relevant to many young people in contemporary US school systems. 

At the beginning of each school year for some time, many girls post online thought pieces 

– or testimony – that highlight how a young girl has been sent home from school for 

violation of dress code. According to their coach, the band members of Detour to 

Nowhere experienced this type of school administrative control first-hand. The signature 
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yell for their song refers to the wardrobe restrictions for young women in their schools, 

where the clothing they must wear is regulated and seen as a contingent to the needs of 

their male/masculine peers, such as one girl’s experience when she was told that 

sleeveless shirts were inappropriate for school. Their song speaks back against 

regulations that frame their bodies as a “distraction” to others in their schools. 

 Further, Detour to Nowhere addresses the fact that when they respond to this type 

of guideline in a negative manner, they are seen as “emotional” or “hormonal.” While 

teenage hormones increase significantly during adolescence, the band members viewed 

the negatively received emotionality they profess as linked directly to their monthly 

menstrual cycles. Girls, teenagers, and young women are aware that their emotions are 

associated with their periods, i.e., are viewed as part of their metaphorical and literal 

“leaky bodies.” The vocalist’s live performance of the song lyrics insinuated an angry 

sarcasm, where she would hunch her shoulders and bend her waist and scream the words 

“hormonal” and “emotional.” This musical performativity of key words in this song 

addresses and critiques the control these teenagers feel they are denied over their own 

bodies. The lyrics criticize those who view their bodies in negative ways. 

 Lastly, one interior stanza of the song blatantly states “There’s no justice in this 

world. Makes me wanna break the system.” This lyric directly connects a seemingly 

small instance in the lives of teenagers to a larger systemic structure. The “system” refers 
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to heteropatriarchal normative structures instilled in the fabric of life in the US.11 For 

these young women, their experience is embedded in cisgender feminine perspectives, 

and is thus one part of larger issues that arise. Their wish, from the contents of this song, 

is to dismantle the structures surrounding them. 

Adult volunteers at rock and roll camps encourage opinions and viewpoints such 

as these and hold a space where campers develop these ideas through creative expression 

and interactions with others. Interpersonal connections at these rock camps illustrate a 

need for human interaction to occur through sound production and reception. This is a 

key reason that empathetic, or active listening is a core element to sound production 

associated with sonic feminism. The act of listening intently and clearly is essential to 

understand sound production. Lyrical content at rock camps may sound superficial at 

first, but their produced sounds have meaning. However, it is the connection these young 

adults feel to older individuals and the reciprocity of empathy and empowerment that 

create a different situation. At rock camps, adults who practice active, empathetic 

listening relinquish dominance over younger individuals. Instead of losing “power” over 

youth, adults share this power and young campers, children and teenagers both, feel they 

are heard. For the first time in their lives, they may feel as if they have a “voice.” 

 For many of these campers, the experience of autonomy over their own voice and 

opinions is rather new. Autonomy over one’s own person (consisting of body, mind, 

cultural upbringing, psychological well-being, etc.) is believed to develop as a process of 
                                                
11 This is not unique to the US but I highlight US culture for the purpose of my research 
focused on the Southern California region. 
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enculturation through school, local community, and family (Inhelder and Piaget 1958; 

Piaget 1952; Vygotskiĭ and Cole 1978). For rock campers, autonomy over one’s voice 

and body is encouraged, acknowledged, celebrated, and performed (here meaning both 

musically and through performative practices). The compositional process reinforces this 

autonomy of young children and teenagers. Each band incorporates their own emotions 

and viewpoints into lyrics and controls how these lyrics and this music is portrayed on 

stage. 

 Youth cultures and musical performance are a well-researched topic in 

scholarship. However, much of this research relies on an observational lens, in which an 

older generation analyzes the lives of youth (Hall and Jefferson 1991; Hebdige 1991; 

McRobbie 1990; McRobbie and Garber 1997). This type of analysis continues to provide 

insight on different generational youth cultures and has significantly influenced my own 

research, including my primary focus on why youth cultural movements occur in the first 

place. 

 A very short answer would be that youth cultures have been and are still largely 

ignored and that ageism affects young individuals profoundly, even though scholarship 

addresses the mainstream disregard for youth-oriented identity (Bennett 1999; Bennett 

and Peterson 2004; Baker, Bennett, and Taylor 2013; Hodkinson and Deicke 2007; 

Whiteley, Bennett, and Hawkins 2004; Woodman and Bennett 2015). Young people are 

typically viewed as having “growing up to do” or “being too young to understand.” 

Rather than viewing youth cultures as a puerile phase of life, rock and roll camps for girls 
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and queer youth position children and teenagers as autonomous humans in their own 

right. Volunteers acknowledge that hormonal changes happen at this time, but that does 

not change the fact that these campers have opinions, experiences, or identities that even 

adults do not understand, and that they should have control over their own physical 

bodies. 

 Sometimes, especially with younger children and adolescents, literal meanings of 

lyrical content (and in many cases the conversations held with adults) seems childish, 

rather than assertive through lyrics that describe reflexive real-life experiences. Many of 

the rock camp songs appear superficial in nature and even “sing-song” like. Younger 

campers at rock and roll camps may collectively write songs lyrics with an abstract(ed) 

feeling of autonomy or no direct connection to feelings of power. Younger band topics 

range from candy to kittens to summer time fun. At first glance, these ideas come across 

as oddly superficial, but there is more to be said if these lyrics are analyzed from the 

viewpoint of a camper and their current life experiences. This is evident in a young group 

called The Rock Girls, from the Orange County rock camp, and their song “Summer is 

the Best.” 

Summer is fun 
Because we are number one 
Summers not fake 
Because you eat cake 
Summer is cool 
Because you go to the pool 
Summer’s not a test 
But you do your very best 
 
Summer is gold 
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Because you’re never cold 
Summer rocks 
Because you have cool thoughts 
Summer is the best 
Because you hang out with your friends 
Summer’s not a test 
But you do your very best 
 
Summer is the best 
Because you don’t have to take a test 
 
Summer is the best 
Because you don’t have to take a test 
 
Summer is the best 
Because you don’t have to take a test 
 
Summer is the best 
Because you don’t have to take a test 
 
(The Rock Girls, “Summer is the Best”; Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Orange County 
Showcase 2014 zine program notes). 
 

Although these lyrics seem straightforward and celebrate their absence from 

school, the meanings behind the words run deeper. Many rock camp organizers expect 

themes such as “summer time” or “homework hate” from younger campers, but 

acknowledge that this is a young child’s experience and reinforces the very limited power 

they feel throughout the year. Candace Hansen states,  

I used to HATE hearing songs about summer time. It was what every Tapes band 
[Orange County rock camp ages 8-11 camper bands] talked about every year. 
Then last year [2014], I realized that the reason they talked about it so much was 
because this was the only time of the year they felt they had autonomy. They 
spend the majority of their year crammed into a capitalist, patriarchal driven 
classroom and they don’t feel like they have a voice. Yeah, summer time is an 
overdone topic at rock camp with the younger kids, but it’s because they want to 
feel powerful and this is a time when they can (personal communication). 
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Candace acknowledges the role of summer time in the lives of children. She also 

acknowledges her own moment of realization, as an adult, and what it was like to be that 

age and exist in a space where one feels completely powerless. That empathetic 

realization of self dismantles the prejudices against youth cultures; the acknowledgement 

and memory associated with the feeling of a former self, such as an adult’s reflection on 

their own childhood, connects two different generations of people together through 

commonality. 

 Cross-generational commonality is generated by the development and 

maintenance of intersectional identities within these rock camps. My research suggests 

that both campers and volunteers experience a process of self-actualization during rock 

camp weeks. Actions associated with the celebration of both youth and adult identities 

reciprocally, creates an atmosphere of egalitarianism true to contemporary intersectional 

feminist views associated with respect for individuals and a desire to uplift those in 

oppressive situations. In many cases, these identities are vocalized, but this is not 

necessarily required for a person’s opinion, views, or experience – read here as their 

“voice” – to be heard. 

 This discussion relies on a critical approach to the “voice.” While the vocalization 

and sound associated with children and teenagers’ creative expression through sounds are 

essential for the purpose of rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth, I argue that the 

“voice” and the self are culturally constructed in camp contexts as interrelated if not 

equivalent. This analysis highlights the metaphorical voice, where opinions, views, 
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cultural upbringing, and other manifestations of personal experience combine in order to 

create a “voice” for youth. Furthermore, the act of “voicing” these experiences requires 

reciprocity in the form of listening – specifically, for those who may or may not share 

similar experiences to empathize with another generation’s voice. 

 Much media has portrayed children and teenagers as “whiny” or infantile as 

compared to their adult counterparts. This representation is not a new occurrence. From 

early instances of sibling jealousy, young individuals are often portrayed with extreme, 

continuous discontent (I specifically refer to instances on shows such as US based 

television show, where the character Jan Brady coined the phrase “Marsha! Marsha! 

Marsha!” Examples like this highlight an infantile reaction to difficult situations.) Adults 

portray youth as infatuated with miniscule aspects of daily life and then reprimanded or 

consoled by adults for some transgression. With mainstream media’s portrayal of young 

people in these ways, most youth assume that their opinions, feelings, and autonomy are 

unvalued or obsolete.12 Deconstruction of this power adults maintain over younger people 

can only be obtained when adults acknowledge the individualistic nature of young people 

in general and relinquish some power they have over youth. This is not to say that youth 

do not need some sort of assistance in the development of their identities. I argue that for 

young, intersectional identities to develop, an older individual must negotiate the power 

over younger people in certain situations, such as experience or knowledge, and address 

whether power is held for role model reasons or if this is an act of dominance. The first 
                                                
12 This type of interaction is not specific to youth/adult relationships, but is used here to 
highlight the point of human interaction. 
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step towards surrendering dominance over another person (here adult’s implied 

experience as power over youth’s inexperience) is through the act empathetic listening. 

 One of the final 2016 workshops at the Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles 

centered on this very idea. On Thursday of that week, Mona T had asked me to come into 

the workshop room with her as a proctor – the Sharps13 were going to fill out the 

evaluations for camp before an active listening exercise. The campers did not take too 

much time filling in two or three sheets worth of questions such as: “What is the best 

thing you’ve experienced this week?” “What would you change to make the week 

better?” “Would you tell your friends to come to rock camp?” As they finished writing, 

each camper came up to Mona and me, handed their paper to us, and sat back down. 

As soon as the final paper was stacked, Mona T explained how the workshop 

would work. Each person would have a partner, and they would be asked a few questions 

that they would explain, describe, or discuss together. One partner would be the speaker 

and one partner would be the listener, then they would switch roles. The speaker would 

be the only person to speak at all during the exercise and the listener would only speak at 

the end of the conversation, where they would reiterate to the speaker the ideas that were 

expressed. This exercise would happen in small, one-minute increments. Mona T 

explained to the campers that there were many ways of listening, but really active 

listening requires a person to listen intently to the person speaking and not listen only in 

order to respond. After the instructions, each camper faced their partner. Mona T read 
                                                
13 At the LA rock camp, the older campers are referred to as the Sharps and younger 
campers are referred to as the Flats. 
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from a small sheet of paper – “Alright, for our speakers: Discuss one time in your life 

where you felt empowered... and go.” At the word go, I started my timer and chatter filled 

the room. When the timer reached forty-five seconds, I motioned to Mona T and she said 

aloud, “Alright listeners, now tell your speaker what they just said to you.”  

This activity continued with similar questions about situations and feelings 

throughout the teenagers’ experiences. Moments of empowerment and the act of 

addressing difficult situations were among the main topics discussed. After the workshop, 

members of the band I coached that week even mentioned that listening in that way was 

extremely difficult, but effective in that they finally felt as if they were “heard” by 

another person when talking about difficult situations. Since the partnering process in this 

workshop was at random, many of the campers spoke with teenagers they had not met 

before. This type of listening exercise is not distinct to rock camps: it provides a 

foundation for empathy and is used in fields such as psychology and social work. 

Additionally, this exercise was not directed solely at the young campers, but also 

presented as a generational and intergenerational method of communication at the Los 

Angeles rock camp’s orientation for adult volunteers. The application of these active 

listening exercises to my research results in the idea that actions associated with 

empathetic listening are inversely proportional to the feeling of empowerment, defined as 

individualized autonomy celebrated within a collective group, when sound is actually 

produced. In context to my research with Southern California rock camps, I refer to this 

concept as sonic feminism. 
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Sonic feminism as a concept is directly influenced by R. Murray Schafer’s 

sonological competence for children, as well as his ideas around listening, sound, and 

perception (Schafer 2011). Schafer argued that noise pollution in the world distracts from 

the act of “clean listening” or clairaudience. He positions this within the realm of 

soundscapes and likens this to an auditory photograph (99). Similarly, my research with 

rock camps also position these sounds produced in a specific space, sounds that may not 

be heard in other areas, and the need to listen for meanings and sounds produced amidst a 

plethora of other musics that do not function in a similar fashion. 

I am not suggesting that music created outside rock camps for girls and queer 

youth is parallel to noise pollution. However, it is apparent that these sounds are 

becoming part of a popular music soundscape in many different regions around the 

world, including Southern California, and deserve the attention that Schafer suggests for 

sounds amongst noise pollution. He suggests not just clairaudience, where noise pollution 

becomes less important, but also intentional listening where the listener directs their 

attention to specific sounds amongst this noise pollution. Rock camp songs in comparison 

to sounds addressed by Schafer differ in one primary way – the presence of emotional 

connections through interpersonal relationships. 

One primary goal for rock camp organizers is to expose youth to musical genres 

and styles that include women, people of color, non-binary individuals, and queer 

identified individuals during each week of rock camp. Performers of these different 

musical styles are intentionally chosen to inspire young musicians through both musical 
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performance and representation in local, national, and international music scenes. 

Typically, these artists play music for the campers during lunchtime; every rock camp in 

Southern California has a different performer for each day of the week. Within the past 

three years (2015-2017), this has also included a “volunteer performance” day, where 

adult volunteers, who interact with campers all week, perform original music or cover 

songs on a specified lunchtime performance day. In all cases, every day lends to a 

different genre for campers to experience. Genres of lunchtime performers include, but 

are not limited to: rock, hip-hop, spoken word, pop, mariachi, instrumental, DJing, and 

dance music.  

 For many of the Southern California rock camps, as well as other rock and roll 

camps for girls in the United States, Riot Grrrl music and culture as a genre of music (or 

subgenre of punk music) is extremely prominent due to its association with women 

fronted rock bands and third wave feminism. Many of the organizers affiliated with the 

GRCA were directly involved musically and/or politically with this movement. Other 

volunteers, organizers, and some parents who did not participate in Riot Grrrl culture of 

the 1980s-1990s still find inspiration from music produced by artists such as Bikini Kill, 

The Raincoats, L7, or Sleater-Kinney. Much of the music is intertwined directly to 

women’s rights of this time period. This socio-musical connection reinforces how a 

cultural movement is directly related to a musical style that highlights not just the visual 

performance of a woman or queer individual, but also the sounds they create. 
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 Riot Grrrl is not solely a musical subgenre of punk music. It is also a grassroots, 

feminist social movement associated with punk rooted in DIY culture, and has often been 

related to the Pacific Northwest region of the United States.14 Fast tempos, heavy guitar 

riffs, and amateur musicianship are all components of punk music. Punk music, including 

Riot Grrrl performers, embodies an ideology of DIY culture, which includes musical 

performance styles. Additionally, ideologies that involve anti-establishment and/or social 

justice topics connect different forms of punk music. One primary difference that sets the 

Riot Grrrl movement from other punk musicians is their attention to women’s rights from 

first person points of view.  

 A particular style of music is not necessarily a genre (or subgenre) until a 

collective group addresses the music as distinct. Sociologist Jennifer Lena explains, “I 

define musical genres as systems of orientations, expectations, and conventions that bind 

together industry, performers, critics, and fans in making what they identify as a 

distinctive sort of music” (2012, 6). The systems that Lena describes include socio-

musical components. A particular genre of music may include any number of musical 

qualities. Screaming into a microphone, such as the varying vocal ranges of a Riot Grrrl 

front woman producing a shrill then immediately transitions to a guttural sound for 

example, is heard in a variety of musical styles: hardcore punk, screamo, metal, and 

others. It is only that when analyzed with other instruments and through community 

                                                
14 This region is not the only location impacted by the Riot Grrrl movement, but has been 
associated with it due to bands such as Bikini Kill and Sleater-Kinney. Other locations in 
the United States have been a part of this movement (Anderson 2013). 
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tastes or aesthetics that a genre can be negotiated. If a singer/screamer in a band is 

accompanied by a guitarist who performs virtuosic runs or a series of power chords along 

with a bassist doing similar techniques, providing the “chugging” bass line for rhythm 

and harmony, or outlining the chord structures of the song with a lot of embellishments – 

this could be heard as metal or screamo. If a drummer who uses double bass pedals 

(typically doubling the bass drum beat or a series of complicated rhythms throughout the 

set), then the genre shifts to a more hardcore punk aesthetic. To further illustrate how 

these genres shift with specific instrumentation and performance styles, the music could 

be addressed as some form of ska as soon as a trumpet, trombone, or saxophone sonically 

appears. The purpose of an analysis such as this is not to provide pedantic explanation, 

but to give an in depth method of deconstruction for musical components within any 

given genre.  

 The slightest change in instrumentation, style, or lyrical content could have a 

significant effect on musical genres. However, it takes a collective group to agree that 

certain aspects of a musical style do or do not represent specific genres; this may also be 

a continuous debate amongst community members. When slight changes occur, a 

subgenre may be produced that still represents a larger body of music. Some scholarship 

addresses that these genres and subgenres are influenced primarily by respective music 

industries. Keith Negus explains that genres are oftentimes formalized by entertainment 

industries as a means for profitability, but that individual music tastes, performance 
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styles, and preferences are typically eclectic and more difficult to define as one particular 

genre (Negus 1999, 4–6). 

 I argue that rock music’s association with entertainment industry standards and 

definitions, and the sociomusical codes imposed on the music itself, is the primary reason 

rock camps chose this genre of music to highlight in their social activist work. 

Organizers, volunteers, and campers acknowledge that rock music is associated with 

masculinities, and the need for a renegotiation of rock music as a genre begins with the 

renegotiation of cultural codes that impose normalized ideas of sexuality. Simon Frith 

and Angela McRobbie argue, 

Rock reaches its public via the “gatekeepers” of the entertainment industry, who 
try to determine how people listen to it. The ideology of rock is not just a matter 
of notes and words… rock operates both as a form of sexual expression and as a 
form of sexual control. Expression and control are simultaneous aspects of the 
way rock works; the problem is to explain how rock gives ideological shape to its 
sexual representations… Our starting point is that the most important ideological 
work done by rock is the construction of sexuality (Frith and McRobbie 1991, 
373; emphasis by authors). 
 

I would further argue that the entertainment industry does not solely influence sexuality. 

By the construction of normalized sexualities and representations in media, entertainment 

industry “gatekeepers” also influence gender representation as well. Rock music, then, is 

directly embraced and performed by the “common man.” 

 Although rock music, and its countless subgenres, claim accessibility to the 

common person as a form of popular music, it continues to be associated with 

dominance, power, and masculinity. This association is commonly referred to in 

scholarship as “rockism” (Bannister 2006a, 2006b; Frith and McRobbie 1991; Waksman 



 
 

129 

1999; Walser 1993). The sustaining masculinities of this genre by entertainment 

industries continues to reiterate rockism through the identification of artists who do not 

necessarily resemble “normal rock music.” For marginalized individuals, modifiers are 

added to the genre name to denote a deviation from the normal performer representation; 

e.g. all-female rock bands, girl bands/groups, black rock, and queer rock. These specific 

musicians may identify as that given genre (with modifier), but self-actualization must be 

involved for that to happen. To apply these terms to others (for example, a male journalist 

writes about an all-female rock band), the term becomes a designator that the genre is not 

the norm. Rock camps seek to deconstruct the power of masculine dominance within rock 

music as an overarching genre, where marginalized individuals are deemed less than and 

denoted as “subgenres” or irregularities of musical style and performance. 

 No matter the nomenclature, rock music is typically understood as loud, 

amplified, and a source of masculine power (Berger 1999; Waksman 1999; Walser 1993). 

Rock camps seek to claim (or in some cases, reclaim) this power by providing youth with 

access to these methods of amplification and power. For example, Electric bass guitar, 

even in the case of rock genres and subgenres, is typically overlooked based on its lack of 

“virtuosity.” Many first time rock campers tend to keep their amps on a low volume 

during instruction. Instructors may address this in a nonchalant way or in a direct way. 

Asking for them to turn their amps up is one method for getting the campers to embrace 

the volume slowly. However, bass instructors such as Houda from the Los Angeles rock 

camp take a different method of approach – she waits until the campers are either playing 
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all together, to avoid any discomfort and fear by the campers, or she turns the volume up 

on the amps while the campers are not playing at all. The latter is quite comical to watch, 

as the camper stands to play a song, typically the primary riff from “Seven Nation Army” 

by the White Stripes, and they jump at the sudden ability to hear themselves. The initial 

reaction to the amplified sound is that of fear. Once the instructors scream 

“YYYEEEAAAHHH” or affirm the boom of a low E being played, the room usually 

starts to get gradually louder and campers turn their volumes up. 

 For Southern California rock and roll camps, “genre” is a general term that is 

typically only used in context with campers’ self-definition of their music. The term 

“rock” is understood as both a noun, as in the genre of “rock music,” as well as a verb 

context, as in “she rocks on the drums.” During the first two summers of my research, I 

asked how to best define rock camp music. A common response was “It’s the rock camp 

genre.” This response elicits a sense of rock and roll homogenization that does not 

exclude any musical style, because many genres are taught to campers as a way to 

provide them foundational elements to incorporate into their songs, such as down stroked 

power chords in punk, a disco beat on drums, or belting techniques with vocals. Jennifer 

Lena refers to this type of music genre analysis by referring to specific types of music as 

“streams.” She states 

Musical styles vary widely by popularity and longevity. Some music forms, such 
as rock ‘n’ roll, become very popular and last over a long period of time. Some, 
like disco, are very popular and short-lived. Some, like polka, thrive over many 
decades without becoming widely popular… Some musical styles, over the course 
of decades, spawn a number of variants. These families of music retain their 
coherence through shared institutions, aesthetics, and audiences. I call these sets 
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of styles “streams” through which a number of genres may flow. For a musical 
example, rock ‘n’ roll, drawn from rhythm and blues (R&B), country music, and 
pop, began to be considered a distinct style in 1954. In the decades since, it has 
spawned numerous new styles, including rockabilly, glitter rock, punk, heavy 
metal, emo, and more, ultimately forming a rock stream (Lena 2012). 

 
Although Lena’s definition of rock music excludes many of the formative music cultures 

that influenced rock (e.g. Mexican, Mexican American, Asian, Asian American, and 

countless others), the longevity of rock music provides many different subgenres that also 

associate with this particular stream. 

Rock and roll camps use “rock” as an overarching term that includes a variety of 

genres – including those not readily associated with that “stream.” For example, the 

Orange County rock camp had a hip-hop program in its formative years, where campers 

learned to rap and DJ from local area women musicians. Additionally, the 2017 vocal 

instructor at Chicas Rockeras included a section on rap and spoken word. 

These particular instances still reify genres that have been formalized by 

entertainment industries. However, rock camps also incorporate an ideology that every 

song and musical performance has value and can be labeled by the campers in any way 

they see fit. During the 2017 Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, San Diego volunteer 

orientation, organizer Melissa Grove was asked what genre or genres of music campers 

write or perform. She responded, “The campers have a different view on genres. Like, 

last year a group said ‘We’re a reggae band!’ It didn’t really sound like that [genre] at all. 

But you know what? If they say it’s reggae, then that’s what it is.” Melissa’s response is 

the most direct way of describing what other rock camp volunteers referred to as the 
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“rock camp genre.” The purpose of camp for many volunteers is not to substantiate 

current established musical styles, but to give campers the freedom to experiment 

musically with the styles they enjoy in a variety of ways, and “rock” at a rock camp is 

viewed as the overarching term for many different genres simultaneously. 

One particular term surfaced during the inaugural Chicas Rockeras Sureste Los 

Angeles Camp in 2015: TacoCore.15 Erica Flores, a former volunteer at the rock camp in 

Los Angeles and former program director at Girls Rock Austin coined this term during 

her volunteer experience. TacoCore has become synonymous with the “rock camp genre” 

in Southern California. On rare occasions, the term “PizzaCore” has surface, but has not 

held the same significance as TacoCore. Additionally, other rock camps in Southern 

California and Phoenix, Arizona have incorporated a similar component into their 

summer curriculum. Girls Rock Phoenix has adapted the term and calls the rock camp 

genre by the name “CactusCore.” TacoCore highlights the amalgamation of formalized 

genres as a newly formed genre in itself, and also provides a source of inspiration for 

rock campers. Additionally, it references a popular food item from Latinx culture that is 

enjoyed throughout Southern California. 

As an icebreaker for campers to meet others before they form bands on the first 

day of rock camp, organizers would ask questions about musical tastes and preferences. 

Adult volunteers normally spread out in the main room, and hold signs with handwritten 

genre names on it. Rock, punk, hip-hop, cumbia, country and experimental are common 

                                                
15 TacoCore may also be written as: Tacocore or Taco Core. 
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genres held in the air. Questions asked would include “What is your favorite kind of 

music?” or “What music do you know least about?” Every time the campers would 

switch and discuss their favorite artists or why they liked that particular genre of music.  

During band formations at Chicas Rockeras (and now with many of the 

neighboring rock camps), the genre TacoCore was added to these options. Marin 

announced the activity on the first day of camp during band formation in the morning and 

then proceeded to name all of the genre options. After she announced TacoCore, one 

camper loudly asked, “What’s that?!” Marin responded, “That’s a great question! 

TacoCore is anything you want it to be. It’s whatever genre you make at rock camp.” 

Throughout that inaugural week of Chicas Rockeras, the campers and volunteers realized 

that TacoCore truly meant that the music produced could be anything. One band at the 

first year of Chicas Rockeras, named The Hooded Pigeons, proudly proclaimed that their 

song’s genre was TacoCore due to the vals rhythms (or a triple meter) in the chorus of the 

song along with punk style guitar riffs, fast duple meter, and screaming of seemingly 

nonsensical lyrics during the verses. 

TacoCore has expanded to mean more than a musical genre during three years of 

Chicas Rockeras. During a closing assembly in 2017, a camper, once again, asked what 

TacoCore meant. Rather than stating that TacoCore just a genre, Marin responded, 

“TacoCore is the kind of music we make at rock camp. But it’s also a word that means 

that when we go through tough situations and we don’t feel like we can’t accomplish 

something, but we do anyway… we TacoCore it.” 
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TacoCore is not a formalized genre of music. It has not been “approved” by 

entertainment standards. Rather, it is a community creation that continues to grow 

throughout an even larger community of people. Marin’s response to this camper 

illustrates the definition of genre by most scholars, in that it is a set of conventions agreed 

upon by a group of individuals. Similar to the Riot Grrrl movement, TacoCore provides a 

functional musical style that integrates many different voices at once. Further, it 

reinforces feminist oriented social justice activism that is embraced by the community. 

For this reason, TacoCore has continued to be used as a term for rock camp style, 

specifically in regions where Latinx communities are prominent, such as Southern 

California. 

The Orange County rock camp incorporates TacoCore into their rock camp, but 

also includes the idea of “BardCore.” Similar to Marin’s expanded definition of 

TacoCore, BardCore is a term that adult volunteers in Orange County use as a way to 

target issues of gossip culture amongst women. Organizers Candace, Meliss, and Cat all 

stated that this was a significant problem in Orange County culture and explained that to 

“be a bard” meant that a person sings the praises of another person, rather than honing in 

on things that could be deemed negative. This terminology exemplifies the idea of 

equitable empowerment, where rock campers are encouraged to “lift others up,” rather 

than “tearing each other down.” 

This type of terminology is rooted within a specific genre, commonly known as 

hardcore. Hardcore punk music history is represented significantly in the Southern 
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California region. Specifically, Los Angeles and Orange County have been home to 

countless punk and hardcore punk bands in the 1980s, such as The Bags, X (the band), 

Black Flag, and the Germs, among many others.16 This musical genre, and the artists 

associated with it, is culturally influential to local Southern California area musicians due 

to artists’ involvement in political movements and in their own communities (Candace 

Hansen, personal communication; Sepulveda 2017). 

The idea of genre itself extends beyond formalized industry standards at rock 

camps in Southern California. Musical styles intermingle with local feminist ideologies 

and produce music that may or may not sound like “rock.” The deconstruction of genre 

through performance techniques (e.g. specific rhythms, riffs, etc), incorporation of local 

musical tastes (e.g. hardcore or Riot Grrrl), and the introduction of marginalized musical 

artists all create a musical style and reinforce aspects of collective identity. Rock camps 

adopt the genre rock as a means to dismantle popular music rockism and reconstruct 

popular music performance. 

                                                
16 I also do not suggest that Los Angeles is the center or inaugural site of hardcore punk 
in the 1970s and 1980s. Other locations such as Washington, D.C., Boston, New York, 
and many other locations also played a significantly role in the formation and sustaining 
of location specific hardcore punk scenes. However, I wish to highlight Southern 
California specific punk and hardcore punk scenes for the purpose of this research. For 
further scholarship on this topic see: Michael Azerrad (2001), Steven Blush (2010), 
Marlen Ríos-Hernández (2017, Dissertation Forthcoming) and March Spitz and Brendan 
Mullen (2001). 
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Intersectional(Identity(and(Relational(Autonomy(

 Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles, 2015: The drum circle led by Mona T 

was a new workshop for the Los Angeles rock camp. Around the room, teenagers sat at 

different percussion instruments (mostly deconstructed drum kits with a lot of floor toms 

and snare drums). Mona T, in the center, was armed with a cowbell and drumstick. She 

instructed the campers that each person would perform a groove they just “felt,” and their 

neighbors would add to the existing drumbeat. Mona T asked for a volunteer to start the 

beat. A camper sitting at a floor tom raised her hand. With a giant smile, Mona T said, 

“Are you ready? We’ll go this way,” and motioned for the group to add beats in a 

clockwise motion. Mona T used the cowbell to provide a steady pulse and the camper 

played one-quarter note plus eighth note pattern. As she repeated the beat, the next 

camper initiated a syncopated rhythm. The sound thickened as campers added their own 

interpretation of the developing groove. 

 When the final camper began their groove, Mona T slowly squatted and motioned 

for the campers to decrescendo. The campers kept all eyes on Mona T’s next move – she 

began standing and raised the cowbell above her head. As the sound intensified, Mona T 

hopped and maintained a look of pure enjoyment. After a few more moments, she quickly 

lowered her hands and cued for the end of the groove. This cycle happened a few more 

times, starting each time with a different camper and manipulating the dynamics in 

different ways. 
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 At the end of the session, Mona T explained that when you play drums you have 

to show it. She asked, “Show me your rock face!” Snarls, scowls, and smiles crept over 

the campers’ faces. Mona T yelled “YES!” She further explained that to feel the music 

when you play drums, you had to have a “drum face.” She instructed the campers, “It 

looks like you’re saying vowel sounds… just follow me. 

AAAAAAAYYYYYYYYYY!!!! EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!! 

EEEEEEEEYYYYYYYYEEEEE!!!! OOOOOOOOHHHHHH!!!! 

EEEEWWWWWWWW!!!!” Each sound produced a different facial expression and the 

campers mimicked both the look and sound Mona T produced. At the end of the 

workshop, Mona T told the campers, “No matter what your rock face looks like, 

remember to be your true, authentic self.” 

 The level of control felt during any given moment at rock camp begins and ends 

with the idea of what “your true, authentic self” may come to encompass. There are ways 

of self-presentation that many campers, both younger and older, find to express this 

sentiment. In some cases, showing your “rock face” is a visual representation of how 

campers would show their true, authentic self. In other cases, the authentic self may be 

represented by an audible sound or the performative context of the music they play. In 

any manner, the identity of individuals as well as the collective group creates situations 

where people may develop a sense of relational autonomy within a feminist-oriented 

environment. 
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 The idea of autonomy within feminist-oriented, interconnected spaces relies on 

both a sense of individual autonomy as well as a rootedness of individuals within a social 

space. Feminist scholars, Mackenzie and Stoljar explain 

The term ‘relational autonomy,’ as we understand it, does not refer to a single 
unified conception of autonomy but is rather an umbrella term, designating a 
range of related perspectives. These perspectives are premised on a shared 
conviction, the conviction that persons are socially embedded and that agents’ 
identities are formed within the context of social relationships and shaped by a 
complex of intersecting social determinants, such as race, class, gender, and 
ethnicity. Thus the focus of relational approaches is to analyze the implications of 
the intersubjective and social dimensions of selfhood and identity for conceptions 
of individual autonomy and moral and political agency (Mackenzie and Stoljar 
2000, 4). 
 

This idea of autonomy creates a sense of both a personal control over one’s own being, as 

well as an interconnected relationship with other individuals. Relational autonomy, as 

explained by feminist scholars such as Mackenzie and Stoljar, provides a foundational 

element for youth at rock camps. The idea of personal control and necessity to work with 

others mirrors the type of instruction held at these rock and roll camps. 

 This may be the first time campers, especially very young campers, experience a 

period of time where their ideas and opinions are not only heard, but encouraged; where 

they can explore these options through music education. For all intents and purposes, this 

is a music summer camp, but it also allows young girls and queer youth to embrace their 

“true, authentic selves” and to respect the people around them. This is enacted in a safe 

and brave space, as discussed in the previous section, and that environment lends itself 

well for the younger generations of campers to explore who they are as people and what 
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they can accomplish through collaborative efforts with individuals who may or may not 

share similar traits and qualities. 

 Self-realization and community involvement as core beliefs are a method for 

which young women and queer-identified children and teens affirm their identities as 

individuals through exposure to adults who intentionally deconstruct ageist models of 

power hierarchy within a feminist space. Relational autonomous exposure for younger 

girls and queer youth are inextricable linked between experiences from both individual 

and collective identities. Influence from others proves just as important as the 

determination of an individual to establish a self-identity. Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls 

Orange County camper veteran, Wren explained to me why it is important to have power 

and control over how someone views themselves, presents themselves, and the 

interaction with others in a collective identity group: 

I think it’s important that you should be in charge of who you are and your whole 
being, so that every person believes they’re in charge of themselves. But it’s also 
important to, like, have people you know you can trust and have people you know 
are going to support you. I think that really helps you create who you are (Wren; 
personal communication, January 29, 2017). 
 

Campers understand and are fully aware of interactions between each other as well as 

with volunteers for this week. Wren’s description also highlights that one person may 

have multiple identities, and these identities do not need to be justified but rather should 

be accepted and supported.  

 Further, Wren’s description also explains the need for a term such as that used at 

the Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls Los Angeles: “true, authentic self.” Both cases, from 
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organizer Mona T in Los Angeles and from ten-year-old camper Wren in Orange County, 

suggest that the authentic self is not an identity that should be scrutinized by outside 

individuals. Rather, personal authenticity is a process through which a person, no matter 

their age, variably transitions and changes through a series of experiences that influence 

their own identity. This self-reflexivity and process of identity acknowledgement is best 

described as authentic intersectional identities. Feminist scholar, Diane Tietjens Meyers 

expands on foundational work by Kimberlé Crenshaw, and suggests that intersectional 

self-identity relies on the social interactions between the groups for which one identifies. 

Meyers suggest that the idea of “authenticity” in self-identity is not static and that the 

many different facets of an individual’s intersectional self-identity exist as fluid and that 

social experiences influence these fluid personal transformations (Meyers 2000, 53–54). 

 Rock campers’ personal growth and self-realization allow these young people to 

find and embrace their authentic, intersectional identities and understand their 

interactions amongst other rock camp attendees. The final rock camp product is both for 

campers to perform their band’s song and also express their intersectional identities 

during the rock camp band showcase at the end of the week. However, one of the primary 

purposes for the encouragement of self-acknowledgement and the discovery of the 

authentic self at rock camp is so campers may take that knowledge with them in their 

daily lives. While sometimes this is very frightening, this action provides young 

individuals at rock camps with the skillsets to oversee a positive outcome for intense 

situations or to embrace their more fixed self-identities in their local communities. This 
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type of empowerment is illustrated through the lyrics of 2015 Chicas Rockeras band, 

Estropunx. 
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“Brown Girl (Chica Morena)”  

I wanna be in touch with this brown girl 
 
I want people to see 
Gonna shave these western limits 
 
 
I wanna be 
I wanna be 
 
Here comes your favorite 
 Brown Girl! 
 Brown Girl! 
 
Present, this confident 
 Brown Girl! 
 Brown Girl! 
 
Ya can’t put down this 
 Brown Girl! 
 Brown Girl! 
 
FIGHT BACK WITH THAT BROWN 
GIRL LOVE!!! 
FIGHT BACK WITH THAT BROWN 
GIRL LOVE!!! 
 
I wanna speak 
I gotta let myself grow 
Let me be angry 
I’ve gotta meet myself 
 
 
FIGHT BACK WITH THAT BROWN 
GIRL LOVE!!! 
 

Quiero estar en contacto con esta chica 
morena 
Quiero que la gente vea 
Voy a afeitar estos límites occidentales 
 
 
Quiero ser 
Quiero ser 
 
Aquí viene chica morena favorita 
 
 
 
Presente confidente, chica morena 
 
 
 
No la puedes rebajar, chica morena 
 
 
 
Lucha con el amor de una chica morena 
 
Lucha con el amor de una chica morena 
 
 
Quiero hablar 
Voy a crecer 
Dejame enojarme 
Me tengo que conocer 
 
 
Lucha con el amor de una chica morena 

 
(Estropunx; Chicas Rockeras Sur Este Los Angeles Showcase 2016; Translation provided 
in showcase program zine). 
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 Estropunx was the final band at the 2016 Chicas Rockeras showcase. Although 

there are no definite rules for which band performs last at any showcase, the Comadres’ 

decision for Estropunx to conluding performance could be read as a need to provide one 

final message about the rock camp’s intentionality and its primary mission to cater to 

residents in cities of the Southeast Los Angeles community, where current residents 

identify primarily as Latinx. Estropunx lyrics and the intentionality of this being the final 

song of the showcase illustrates how the Comadres continued to reinforce positive 

authentic, intersectional identities at Chicas Rockeras. Comadre Noel mentioned that the 

intention all the Comadres was to provide a space for primarily kids of color. Further, 

they explained that the first year Chicas Rockeras was held, in 2015, the rock camp had 

approximately 80% enrollment for kids of color and had almost 100% enrollment for kids 

of color the following year in 2016 (personal communication). For campers such as 

Estropunx, both kids of color and a majority of volunteers were the primary participants 

at this rock camp. White individuals were typically, though not always support staff or 

primarily behind the scenes. This helped reinforce a personal intersectional identity for 

youth in this community by highlighting social identity that integrated geographic area to 

ethnicity. Those who held positions that typically were viewed as “powerful” were 

women and queer individuals of color. 

 This power translates to the message of Estropunx’s song in both a lyrical content, 

performative context, and through preparation for their performance. According to the 

Comadres, the lead singer of this band did not want to perform in vocal instruction or in 
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band practice for at least the first day. Comadres Jess, Tina, and Marin stated they 

thought it was due to shyness. Attempts had been made throughout the first day by 

volunteers to encourage the vocalist to sing, but were not very effective. Another idea 

came to the Comadres that involved a mythical rock camp character named La Reina de 

SELA (The Queen of Southeast LA – photograph of La Reina and poster). At any given 

time, a person involved with Chicas Rockeras would don a bright pink ruffled shirt, black 

pants, and a bright pink and black luchadora mask. This personification of power stems 

from the popular luchador wrestling tradition in Mexico.17 

 La Reina has become one of many cultural symbols for Chicas Rockeras and is 

incorporated as a means to empower campers. Periodically through the week, La Reina 

will run into instrument instruction or band practices, administer many high fives, dance 

to the music campers are playing, and then run to the next rehearsal space. Adhering to 

Luchador(a) tradition, no one actually knows who dons La Reina’s mask and a few of the 

campers started analyzing La Reina’s tattoos, which seem to change periodically, in 

attempts to reveal her identity. Her wanted posters are on display throughout most of the 

rock camp space. 

 
                                                
17!At most Southern California rock and roll camps for girls, there is typically a 
“character” or set of “characters” that fulfill this role. The Los Angeles camp incorporates 
a person dressed as a pizza; Santa Barbara overnight camp incorporates an “acting 
troupe” that consists of various individuals performing different personality types; 
Orange County may also have a pizza character, but has also been known to incorporate 
other characters depending on the availability of costumes for volunteers to wear. Chicas 
Rockeras took this model for characterization of positive reinforcement and incorporated 
a cultural aspect that most of the campers in Latinx communities would recognize. 
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Figure 3.1: La Reina Wanted Poster on display regularly at Chicas Rockeras 

 
Again, La Reina’s presence at Chicas Rockeras adds excitement for many campers, but 

she also provides a cultural reference at rock camp. Most of the campers either know 

what a luchador is or they watch wrestling matches. La Reina then becomes a symbolic 

connection between rock camp and an established part of each camper’s intersectional 

identity. 

 The Comadres and other volunteers who worked with the vocalist of Estropunx 

wanted to provide support in a non-verbal manner. Instead of a continuous stream of 

positive affirmations, which are generally effective in some way for young people, a few 

Comadres took La Reina’s mask into the Estropunx band practice and told the vocalist 

that she should wear the mask. Comadres Jess, Tina, and Marin all said it was like magic 
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– after the vocalist put on the mask, she began to sing in full volume and scream into the 

microphone.  

 

 
Figure 3.2: Camper in La Reina’s luchadora mask; Screen shot from Chicas Rockeras 

daily recap YouTube video; used with permission from Chicas Rockeras 
 

The vocalist, who identified as Latina, had the ability to produce that sound the entire 

time, but the realization of this power manifested through the “magical mask” of La 

Reina. The camper was able to not only acknowledge a part of her intersectional identity, 

she wore a physical symbol that represented a core aspect of who she was as a person, the 

community for which she belonged, and the area where she lived.18 

                                                
18!Much scholarship has addressed the concept of masks and masking. Yoruba and 
Yoruba diasporic masking rituals are extensively studied, but Latin American masking 
practices have also been addressed (Aching, n.d.; Lawal 1996; Mendoza 2000). 
Additionally, scholarship that highlights Mexican culture and empowerment also address 
the presence of masks in the luchador wrestling traditions (Murray 2007; Neustadt 2001). 
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 This experience is further a performative enactment, and representative of a 

significant part of the vocalist’s “true, authentic self.” Whether she watches luchador(a) 

wrestling matches or not, this sporting event has become an important part of Mexican 

culture.  

 Core elements of an intersectional identity, such as a luchadora mask, create a 

significant foundation for what type of identity a young person chooses throughout their 

life and with which social groups they affiliate. These core elements are rooted in the 

very fabric of experience involved with their upbringing. Groups of individuals who 

identify with core elements of intersectional identities influence each other greatly, 

despite having different experiences (Meyers 2000). At Chicas Rockeras, the vocalist’s 

subjectivity relies upon a cultural context that is highly intertwined with her own 

ethnicity, and the decision for her to wear La Reina’s mask obviously had an affect on 

her. 

Even though the Comadres influenced the vocalist, they only viewed the outcome 

of her experience. Her intersectional identity is personal, and will most likely remain in 

flux for the rest of her life as her experiences increase and her viewpoints change. Her 

reaction to donning La Reina’s infamous rock camp mask created a sensation – enough of 

an experience for this camper to vocalize her own power and acceptance of herself. When 

the Comadres stated that this moment was “magic,” it was not simply due to a young 

person vocalizing their own power. This moment was intimate. This moment affected the 
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young girl and the adult volunteers simultaneously and strengthened the bonds of cultural 

connection in the Southeast Los Angeles Latinx community. 

Dismantling(Generational(Divides(and(Ageism(

Rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth significantly incorporate on 

musical styles associated with respective locations, which are typically performed live or 

taught by local area musicians. The cultural connection between relational autonomy and 

local communities allows for more than the self-realization of children and teenagers. It 

also involves the emergence of youth into local communities where many of the adult 

volunteers live. Volunteers strive to introduce local musics through performance, but also 

social life and cultural customs during rock camp workshops. This connection between 

rock camp youth and adult volunteers dismantles generational divides and ageism that 

rock campers experience on any regular day. Rock campers and adult volunteers weaken 

ageist power structures through acts of sonic feminism, where active listening and self-

realized expression are most important. This is accomplished through mentorship, where 

restructured privilege in an intersectional space allows for the respect of identities despite 

age. 

Ageism typically concerns senior or elderly individuals in Western society who 

are overlooked in a job market (R. Butler 1976). The anti-ageism movement began in the 

mid-twentieth century as a way for older individuals to maintain or attain positions in the 

workforce without prejudice. This movement has aided older members of Western 

society through the removal of age-based restrictions. Older individuals were not viewed 
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as contributing members of society due to these restrictions. While older individuals have 

been directly targeted through ageist discrimination, other generations are also harmfully 

affected. 

The primary demographic of the active workforce in the United States, as well as 

a target demographic for consistent income-based consumerism, consists of individuals in 

their late teens until retirement (approximately age 55 to 70). This excludes both younger 

individuals who have not yet entered the workforce and older people who have retired. 

This is not to say that younger and older generations are not targeted as consumers. Much 

intersectional research has been conducted on individuals with expendable income (Cyrus 

2003; Lewis 1990; Moses 2000). However, the primary purpose of this discussion is to 

elaborate on the loss of autonomy as a result of ageist tendencies in Western society. 

Rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth dismantle ageist power structures in order 

to provide campers and volunteers with a core sense of autonomous control over their 

own positionality in local, national, and global communities.  

The ability of older people to compete in the workforce is questioned as a result 

of ageism. Similarly, individuals under the age of eighteen are also targeted with 

dismissal of their societal positionality due to inexperience in a capitalist (consumer 

oriented) society. In both cases, there is a dominant age group that constructs social 

models for cultural inclusion – whether this is through workforce, politics, autonomy, or 

by other means. Of course, this presents culture in the United States in a very generalized 

manner where demographics of individuals differ based on one’s intersectional identity 
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that includes factors such as ethnicity, gender, and cultural politics. Since my research 

focuses specifically on US rock camps, this method may not be applicable outside of a 

US context. 

Ageism exemplifies the lack of autonomous control an individual has over their 

intersectional identity and how they navigate their respective constituent cultures. 

Movements to end ageist practices in the workforce for older individuals typically refer 

to the negative view of older individuals’ physical ability (or autonomy over their 

physical being) and mental or emotional abilities (or autonomy over their psychological 

being) to perform assigned tasks. Similarly, ageism towards younger generations also 

questions the physical and mental autonomy of children, teenagers, and young adults. 

However, questions of a young person’s ability to perform tasks rely on a consumerist 

model for success that limits youth ability to acknowledge and/or assert their 

intersectional identity. Further, this reinforces unwarranted negative views of a young 

person’s intersectional identity. It also contributes to the rejection of both core and 

peripheral factors of youth identity due solely to their age and limited life experience. 

Young people in various Western countries experience this viewpoint regularly. I argue 

that historical youth movements relied on the ageism felt by youth and their desire to 

dismantle a societal structure that viewed them as unmotivated or inexperienced.19 

                                                
19 This argument is situated in a body of scholarship that addresses the effects of media 
and popular music on youth cultures (Bennett and Peterson 2004; Frith 1983; Frith and 
Goodwin 1990; Frith 1998; Hebdige 1991; Huq 2007; Whiteley 2005). 
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Many rock campers experience presentational style teaching in classrooms 

throughout the school year, where teachers are generally “always right” and have most of 

the answers readily available for their students. However, the process for teaching is a 

delicate balance, and teachers run the risk of losing students’ attention, interest, or respect 

in the process. Orange County rock camper Wren and her mother Andrea discussed their 

experience with the music program at her school. They stated that there were many years 

where the music teacher, a position that changed approximately three times in the course 

of Wren’s elementary education, was a person who would yell at students (and in some 

cases, yell at parents as well). Their teaching strategy leaned closely to disciplinarian. 

However, both Wren and Andrea stated that this changed when a rock camp volunteer 

acquired the music teacher position for one year. They described this music classroom 

experience with admiration. Wren’s tone when speaking of the previous music teacher 

changed dramatically from a nervous explanation to an elaborate description. Though she 

stated  

And [the rock camp volunteer] could just count off and everyone would listen, but 
with [the other teacher] – he just yelled at us and no one ever wanted to listen to 
him. But I feel like if you are a nice, great person, it’ll be easy for people to listen 
to you as a leader (Personal communication).  
 

Very few of the teachers Wren mentioned had the type of impact as the rock camp 

volunteer had when she was a teacher at Wren’s school. Further, she mentioned that 

although the one teacher was rather mean, he did teach them the notes they needed to 

know for songs they were performing. However, it seemed as if their musical 

experienced were detached from emotional involvement. 
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In contrast, rock camp instructional method rests on the idea of encouragement 

and risk taking for young campers through the acceptance of their intersectional identities 

and relational autonomy within a local community. It is the goal of all rock camps to 

encourage and empower youth to think independently and express themselves in an 

autonomous manner. This type of approach breaks down ageism towards individuals who 

are not considered part of the workforce within western society’s capitalist system. This 

is not to say that instances where disagreements are obsolete in rock camp spaces. 

Although very rare, there have been cases in the past where volunteers must also meet 

with Team Feelings in order to alleviate an intergenerational issue. The point here is that 

there is a structure set in place to address problems from multiple points of view while 

still maintaining the space created for youth autonomy. 

Most children, teenagers, and young adults are aware of the views older 

generations offer them whether adults choose to acknowledge youth awareness (mainly 

because older generations do not restrain themselves from youth cultural critique in social 

situations, media, and new media outlets – i.e. the constant critique of Millenials or even 

Generation X). In most cases, the emotions campers feel toward older generations and/or 

people who criticize them appears in song lyrics – such as the lyrics written during 

Wren’s first band experience at the Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Orange County named 

Dark Rose and their song, “Reach for the Stars”: 

We all have a voice that needs to be heard 
But you won’t listen 
So let’s reach for the stars 
Make a new beginning and keep on trying 
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So keep on keeping on 
Play on and sing on 
Just never stop dreaming on 
 
We all have a voice that needs to be heard 
But you won’t listen 
So let’s reach for the stars 
Make a new beginning and keep on trying 
 
What we’re trying to say is just follow your dreams 
And always keep trying 
Because everything is not what it seems 
 
So keep on keeping on 
Play on and sing on 
Dance on and share on 
Just never stop dreaming on 
 
(Dark Rose, “Reach for the Stars”; Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Orange County 
Showcase 2014). 
 
The members of this band seem hopeful that they can, in fact, “reach for the stars.” 

Despite the negative reception of their voices by other people (i.e. older generations), 

they give encouragement to their peers who feel stifled by being ignored. Lyrically, the 

band members are quite straightforward with the context of this song – they feel ignored, 

but remain optimistic. This band, part of the Tapes age group that consists of girls and 

non-binary youth ages 8-11 at the Orange County rock camp, illustrates one way these 

campers vocalize their need for autonomy in a direct manner. 

Autonomous development is not without high stakes nor is it considered stress 

free in rock camp spaces. According to organizers and volunteers at rock camps around 

the world, most rock camp songs are completed the day prior to a showcase run through 
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or the main showcase at the end of the week. Comadre Marin states, “We put these 

campers in really stressful situations, and that’s the point. The campers literally have one 

week to work together, and for the adults at ladies’ camps it’s only three days!” Marin 

continue to state that stress inevitably causes conflict and that this is dealt with in the 

midst of a feminist-oriented, brave space (personal communication). Decisions are made 

based on a person’s own judgments and also compromise amongst other individuals in a 

collective setting. This occurs when young campers, and some of the adults at older rock 

camps, encounter these stressors. 

Stressful situations, such as a very limited time to write and perform an original 

song – all while achieving some sort of instrument proficiency, induces personal traits 

associated with intersectional identities as well as strengthening relational autonomy in a 

collective sense between band mates, coaches, counselors, and instrument instructors. For 

rock and roll camps, intense stress throughout the week is relinquished at the rock camp’s 

showcase held typically on the Saturday. A sense of accomplishment parallels the 

concept of collaboration between campers and volunteers. Rather than add to stressors 

already set in place, rock camp culture centers on the idea of alleviating stressor through 

encouragement. 

However, one may not fully relate to this stress if that particular experience is not 

felt. Specifically speaking, the adult volunteers aid in the creation of relational autonomy 

in a safe and brave space, but the knowledge of this stress is different for campers and 

volunteers. Comadre Marin also commented on this interaction saying,  
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I think it’s a good idea for volunteers to go through the ladies’ or adult rock 
camps offered by the [youth] rock camp. You really don’t understand how these 
campers feel until you’ve experienced it yourself. That’s why I went through 
ladies’ rock camp as a camper in Los Angeles. I realized how much we put [the 
kids] through in a week. It’s not easy writing a song with other people or learning 
new things. You learn so much about yourself and how you work with other 
people (personal communication). 

 
I personally took Marin’s advice and experienced three different rock and roll camps for 

ladies: the first in the state where I was born and raised at the Ladies’ Rock Retreat, Girls 

Rock North Carolina; the second at my pilot site for this research - the Rock n’ Roll 

Camp for Girls, Los Angeles Ladies Rock Camp; and third at the Rock n’ Roll Camp for 

Girls, Orange County Ladies Rock Camp. Each experience as an adult was distinctly 

different, but the stress of collective collaboration mixed with breaking through one’s 

own personal inhibitions was ever present during all rock camps. In every situation, there 

were instances of power struggles, times to step up and take charge, and also times to 

listen to others at the rock camp when they felt a need to take charge. 

 Adult experiences and mentorship provide foundational support for young people 

at these rock camps. Resignation of hierarchal power structures based on age, the 

celebration of young people’s individual, intersectional identities, and shared similar 

experiences are key elements of this collective identity. For many adult volunteers at rock 

camp, relinquishment of power tends to be a struggle. To support another individual, no 

matter their age, through a nontraditional educational experience requires a renegotiation 

of personally held apprehensions, stigmas, and even prejudices. I experienced these trials 

as a camp coach, counselor, and bass instructor as well as the observations of other adult 
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volunteers. My own background in education was built upon a system of “correctness.” 

Unfortunately in the United States, our education system is based upon the aspect of 

teaching towards tests or exams and an affinity toward miniscule facts. This detracts from 

exploration for student inquiry and only provides answers toward a state sanctioned test. 

Coaches, counselors, and instrument instructors implement a method of sharing what one 

has learned, rather than “testing” one’s ability. To ensure that a rock camper has learned 

the curriculum from instrument instruction, for example, each camper will place 

individually and with the group. These performance based sharing moments allow the 

camper to experience performance in front of others and allows the instructors to assess 

the campers interest and guide them towards techniques they could use in band practice 

situations.20 

 Rock camp embraces exploratory methods of instruction and education. For many 

rock camp participants, this may be one of the first times they have control over their 

own education and feel they are truly heard. When asked how she viewed the adults as 

rock camp, Wren explained 

I think that these adults [rock camp volunteers] are some of the few adults in the 
entire world who take kids seriously. Like most times when kids say things… and 
adults know it’s true, adults will just say, “Oh you’re just a kid, you don’t know.” 
Like some of the kids at school are talking about the pipeline in North Dakota and 
we’ve been talking about it and a lot of kids know it’s wrong, because we need 
water… [Wren sidetracks to relate the seriousness of this situation to the 
California drought]… The kids at school will bring [these issues] up to adults and 
[the adults] also believe it, but they’ll say “Oh you’re too young, you don’t 

                                                
20 In instrument instruction situations, most campers rehearse the songs they enjoy. If an 
instructor sees the camper gravitating towards a particular genre, the instruction time may 
be shifted to highlight techniques used in that particular musical style. 
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understand” and they never take us seriously… but the adults at rock camp just 
get it and they understand [us] and they’re just for empowering young [people] so 
they grow up to be like [them] (Personal communication; italicization represents 
vocal emphasis by Wren). 
 

All campers may not view adult volunteers in this way, but the sentiment Wren mentions 

reinforces the local relational autonomy posed in these brave spaces.  

Most rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth conduct a preliminary 

orientation for incoming volunteers for that summer. Orientations provide volunteers 

with necessary information about topics such as check in/out of campers, roles of 

different volunteers (e.g. support staff, roadies, and coaches/counselors), and emergency 

protocols. These are read, acted, or viewed in movie formats and are also provided in 

written form with a volunteer handbook. 
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Figure 3.3: Cover of Queer Rock Camp, Southern California Volunteer Handbook 

 
Additionally, rock camp organizers in Southern California also explain rock camp culture 

for new volunteers. This moment is when volunteers, as a collective group, discuss their 

roles for the week and the best methods for interacting with the campers in different ways 

such as: appropriate physical contact (“everyone loves a high five” and “side hugs are 

safe”), talking to the campers as adults rather than in a derogatory tone, and acts of 

encouragement. 
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 One of the primary things mentioned at these orientations is to give the campers a 

chance to make their own decisions and feel ownership of their role in a band. A very 

simple method for doing this, as mentioned by every rock camp in Southern California, is 

to avoid playing instruments in front of the campers primarily during band practice. For 

instrument instructors, the act of playing an instrument helps young campers see and hear 

what notes they learn. This feminist method of teaching relies on the camper to mimic the 

instructor and allows for campers to remain in control of their bodies, instruments, and 

knowledge learned. This is a necessary component to instrument instruction and remains 

an important aspect many of these campers experience during the week. However, rock 

camp organizers instruct coaches and counselors not to do this during band practice (with 

exceptions if a coach is also an instrument instructor).  

There are a few reasons why this is a necessary move on behalf of the coaches 

and counselors to avoid performing music in front of campers. First, band practice is a 

time and space for the campers to interact and collaborate for their song. Removal of the 

instrument that they have started learning or mastering also removes the connection they 

make musically between how they perform in a band and the musical concepts they learn 

during the week. Second, a coach or counselor may intimidate a camper if they are 

proficient at the instrument. A coach or counselor is encouraged to contact the instrument 

instructor with questions that the campers have about performance techniques on their 

instrument. They may show a small snippet to help campers if they are stuck, but playing 

music proficiently in front of beginner instrumentalists presents another person to 
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compare themselves. In general, most rock camps avoid comparing one person to 

another, since this is already an institutionalized method of consumer culture that highly 

affects girls and women (Killing Us Softly 4: Advertising’s Image of Women 2010). 

Lastly, the physical movement of performing music allows for a connection between the 

psychological autonomous development and the physical autonomous development. 

Through these ways, adult volunteers help dismantle ageist notions associated 

with older people’s view of youth. Rock camp volunteers embrace campers’ personalities 

and encourage the development of their own person and persona, rather than approaching 

campers in a way similar to their school experiences (i.e. according to young people such 

as Wren, where teachers assume students just do not know about adult things and do not 

respect the individuality of students). Further, this strengthens relational autonomy in 

feminist communities, many of them local, and allows for young campers to exist in a 

proactive feminist community and learn that through collective determination and 

movement, their role in society can be positive despite how they are treated on a regular 

basis by school teachers, parents, or even media. The acknowledgement and acceptance 

of relational autonomy still relies significantly on campers’ own acceptance of their own 

intersectional identities and is reified through the physical performances of music on the 

respective instruments throughout the week. 

Collaboration(

 The process, of coming to terms with this personal self-acceptance and the 

inclusionary practices of feminist-oriented organizations, develops through self-
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realization, interpersonal relationships, and empathy. Rock camp volunteers provide 

encouragement by deconstructing ageist power relations and provide a multigenerational 

space where voices, as discussed in chapter four, are heard. The fundamental method for 

maintaining interpersonal relationships such as these, and producing a song at the end of 

a week, is through collaboration. 

 Collaboration is best understood as a method of communication, typically viewed 

(or heard) as linguistic. In music scholarship, this type of communication through sound 

is usually situated in jazz and/or improvisational studies. Ingrid Monson explains that the 

art of collaboration stems from musicians who are “sayin’ something.” For Monson, the 

musician who connects to their audience (or another musician) initiates the conversation. 

Since saying something—or “sayin’ something,” as it’s usually pronounced—
requires soloists who can play, accompanists who can respond, and audiences 
who can hear within the context of the richly textured aural legacy of jazz and 
African American music, this verbal aesthetic image underscores the collaborative 
and communicative quality of improvisation (Monson 1996, 2). 

 
Monson also argues that improvisation is based on metaphors associated with a metaphor 

of conversation—musicians are actually speaking to each other through music. This 

interactive listening is common amongst jazz scholars who argue that listeners must have 

“big ears” to hear culture in jazz and maintain interactions between other musicians or 

audience members (Rustin and Tucker 2008; Stanyek 2004). Voices amongst soloists, 

accompanists, and audience members require some sort of empathetic understanding. 

Jason Stanyek explains that this type of interactive listening is also grounded in 



 
 

162 

intercultural communication. He specifically refers to the musical collaborations of Pan-

African jazz musicians through the process of improvisation (Stanyek 2004). 

 I argue sonic feminism is rooted in improvisational methods. Both the linguistic 

and intercultural understanding of musical communication requires musicians and 

audience members to think about the improvisation that they hear and embody. 

Furthermore, I argue that this improvisatory process is a key component of rock and roll 

camps for girls and queer youth. Although these campers spend much of their time 

rehearsing specific portions of their songs prior to the showcase, there is a level of 

interpersonal and musical communication required for them to produce a song by the end 

of one week.21 In spaces such as rock camps, the presence of empathetic communication 

(i.e. sonic feminism) is the necessary factor that instigates productive collaboration. 

 Empathetic communication also requires acknowledgement of another person’s 

viewpoint, voice, experience, or opinion. Sometimes this is not the easiest interaction 

between people (especially pre-pubescent and pubescent teens). Creative expression 

provides a scenario for campers to explore different collaboration methods where voices 

from all members of the group are valued. This does not mean that a utopian situation 

occurs, but it does provide moments of tension where campers acknowledge the 

differences between dominance and power. For rock campers and volunteers, the power 

at camp is shared amongst its participants. Dominance, on the other hand, is dismantled 

or deconstructed on a regular basis, ageism being a direct example. Campers and 
                                                
21 I specifically refer to rock camp communication as “interpersonal” to include many 
types of collaboration (e.g., intercultural, intergenerational, etc.). 
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volunteers actively interpret power relationships between each other based on viewpoints 

of the other person, and adjust their actions based on a desire to provide equity amongst 

all rock camp participants. 

 Collaboration through musical communication reinforces this type of power 

dynamic amongst band members. Band members organically create their personal 

position within a band, sometimes in ways that are not stereotypical of the assumptions 

given. For example, some vocalists in rock camp bands assume the role of lyricist due to 

their musical contribution to the band. However, some bands write lyrics collectively. 

The teenage band Off Topic experienced this type of collective lyric writing 

technique at the 2016 Rock n’ Roll camp for Girls, Los Angeles. The band had been 

working on lyrics the first time and held intermitted instrumental jams during band 

practice to get a better grasp of how they would perform together. Their interaction 

appeared easy going. The second day, the bassist had come into band practice with a two 

stanzas of lyrics she had written at home. The singer stated that she liked the lyrics and 

wrote them on the white board (in order to see them while attempting to improvise a 

melody). As the jam session progressed, the singer attempted various melodies for their 

lyrics and realized that a few of the words must be changed in order to fit the melodic 

contour she sang. She also asked if they could write more lyrics to extend the song. The 

bassist stated that she could write more at home, but the singer then asked if they could 

all contribute to the lyrical content. Although the bassist was not keen on this idea at first, 
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the rest of the band agreed that finishing the lyrics would be beneficial due to the two and 

a half days that remained for camp that week. 

The band tried different methods of lyric composition for about ten minutes. 

However, many lyrics were met with reactions such as “I don’t like that,” or “That 

doesn’t make sense with the rest of the song.” Inevitably, campers were asked how they 

could make this process fair for everyone. They agreed that each person would write 

lyrics that pertained to the topic, and each band member would then choose two favorite 

lyrics out of the set they wrote. The singer, bassist, and guitarist were heavily invested in 

the lyrical content of the song. However, the drummer decided to opt out of this process; 

she stated that she “just wanted to play drums and not write lyrics.” She wanted to focus 

on her rhythmic involvement in the song.  

When the other three band members had finished writing their favorite lyrics on a 

sliver of composition notebook paper, they put their contribution into a pile in the floor as 

they all (including the drummer) sat in a circle. They all read the lyrics individually and 

they decided an order for the six lyric lines. After they agreed on the order, they then 

looked at the structure of the sentences to use an identical or similar melodic line as the 

other two stanzas. A few changes were made, but Off Topic achieved a collectively 

written stanza that incorporated all ideas of individuals who wished to participate. 

Off Topic’s collaborative process required each member to evaluate their 

positionality within the band and through interpersonal communication amongst band 

mates. Each person was encouraged to contribute, but could opt out if they so desired. 
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They incorporated their individual voices in a way that produced a collective creation. In 

this way, they enacted relational autonomy through a multivocal process. 

Musical collaboration remains one of the more significant components of rock 

and roll camps for girls and queer youth. However, campers collaborate in many different 

ways at rock camps. The intercultural components of collaborative processes require all 

voices to sound, but simultaneously require listeners to hear and think empathetically. 

Through relational autonomy, these campers (and volunteers) interact as individual and 

collective. Stress-free collective collaboration only occurs when power dynamics are 

addressed and manipulated to lift others up and provide encouragement, rather than 

enacting positions of dominance. Therefore, empathetic communication is the key 

component to sonic feminism and the progression towards equity.  
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Chapter(4,(Bodies,(Voices,(and(Power:(Embodiment(in(
Performance(

Introduction(

 Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles, 2014: I just finished my third day of 

camp. I realized that I sweat way more than I had anticipated, and I was in dire need of a 

laundry visit. Luckily, my friend’s apartment complex has a washer and dryer to use. I 

collected my clothes in the apartment living room, walked out the sliding glass door, and 

headed to the outdoor laundry facility set up a few yards away from the dimly lit pool 

area. The sign above the washer says $1.25 – reasonable – and that the laundry stops 

working at 10pm. I looked down at my phone, saw that it is now 8:20 pm, and there was 

already laundry in the dryer. This should be no problem. Laundry shouldn’t take that 

long.  

In approximately forty minutes, I headed back to the washer. My heart sank as I 

reached into the machine. My clothes were still covered in soapsuds. I thought It’s only 

nine o’clock, what?? I have one set of pants that I haven’t worn yet, what am I going to 

do? This is the moment that I realized why I really like Sherman Oaks. My friend tells 

me there is a Target nearby and it’s open late. I should have enough money to manage a 

pair of cheaper pants or shorts and a shirt to last me the next day, until I could get my 

clothes washed. 
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The clothes I picked out at Target didn’t feel like anything I would normally buy 

myself – tighter fitting pants that stopped about four inches above my ankle and a see-

through teal shirt with an image of characters from the 1990s Nickelodeon cartoon 

Rocko’s Modern Life as the only solid part of the shirt. Before this week, most of my 

outfits covered a good portion of my body, as I struggled with body image for most of my 

life. I never showed too much skin, because I feared glances or remarks from individuals 

constantly heard before. 

I soon discovered rock camp was different. In just three days, I noticed all the 

women and girls at this camp dressed according to the weather (meaning July heat in 

Southern California) rather than according to body anxiety. The air conditioning in this 

school worked in most classrooms. Some volunteers, such as the support staff position I 

held, did not spend too much time in these classrooms and typically finished our days 

with sweat-drenched clothing. Thursday morning arrived and I debated, Do I really wear 

this to camp? Do I really show this much of my body? Then I realized, How am I even 

debating that this is a problem? Most of the camp shirts have been cut to the point where 

there is more skin than fabric left. It is sweltering – I should feel comfortable! 

After a few minutes of internal dialogue and anxiety about my body, I decided: If 

I’m going to do this, I’m just going for it. Not only did I don the clothes I bought the 

night before, but I also decided to wear a bright red bra underneath my see-through, 

sleeveless teal shirt. Contrary to what I normally felt walking into a mall or other public 

space (specifically with cisgender men present), I felt confident that nothing would come 
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of this outfit choice. Then one of my fellow volunteers, a seasoned veteran and the bass 

instructor, looked at my shirt on the way to lunch. I was uncomfortable for just a 

moment, uneasy at the words that were about to come. “I just noticed your shirt behind 

your name tag… I used to LOVE that show!” 

This moment of clarity – the moment I realized how much time I spend worrying 

over things in daily life – that connected me to another person my age within a volunteer 

cohort from different ages made me feel excited to wear a shirt that I debated through 

purchase, planning, and execution of just wearing something in public. At this moment, I 

realized how free I could feel in my own body. 

 There are simple connotations that are often associated with the term embodiment 

in musical performance – such as sore muscles in my upper back and right calf when one 

practices drums too long, the indentions on the inside of a mouth due to braces when 

playing clarinet, or even the release of tension learned through Alexander Technique 

where one realizes that release and comfort in performance is fully possible. Most of 

these associations are inherently linked to the physical body and the tactile nature of 

performing music.  

Obviously embodiment is present in the kinesthetic or physical qualities of 

musical performance, but it is also linked to the emotions an individual may connect with 

oneself or others through cultural events. In addition, embodiment is experienced 

collectively through social movements, when larger collectives promote the physical, 

emotional, and mental wellbeing of individuals. These are not by any means the only 
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aspects of embodiment, but rather provide a general understanding of how this concept 

affects people. These ideas of embodiment are also directly linked to performance and 

performativity through physical and emotional experiences of affected individual and 

collective groups of people. 

This portion of my research positions rock and roll camps for girls and queer 

youth as sites of posthumanist embodiment. I argue that a camper must find one’s 

“voice” through actions of self-expression and acceptance of emotions (Eidsheim 2015; 

Ríos-Hernández 2017). These actions, both corporeal and psychological, are directly 

linked to embodied knowledge experienced by campers (S. A. Ness 1996; S. A. A. Ness 

2004). After embodied knowledge is understood and internalized, campers perform this 

knowledge by generating a feedback loop through technological and relational autonomy 

distribution. I have named this particular feedback loop (that generates electrical currents, 

sound, and collective interpersonal interactions) as an “empowerment circuit.” 

The power developed during this circuit is reinforced through sound as musical 

performers use their “voice” to sing or play instruments. Established music scholars 

address gendered connotations with popular music instruments and relate it to 

accessibility, where the literal voice is viewed as feminine and instrumentation such as 

the electric guitar is viewed as masculine (Gay 1998; Koskoff and Cusick 2014; Koskoff 

1995; Waksman 1999; Walser 1993). However, I argue that campers have access to all 

these musical instruments, despite their gendered connotations. The idea of a gendered 

instrument is questioned and it is viewed as a symbol of power. 
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Lastly, I argue that these musical instruments function as prostheses for rock 

campers and function as part of their cyborg identity (Grosz 2005; DeNora 2000). 

However, these young cyborgs do not “gain” power from the prostheses, as the 

instruments are symbols of power and not sources of power. Rather, rock campers 

manipulate the prosthetic objects and create their own power through the combination of 

amplified sounds combined with mind, body, and emotions. 

 Ultimately, I argue that campers do not learn how to perform as cyborgs. They are 

already cyborgs in a human/machine sense due to their generation’s access and 

knowledge of contemporary technologies and social media. Their lives are intricately 

intertwined between the physical world and the virtual world. My analysis is positioned 

within scholarship of a body of posthumanist literature that speaks directly to both 

human/machine interaction and the human experience in corporeal and virtual 

environments (Haraway 1991; Hayles 1999; Ihde 2002, 2007; Lysloff 2003). 

Further, many campers attend rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth 

because they (or their parents) are aware of the embodied knowledge taught at these 

summer camps. Depending on the camper, this embodied knowledge may be musical, 

feminist-oriented, or both. No matter what knowledge the camper and/or parents seek, 

information varies for each camper; e.g., the inclusion of musical instruments provides 

culturally coded instrumentation that may reinforce or negate gender identities or the 

experience of amplification influences performers to continue association with feminist-

oriented collectives.  
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Performativity(and(the(Voice(

 To achieve self-realization in rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth, 

campers, and sometimes volunteers, must engage in collaboration and personal identity 

exploration through musical performances. This process toward self-realization manifests 

through camper experience and reception of information introduced through musical 

instruction, collaborative efforts, and activities designed to provide campers with freedom 

of expression. These experiences emerge at rock camps as both an audible sound 

produced by campers, as a form of performativity. For this reason, I correlate the idea of 

the “voice” to a broader notion of self-expression that is experienced and enacted through 

sonic feminism, where the audible sound produced by campers is heard as a literal voice 

and the performativity enacted by campers (and volunteers) is received as a figurative 

voice. The voice is not exclusively literal or figurative. Elements of self-expression, both 

audible and visual, are linked through the presentation of a person’s self-realized identity. 

Nevertheless, the process that rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth incorporate 

into their summer programs require campers to experience moments where they can hear 

and feel their voice simultaneously. 

 These moments of audible emotions are introduced early in the week at rock 

camps. During general assembly times, most affiliated GRCA rock camps incorporate 

what is commonly referred to as a “scream circle.” When most campers and volunteers 

are present, a circle is formed and neighbors hold hands. The circle begins with one brave 

person, typically a returning camper or camp volunteer, screams as loud as possible. 



 
 

172 

Before they complete their scream, the initial screamer squeezes the hand of their 

neighbor and their neighbor screams. The process continues through the entire circle.  

Every rock camp that incorporated this activity had a wide spectrum of sounds 

from campers depending on their personalities and lung capacities. Additionally, while 

scream circles are quite entertaining for many of the campers, they are very stressful for 

other campers. I noticed during these moments that the returning campers, many of 

whom were comfortable with their own voice and physical ability to produce sounds, 

exploded into a lengthy high-pitched screech or a long-winded guttural noise. However, 

many of the first-time campers or more shy campers would squeak and shrug – 

sometimes looking for validation from their fellow campers and other times gently 

smiling and look towards the ground. No matter the response, most campers at least 

attempted to make a sound.  

The scream is a consistent musical technique in music such as punk, metal, and 

their closely related genres and subgenres.22 Since many campers show initial interest in 

these genres, the scream’s incorporation into rock camp culture provides both musical 

learning opportunities and moments of embodiment. Scream circles provide an initial 

introduction for campers to experience sounds from their own bodies without the use of 

microphones or amplifiers. Furthermore, the sound itself juxtaposes experiences held by 

both campers and many volunteers, where marginalized individuals’ voices are often 
                                                
22 Genre is a consistently debated term in popular music and journalism. My argument 
here does not center on the presence of a genre, rather it highlights the musical 
components generally associated with these types of performances and musical 
communities.  
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stifled, disregarded, or ignored completely.23 Marlen Ríos-Hernández examines the 

feminist scream through an analysis of Latinx performances by Chicana punk rocker, 

Alice Bag, and connects this to the folklore of La Llorona (The Weeping Woman). 

Drawing on Latinx scholarship and a sonic reimagining of La Llorona’s wailing 
(as a feminist cry and public display against patriarchy), this post reimagines 
Alice’s scream as simultaneously resistance and pleasure. This aligns with Gloria 
Anzaldúa’s notion of deslengualidad. Suturing Anzaldúa’s concept of 
deslengualidad (detonguing) – which I define as Chicanas speaking with an 
orphan tongue – caos shows how Chicanas can claim visibility through the 
scream. Deslengualidad and caos amount for colonial interventions within 
Chican@ identity, they demand the preservation and celebration of the mestizo 
language and help to provide visibility to Chican@ art (Ríos-Hernández 2017). 

 
Ríos-Hernández positions this argument within a body of work that addresses Mexican 

youth subcultures and the presence of caos (or chaos), where Mexican youth in musical 

performances of the early 1980s incorporated the scream as a vocalization and auditory 

enactment of resistance. 

 Similar to Ríos-Hernández’s analysis, the scream circle at rock camps is a 

moment of controlled chaos. For many campers, this is the first time they have heard and 

felt a moment of intense sound. From my observations within United States rock and roll 

camps for girls and queer youth, this sonic explosion also provides a moment where their 

current and future gender identities are questioned. Many of these individuals face a 

future that forces them into private spaces or erasure of their identities. Given the 
                                                
23 In this case, I refer directly to the quote by Mona T used in the chapter about 
intentional space. Her comment states that marginalized children are socialized to remain 
submissive and silent. In many rock and roll camps, this refers specifically to cisgender 
girls, but many camps accept children of different gender presentations and identities as 
inclusionary methods. Thus, this quote and idea is applied to both children and adults of 
many different intersectional identities.!
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contemporary political climate, girls and women continue to fight against government 

restrictions that include, but are not limited to accessibility to healthcare, equal pay, and 

representation. Similarly, queer individuals (who may not identify as cisgender women or 

girls) also face these same issues, but must fight for access to basic human needs.24 These 

issues are magnified within communities of color, where systemic racism constantly puts 

basic human rights in jeopardy. This scream circle provides campers and participating 

volunteers a moment to experience their voice, in both a literal and figurative sense. It is 

a moment of fun for many, but also a brief time to voice frustrations and resistance such 

as those listed. 

 In cases such as the scream circle, the sounds created by campers are distinct to 

that individual. In this moment, a camper creates an audible representation of their 

individual identity or experience, whether or not a listener understands the contexts for 

specific sounds. These sounds are associated with the intersectional identities that an 

individual embodies. For campers, many of whom identify with marginalized 

communities, the submissive behavior that might be expected of their identities does not 

correlate to loud, bombastic sounds – although Ríos-Hernández explains that it is a 

stereotyped expectation for Latinas to be loud even while their voices are often ignored 

(Ríos-Hernández 2017). However, rock camps do these exercises to reinforce the notion 

that marginalized people making sound and/or noise should be encouraged. 
                                                
24 Specifically, queer individuals continuously face government-implemented opposition 
to basic human rights and needs. Although the marriage equality act was passed in 2015, 
state-based restrictions such as North Carolina’s House Bill 2 (HB2) deny queer bodied 
individuals rights to and in public spaces. 
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For marginalized individuals, these sounds are an act of defiance in response to 

the dominant culture’s view of their identities. This is especially triggering for young 

people whose development is directly influenced by cultural signification of sounds and 

behaviors. Nina Eidsheim examines Western society’s racial essentialization through 

vocal practices – specifically vocal timbres. She positions her argument as an 

implementation of colonial hierarchy structures through vocal pedagogical practices in 

Western society and the desire for a “proper” vocal timbre. Eidsheim argues that vocal 

pedagogues have historically rooted this desired sound in an essentialized manner and 

claim that the bodies of different ethnicities produce different sounds, even when taught 

to produce the desired sound (Eidsheim 2015). Essentially, scientists of modernism 

attempted to position white individuals as the pinnacle of hierarchal standards through 

sound studies.  

Eidsheim further explains that contemporary vocal instruction relies heavily on 

these pedagogical studies, even as other subsequent studies have discredited the 

“scientific” results of these earlier studies. For instance, studies have proven that no 

single ethnicity has a distinct biological difference in the larynx (Eidsheim 2015). 

Eidsheim further problematizes this idea through a different study of vocal synthesis 

software used for music production, Vocaloid. She explains that the soul singer sounds 

provided in the software were critiqued, because the singers’ voices did not sound like a 

“true” soul performer. Eidsheim mentions that the users did not think the accents 

incorporated into the program signified a connotation of Black soul. This study shows 
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that the singers were, indeed, of African descent, and reiterates how assumptions of sonic 

qualities based on visual bodies essentialize specific groups of people (Eidsheim 2009). 

Furthermore, Eidsheim connects this sonic reduction to both ethnicity and gender 

throughout her works and reiterates that these sonic assumptions remain rooted in a 

predominantly white, colonial patriarchy where the “good” sounds are produced by the 

sounds of European descendants. 

Moments at rock camps, such as the scream circle, provide an experience into the 

creation of “bad sounds” and female ugliness. Classically trained musicians are taught 

what are “good sounds” and “bad sounds” through technique.25 Screaming is typically 

heard as a bad sound to classically trained musicians. In my own undergraduate vocal 

methods course, we learned that to raise our soft palette, breath from the diaphragm, and 

to produce sounds based on the shape of our bodies. Without delving too far into the 

method of classical singer, the initial production sounds somewhat like an extended “ah” 

sound (contingent upon how long the breath is and the formation of the mouth cavity) as 

opposed to a shrill or guttural scream. Rock campers are taught to take care of their 

voices, but they are also taught that these are not the only “good” sounds, and that 

depends on the type of music one is singing.26 Similarly, instrumentalist rock campers are 

                                                
25 “Good” and “bad” (sometimes also referred to as “proper” and “improper”) sounds are 
taught as subjective audibility of technique. While instructors’ intentions are align with 
the protection of a vocalist’s body (most notably their vocal cords), this terminology 
remains rooted in a hierarchal structure as discussed by Eidsheim (2008, 2015). 
26 Operatic vocal lessons have become a recent trend for hardcore punk, metal, and rock 
singers who use screaming techniques in their songs. Vocal instructors at rock camps 
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taught basic rhythm, melodic, and harmonic methods but are also encouraged to 

experiment with the sound. Additionally, instrumentalists are taught different ways to 

hold musical instruments, so that instructors avoid “good” and “bad” technique, but 

rather highlight what is most ergonomic to the camper. 

A primary example of this would be a performance heard at Girls Rock Santa 

Barbara during the 2015 Amplify sleep away camp. The band coach, Bri had stated in 

numerous staff meetings that she adored her band, because they were “really hardcore.” 

This description became very clear during the showcase that Saturday for family and 

friends. The showcase was outside in a large amphitheater, and the first band was 

preparing to perform their song. All band members stood near their respective amps or 

microphones and looked at each other to signal the start. The drummer clicked a four 

count moderate beat with her drumsticks; then she, the guitarists, and bassist laid down a 

chugging eighth note rhythm. A short girl with long brown hair and feminine features 

highlighted with make up quietly approached the microphone. The guttural sound that 

released was approximately an octave below her normal talking voice as she screamed, 

“OOOOOOHHHHHH, YOU’LL NEVER FIND ANYONE BETTER THAN 

MEEEEEEE…..” She continued to use the hardcore vocal technique throughout the 

entire song until the instrumentalists ended abruptly. Campers cheered and screamed 

affirmations while parents simply clapped, many with wide eyes – obviously startled at 

the intense sound released from the small body in front of them. 
                                                                                                                                            
generally also use similar methods to help protect campers’ voices when screaming in 
songs is involved. 
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Two summers later, a returning camper and I were talking about that 

performance. They stated, matter-of-factly, “Oh yeah. She got grounded for that. Her 

parents HATED it.” They were unsure of whether it had something to do with her home 

life, but obviously the guardians of the young teen had not approved of the sounds she 

made during a public performance. 

These “bad” or “experimental” sounds are one feminist method of musical 

instruction, in that the camper is taught to “let go” of what is sonically good or bad. This 

type of instruction is similar to feminist ideologies associated with female ugliness or the 

female grotesque. Feminist scholar Mary Russo explains that bodies are compared to one 

another – the grotesque or “ugly” body is only that in comparison to the normalized body 

(Russo 1995, 10). The grotesque female body is inherently political. The acceptance and 

presentation of a body outside the normalized female body (that which includes 

excrements, fatness, varying forms of ability, etc.) is a reaction to the male gaze and 

retaliation against hegemonic societal structures. Similarly, some rock campers find 

power in the “bad sounds” that they create during rock camp. For the hardcore singer at 

Santa Barbara that summer, she produced sounds that reflected her own individual 

experience but were regarded as “ugly” or inappropriate by her guardians. 

I also argue that this discussion of bodily acceptance, sound creation, and what is 

acceptable is applied to marginalized people based on their age (e.g. the young teen 

grounded by guardians for her own expression). Oftentimes younger campers, those 

typically in the 7-11 year old range, are viewed as infantile in nature. This was apparent 
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during my research as I shared YouTube videos of camper performances with my 

colleagues at the university level.27 Their responses ranged from neutral to passively 

demeaning. Generic responses such as “This is awesome” were made when viewers were 

not sure of the appropriate way to describe these young voices. More often, my 

colleagues responded with phrases such as “Oh, they’re so cute!” or “How adorable!” 

While these phrases seem harmless in nature, it not only undermines the work of rock and 

roll camps for girls and queer youth, it also insinuates that these individuals are inferior to 

societal standards based on their age. 

This type of response was also evident during the 2016 Rock n’ Roll Camp for 

Girls, Orange County showcase. Organizers from this camp created a third age group for 

6-7 seven year olds called the “Floppies” – complete with a picture of a floppy computer 

disc on their name badge. One of the two floppies bands prepared to perform in the 

Constellation Room at the Orange County Observatory venue. A few adjustments had to 

be made in order for this band to perform – a keyboard was lowered to a height that 

would come up to the knee of an average sized adult, the drums were repositioned for 

ease of a very short person, and the microphone stand was tested as low as possible. 

However, the microphone was eventually handed to the vocalist to use because she could 

not reach the lowest position of the microphone stand. During this reorganization, 

someone in the crowd loudly said “Awwwww!” This produced a small echo of laughs 

                                                
27 YouTube videos of camper performances were viewed from rock camp public 
YouTube channels. 
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from the rest of the audience. The Floppies band vocalist did not look happy – she 

responded to the crowd “This isn’t funny. THIS IS SERIOUS!” 

The audience’s response highlights the type of assumptions Eidsheim discusses in 

her work on ethnicity and gender. Here, the audience placed an assumption of sounds and 

responses to a very young group of campers. The vocalist’s response was an audible 

moment of resistance to the views of older individuals of her performance. By raising her 

voice and yelling at the audience, she reiterated the power she claimed on stage and felt 

throughout the week. The audience had essentialized what they would hear in the 

moments to come and belittled the Floppies performance. Audience members were quiet 

after the young camper’s assertion. However, volunteers’ faces at that moment shown 

many smiles and smirks – they knew this young girl was powerful. 

This example only portrays one instance of a camper’s experience in self-

expression. The vocalist’s moment on stage was one of power and encouraged by many 

of the volunteers present throughout the week. Campers learn to vocalize sounds and 

embody the sound’s meaning, but may or may not have previous experience with musical 

performance or even with a performance of their budding self-identities. For many of 

these campers, information learned through the act of performance reinforces relational 

autonomy produced during rock camp and knowledge gained through experience in a 

feminist-oriented space from their peers and adult volunteers. 

Reciprocal, cross-generational knowledge at rock camp emerges through acts of 

performance. While many mission statements from rock and roll camps state that the 
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purpose of these organizations is to “empower youth through music education,” it is 

performativity in the form of social connections and musical performances that 

encourage knowledge necessary for personal growth and community connections. 

Performances are better defined as a process, but are often viewed solely as the product 

in instances such as these. As Diana Taylor explains, 

My particular investment in performance studies derives less from what it is than 
what it allows us to do. By taking performance seriously as a system of learning, 
storing, and transmitting knowledge, performance studies allows us to expand 
what we understand by ‘knowledge’ (Taylor 2003, 16). 

 
Many campers and volunteers understand there are different forms of performativity and 

interactions with other rock camp participants. Therefore, the week during rock camp is 

just as much of a performance as the end-of-the-week showcase. 

This multifaceted performativity includes a number of different opportunities for 

campers and volunteers to perform both musically and socially in a controlled setting. 

One initial social performance in rock camp culture is the introductions and assignment 

of camp buddies for the week. Rock camps create different activities where campers 

interact with each other and answer personal opinion questions such as: What is your 

favorite pizza topping? What is your favorite music genre? Have you been to camp 

before? This activity at the Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles is referred to as “a 

circle in a circle” – complete with adult musicians who play a song with lyrics of the 

activity name. First year campers stand shoulder-to-shoulder, facing outward and 

returning campers face inward – a circle in a circle. Campers pair up and answer one 

question. An adult volunteer then instructs the campers to “[inside/outside] circle, move 
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[this number of spaces] to your [left/right].” The process begins again and campers 

answer a different question. This continues until all questions prepared have been asked, 

and the final partners are then named “camp buddies” for the week.28 

Similar to the scream circle, rock camp buddy assignments are a form of initial 

introductions to fellow group members. Erving Goffman refers to instances such as these 

as interactions and performances. He states, 

[Interaction] (that is, fact-to-face interaction) may be roughly defined as the 
reciprocal influence of individuals upon one another’s actions when in one 
another’s immediate physical presence... A “performance” may be defined as all 
the activity of a given participant on a given occasion, which serves to influence 
in any way any of the other participants. (Goffman 1990, 7). 
 

Goffman’s description provides a literal interpretation of performance. In the case of a 

“circle in a circle,” rock campers engage in both interactions and performances. Campers 

who may not feel comfortable with verbal communication, especially first year campers 

assigned to one circle, are voluntarily forced to engage with other, possibly more 

experienced, participants. 

 This engagement results in an active performance mentality. Less experienced 

campers are put into a position where they must interact with individuals who understand 

and embody rock camp culture. In everyday life, first impressions are typically stressful, 

especially introverted individuals, because it requires a person to think about their 

                                                
28 In rock camp culture, camp buddies are another example of relational autonomy – 
discussed in Chapter 3. Assignments for camp buddies are at random (as described) and 
are also assigned for adult volunteers. A participant’s camp buddy “checks in” with them 
– asking if they have eaten, drank water, need a break, or simply to provide affirmation in 
the form of a high-five or verbal acknowledgement. 
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personal identity and presentation. In this rock camp activity, the stress of initial 

introductions is not alleviated, but the repetitious act of continuous introductions to many 

people creates consistency. This consistency eventually develops into comfort, and 

campers may not become more vocal, but ultimately become more comfortable when 

they interact with others. 

  For this reason, organizers at rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth 

encourage repetitious acts, with limited to nonexistent patriarchal influence. Campers 

interact directly with individuals who identify as girls/women, queer, or both throughout 

the week. Through continuous presentation of one’s self and interactions with others who 

embody identities as marginalized people, the development of camper identity forms and 

reinforces a sense of gendered self-presentation and perception. Judith Butler explains 

that gender is a continuous repetition of gender presentation:  

[Gender is] a stylized repetition of acts… which are internally discontinuous… 
[and] the appearance of substance is precisely that, a constructed identity, a 
performative accomplishment which the mundane social audience, including the 
actors themselves, come to believe and to believe and to perform in the mode of 
belief. Gender is also a norm that can never be fully internalized; “the internal” is 
a surface signification, and gender norms are finally phantasmatic, impossible to 
embody (Butler 1999). 
 

Butler also argues that gender is culturally constructed: 

[If] gender is constructed, it is not necessarily constructed by an “I” or a “we” 
who stands before that construction in any spatial or temporal sense of “before.” 
Indeed, it is unclear that there can be an “I” or a “we” who had not been 
submitted, subjected to gender, where gender is, among other things, the 
differentiating relations by which speaking subjects come into being… the “I” 
neither precedes nor follows the process of this gendering, but emerges only 
within the matrix of gender relations themselves (Butler 1993). 
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Butler’s arguments in these two instances reinforce the idea that gender, and in a broader 

sense personal identification, are constructed through repetitive acts. She asserts that 

gender construction only exists as a reconstruction of a gender matrix and that gender 

cannot be fully internalized. 

 Butler’s arguments can be applied to self-identity development and children 

within feminist-oriented spaces where gender, as well as other aspects of intersectional 

identity, is explored. However, the word construction carries a connotation of finality. 

While Butler has dismantled binaries through scholarship associated with sex and gender 

– and this is incorporated into rock camp culture – I argue that identities, including 

gender, remain in a state of fluidity and the self-realizations that occur during the week 

act as a learning process for participants (e.g. youth and adult participants. For this 

reason, rock camp identity formation and the internalization campers experience while 

performing is described best through what Sherry Ortner calls “making gender” (Ortner 

1996). This suggests a more malleable method of “construction” and removes 

connotations of finality in performance of self. Rock camp culture operates in a way 

where self and collective identities emerge through this development in that each 

individual is free to vocalize and perform whatever identity they choose, and has the 

freedom to explore other possible identities throughout their week. Further, campers 

make (or create/re-create) their own identity – a manifestation that remains fluid and does 

not finalize as one solid representation of their self-identities. 
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 Moreover, repetition still influences this malleable method of self-identity 

exploration. Introductions during rock camp buddy assignment provide an initial 

experience in this exploration, where campers are provided a first, second, third, and 

maybe fourth attempt to present themselves as individuals to other campers. This 

continues through the week with various activities that reinforce repetitious acts of 

performance. Similar to camp buddy assignments, campers also experience a repetition of 

acts of interaction with other campers through band formations, song writing experiences, 

and workshop activities. These experiences mirror educational methods used in school 

classrooms, but also provide slight differences. 

 Accessibility to “practice” interactions with other individuals, with the 

simultaneous incorporation of creative education, through consistent spaces and activities 

allows campers to re-enact their self-performances everyday during the week, but safe 

due to the temporality of rock camp. Rebecca Schneider explains this as a performance of 

reenactment. She states 

Entering, or reenacting, an event or set of acts (acts of art or acts of war) from a 
critical direction, a different temporal angle, may be… an act of survival, of 
keeping alive as passing on… [For “survival”] may be a critical mode of 
remaining, as well as a mode of remaining critical: passing on, staying alive, in 
order to pass on the past as past, not indeed as (only) present. Never (only) 
present (Schneider 2011, 7). 

 
Further, Schneider explains that performers of Civil War reenactments will adjust certain 

things about their performances over time, as a continuous way to remain as true to 

history as possible. This may be an adjustment of language, dress, or other factors. 
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Although Schneider specifically addresses Civil War reenactments in her text, the process 

of repetitious performance such as these applies to rock and roll camps. 

The continuous exploration by campers is an act of survival for the space created 

and for their own survival outside of rock camp. Encouragement of vocalization and 

interest in many things is a major factor in rock camp culture. Volunteers help campers 

establish or acknowledge foundational elements of their identity – whether through 

gender, ethnicity, ability, or other identifications – and provide them with support for 

continuous efforts to create, re-create, or manipulate their identities through repetitious 

performances of their self-identity. Like the performers in Schneider’s work, campers 

may adjust certain elements of their self-presentation to perform their identity. This 

identity is reiterated through songs written and performed by campers, but also through 

repetitious social practices throughout the week. 

The performance of their identities is a learned process and a learning process. 

This idea of learned and learning processes are directly influenced by Diana Taylor’s idea 

of the archive and the repertoire; specifically, her examination of family associated with 

the disappeared of Argentina during the Dirty War. Taylor’s argument relies on the idea 

of DNA performance, where the Abuelas and the Madres established a performative 

protest against the government. Their protests highlighted the dictatorship’s removal of 

their children, legal information associated with their children, and also the democratic 

successor government’s cover up of these issues. Taylor argues that these women 

incorporated archives (through use of photography and DNA evidence) to prove their 
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children were disappeared. Further, she examines protests conducted by the children of 

the disappeared in relation to this archival evidence and argues that the newer generation 

did not need to establish proof of the disappeared, but rather used the archives 

(photographs) to protest in a manner that reiterated the repertoire of protests initially 

conducted by the Madres and Abuelas (Taylor 2003). 

I argue that learned and learning processes in rock and roll camps for girls and 

queer youth are similar to Taylor’s work because the cross-generational voices heard in 

previous waves of feminism reverberate in contemporary intersectional feminist 

practices. Older generations of feminists worked long before younger generations and 

laid foundational work for contemporary practices. June Millington and Anne Hackler, 

organizers of the Institute for Musical Arts (IMA), provide a workshop for their campers 

called “Foremothers” (personal communication, 2015).29 June’s past as one of the 

founding members of Fanny, one of the first all women rock bands to be signed to a 

major record label, positions her as a foremother of rock and roll. This provides an 

established voice (and actual physical presence) of a feminist generation for girls at IMA. 

Both June and Anne stated that they envisioned IMA as a place where future generations 

of girls and women could continue to work towards equality and equity for women in the 

music industry (personal communication, 2015). 

                                                
29 The Institute for Musical Arts is not associated with the Girls Rock Camp Alliance. It 
is a stand-alone rock and roll camp for girls in Goshen, Massachusetts. GRCA affiliated 
camps conduct a similar workshop about Women in Music History, and Queer Rock 
Camps also offer a Queer People in Music history work shop. 
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The workshops provided at both IMA and GRCA affiliated camps situate 

historical importance of previous feminist generations’ voices in connection to 

contemporary young people’s voices. I argue that girls and queer youth at these camps 

internalize and embody this information and incorporate this into their own performance 

practices.30 The learned processes at workshops and through interaction with other 

generations provide a foundational knowledge, but it is the learning process that provides 

young people with their own voice. 

Both these processes do not necessarily happen solely within the week at rock 

camp. The repetition of activities and instructional methods at rock camp reflect the 

repetition of an overall organizational structure of rock and roll camps for girls and queer 

youth. These camps happen annually. It is rare that once a rock camp begins that they are 

unable to continue their programs the following year. Campers therefore have the 

opportunity to experience this program continuously until they reach age seventeen. The 

probability of the learning process of voice discovery increases as campers embody rock 

camp culture continuously. 

Nine-year-old camper Natalie best illustrates this process, during her first summer 

at the Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles in 2015. Natalie had previously musical 
                                                
30 While learned and learning processes are directly influenced by Diana Taylor’s idea of 
archives and repertoires, they cannot be directly linked to her argument. Taylor highlights 
the importance of DNA based familial connection between generations of protestors. 
Moreover, I cannot argue that learned and learning processes are connected to what she 
discusses as Roach’s surrogation. Feminist waves are rooted in trauma experienced by 
marginalized individuals, more similar to Taylor’s argument. However, the use of 
“archive” and “repertoire,” I believe, would diminish the importance the work of Las 
Abuelas, Las Madres, and the H.I.J.O.S. of Argentina (Taylor 2003). 
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instruction on violin, piano, and stated she played harmonica. Her role as a vocalist at 

rock camp that year proved to be a learning experience. After she spoke about women 

musicians she learned about in the Women in Music workshop, notably Joan Jett and 

Bikini Kill, she explained that she viewed both of those musical artists were interesting to 

her because “Joan Jett kept going even when someone said they didn’t like [their 

music],” and that she had “never heard of Bikini Kill, but [she thought] it was cool that 

they did the Riot Grrl thing and [could scream into a microphone like that]” (personal 

communication, 2015).  

After being asked as the vocalist in her band, if she though she could scream into 

a microphone like the singer of Bikini Kill. She responded, 

Well… I’m not like… I’m probably not brave enough to do that. I get a little 
stage fright and… I don’t know. I don’t really do that kind of thing. [But I still] 
think it’s different and cool (Personal Communication, 2015). 

 
Natalie was very aware of her own responses to a vocalist position. She had mentioned 

during our interview that her favorite workshop was the songwriting workshop, and 

explained that she thought it was a big part of the vocalist’s job to write and revise lyrics 

for the band’s song. Even though she was aware of her stage fright, as was evident in her 

2015 performance, she completed the week of rock camp and performed – essentially 

enacting the learning process of experience. During our conversation, I was not sure if 

Natalie would return to rock camp the following year. She had mentioned that she went 

to various other non-musical camps during the summer, and stated that she really enjoyed 

those. Fortunately, Natalie returned to rock camp in 2016. 
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 Natalie’s appearance had changed significantly. Obviously now older, ten years 

old, Natalie sported a blue and green undercut hairstyle (with only one side of her shaved 

head visible and the rest of her longer hair combed to the other side), t-shirt, and fishnet 

gloves. She and her mother strolled up to the check in table, and greeted volunteers with 

giant smiles. After Natalie and her mother responded to comments about how cool her 

hair looked, someone asked if she was excited for the week ahead. Her faced gleamed as 

she stated in a matter-of-fact tone that she was going to play bass guitar. 

 

 
Figure 4.1: Natalie performs vocals at Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles 2015 

Showcase Performance. Photo by author. 
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Figure 4.2: Natalie performs bass at Rock ‘n Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles 2016 

Showcase Performance. Photo by author. 
 

 Although I did not interview Natalie in 2016, her showcase performance on bass 

guitar was vastly different than her vocal performance the previous year. Natalie did not 

seem soft-spoken when I interviewed her in 2015, but her vocal performance during the 

showcase illustrated the stage fright (Figure 4.1). She appeared to draw back from the 

crowd and held very tightly onto the microphone, as if it were a life preserver. Her voice 

was soft, even when amplified, through the speakers. However, her performance in 2016 

was significantly different (Figure 4.2). Her body language presented a confidant, young 

girl who was very please with her performance. The bass guitar seemed part of her own 

physical body and she smiled, but remained focused, on the music she performed on 
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stage with her band. Even though she did not use her literal voice that year, her voice was 

definitely heard. 

Embodiment(and(Amplification(

 Chicas Rockeras Sureste Los Angeles, Day 4, 2015: The cafeteria was dark – the 

sting of fluorescent lights absent and the space illuminated only by the few rays of 

sunshine coming through the shaded windows above eye level for most of the campers 

who had just finished their lunches. The bright orange lockers that usually brightened the 

room now simply made the dimly lit area feel warm, even though the air conditioning 

made this Huntington Park School comfortably cool despite the Southern California 

summer heat outside. 

 The campers had already pushed the lunch tables away from the main stage area – 

an area that today lacked an actual stage – in preparation for the lunchtime performance 

by a local adult mentor band. The soft light from behind us caressed the faces and bodies 

of the performers. At the back of the group behind the drums, the drummer kept their face 

covered with a black ski mask that had a piece of fabric, screened with the band name, 

safety pinned to the forehead. 

 The two guitarists tuned, while the raven-haired lead singer with a velvet 

speaking voice, which sounded much like the light in the room looked – gentle and 

sweet, but the intensity never subsided. “…Thank you for having us today. We’re going 

to play a few songs for you.” 
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 At that moment, a whirlwind of aggression, shrill screams, and pounding rhythms 

filled the room. The room took on a heightened state of awareness. The campers, who 

had been introduced to hardcore dancing a few days earlier, paired up and began to “open 

the pit” without any instruction to do so. They began dancing in a circle, forming the pit, 

one fist punching the air, the other hand holding a partner’s for safety. The older girls 

could be seen protecting the younger, typically smaller framed girls by creating pairs of 

older/younger campers. Between songs, the girls would chant – “OPEN THE PIT! OPEN 

THE PIT! OPEN THE PIT!” or “SAFE-TY FIRST! SAFE-TY FIRST!” 

 I was on the edge of the circle, and a younger camper around four and a half feet 

tall ran outside the pit by herself. She reached out for my hand, and I was immediately 

thrust into the midst of a circle pit with this eight-year-old young camper. We kept our 

grip tight as we danced and ran to the consistent, yet rapid rhythms of the bass and drum 

set. We both found ourselves inside the circle with three or four other people – two being 

fellow adult volunteers. Candace, one of the other volunteers, signaled for us to do the 

moves the girls had learned earlier in the week. The young camper and I began the 

movements for a windmill – all our arms strategically flailing in circular motions, but not 

hitting our fellow dancers. Soon one arm was punched toward the floor and yanked into 

the air in a thrusting motion – one of the campers had begun doing the motions for the 

“lawnmower” and everyone followed suit. This trend continued until the end of the song. 

At an abrupt ending to one of the songs, I looked around and saw the young camper 
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outside the circle – she had apparently worn herself out and was taking a break. I decided 

to do the same. 

 I stood outside the circle pit for a moment and as the next song began, I wiped 

sweat from my forehead and face. I realized some of the moisture on my face wasn’t 

sweat. I had started crying and wasn’t quite sure why. I stood in place for a few more 

moments and realized that these campers had a space, an opportunity, and a means for 

aggressive expression. Many of the older volunteers, including myself, in that room had 

felt ostracized when they had attempted to “join the pit” during their youth. Other 

volunteers had not been ostracized, but had even forfeited this opportunity during their 

own adolescence due to safety concerns or unwelcoming fellow punks.  

This display of power and pure aggressive movements created a flow of emotions 

for me and, as I found out later in the day, many of the other volunteers as well. I had 

never been given the opportunity to display this in a safe space – I kept thinking of past 

experiences in a pit, where someone would take a movement the wrong way and one 

would become a target for aggression. Where the very presence of someone who was 

feminine presenting or woman identified would spark aggression to “subtly” remove 

them from the pit. Simultaneously, I remembered the moment I was kicked in the ankle 

by a drunk man at a show in a Knoxville dive bar – one of the final times I would attempt 

to join a mosh pit. 

 This circle pit was nothing like that. This was different. The aggression of the 

typical pit experience was replaced with my own sense of empowerment and rage at the 
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physical limitations that had been placed on my body. Additionally, the sight of many 

marginalized children and teenagers enacting a type of rage built upon this feeling of 

empowerment. The campers’ performances belonged to them and were likewise not 

aggression directed at others in the pit, but at their circumstance as young women and 

queer youth (the majority of who identified as Latinx or African American) in a 

misogynist, racially profiled culture. Their bodies and the volunteers’ bodies were 

completely in control in this safer space for expression. We owned our movements and 

we owned our bodies. There was no one there to tell us what was appropriate, proper, or 

“normal.” We made sure the bodies of our fellow dancers and audience members were 

respected and kept safe. 

The moment when a seven-year-old decides that you will, in fact, dance in a circle 

pit is a decision where you succumb to the will of a child. Most volunteers at rock camps 

have participated in mosh pits, circle pits, and full audience pogoing prior to this 

lunchtime band performance at Chicas Rockeras, but this was a completely different 

feeling. My own previous knowledge of dancing in contexts of different genres, notably 

punk and metal, provides knowledge of the physical movements that occur during these 

moments, and allows me to focus primarily (though not entirely) on the emotionality 

associated with the dance. However, there is still a process of learning that happens for 

these dances. 

I focus on my own experience in this circle pit for various reasons. First, this 

provides the reader with a first hand account and thick description of interactions with 
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other participants and emotions that emerged throughout the music/dance experience. 

Here, the dance is expressed through autoethnographic details to allow the reader access 

to my own embodiment of this situation and emotions felt after the experience. Second, 

this description allows me to ethically explore a body in motion prior to an analysis of 

musical embodiment and disembodiment. As a form of feminist reflexivity, I view it as 

highly unethical to speak or write about the bodies of other women, queer individuals, 

and people of color without their voices simultaneously present since my research 

explores sound and embodiment. The description is based in a space where the majority 

of people present are people of color, descriptions of only bodies are a neocolonialist 

method of reflection and insinuate that the author “lays claim” on those bodies. Third, I 

posit my argument of bodies in relation to music to “embodied knowledge,” and highlight 

the learned dances as well as the emotional knowledge behind their performances. 

This experience describes a specific occurrence during lunchtime at Chicas 

Rockeras Sureste Los Angeles in 2015. Most rock and roll camps associated with the 

Girls Rock Camp Alliance (and at Queer Rock Camp, Southern California) provide lunch 

entertainment for campers. Volunteers explain to the campers that the bands are there for 

enjoyment, but to respect the musicians who perform (e.g. volunteers stress that if 

campers wish to talk, they should do so quietly; that way, other campers may enjoy the 

music and the performers are respected). At most lunchtime performances that week, 

campers ate their lunch quietly. After they finished their meal, they would either sit 
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quietly or grab balloons and play closer to the walls (so that the campers listening could 

still see the performers). 

This lunchtime band experience allowed the campers to learn how to perform as 

audience members in a different type of setting. They had expressed varying degrees of 

interest in all the bands that performed before this final, Friday performance. However, 

this was the first day that they formed what the Comadres would refer to as “The Circle 

Pit of Friendship.” 

This particular circle pit highlighted a few points, addressed by Comadre Marin 

and volunteer Candace. The day before, these two volunteers had taught the campers how 

to dance to rock music (specifically, hardcore and punk music). During the description 

and enactment of the circle pit portion of this dance, Marin explained that part of the 

“circle pit of friendship” was that an older individual would lock arms with a younger 

individual. Both individuals would “look after each other” and be sure that everyone 

remained safe during a very fast and intense dance move. Further, both Candace and 

Marin then showed campers how they could break away from the circle pit and enter the 

middle of the circle to perform different dances (contingent upon the speed of the music 

and the feeling of each camper). These dances included moves such as the lawnmower, 

where one arm was held in a fist and the other arm mimicked the motion of pulling the 

chord of a push lawnmower, or the windmill, where both arms are swung in circles 

parallel to the body and each arm is opposite the other. 
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Candace and Marin’s dance instruction stemmed from their own participation in 

local music scenes for almost two decades. Both these rock camp volunteers performed 

as drummers for various hardcore punk bands and attended many shows in the Southern 

California region. The cross-generational transmission of dance instruction illustrates 

embodiment of cultural knowledge held by the volunteers and learned by the campers. 

Sally Ann Ness explains, “Body movement in dance may be understood as the 

embodiment of history, of existential givens, of social value systems, of symbolism, 

and/or thought per se” (S. A. A. Ness 2004, 124). Through instruction of dance moves 

that accentuated the type of music heard at the lunchtime band, the campers learned to 

simultaneously embody the body movement enacted at a punk show. 

The name “Circle Pit of Friendship” refers both to a historical cultural association 

of the dance style as well as a strategic cultural shift by rock camp volunteers. Marlen 

Ríos-Hernández writes about the cultural shift in Los Angeles based punk dancing. She 

interviews punk performer Alice Bag, who asserts that the East Los Angeles punk 

community was drastically different after many of the Orange County “beach punks” 

started attending shows. Alice connects the pogo style of dance with the inclusive 

community formed prior to the influx of outsider punks (most notably those who align 

with white supremacist or misogynist ideologies), and states that mosh pits and more 

aggressive dance styles emerged when predominantly white, heterosexual, cisgender men 

attended shows. Alice’s viewpoint of mosh pits as aggressive, heteronormative punk 
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dance spaces remains; punk communities continue to incorporate this type of embodied 

audience performance style. 

However, it is the volunteers’ intention to provide a space for campers to explore 

embodied knowledge in the form of punk dances and continue to exist in a safer space. 

Many of the volunteers have experiences where participation of these dance forms in a 

public space put them at risk. Chicas Rockeras volunteer and Orange County rock camp 

organizer Candace described one of her experiences in this type of space. She stated that 

around age fifteen, she had attended a show at local Orange County venue, where one of 

her favorite punk bands performed. Candace stated that the night this show happened, she 

managed to get on stage after her participation in an audience mosh pit at front of the 

stage. Unfortunately, one of the band members decided she was “not allowed” on stage. 

Rather than escorting her off stage or even pushing her into the crowd in stage dive 

fashion, the male identified punk performer punched Candace in the face and she toppled 

back into the crowd. Further, the venue’s manager did not intervene when this happened, 

but threw Candace out of the venue instead.31 Experiences such as this highlight the 

unwelcome feeling many women and queer individuals have in punk spaces – especially 

when their very presence is not valued.  

Rock campers at Chicas Rockeras and Orange County are introduced to punk 

dance with their value as a foundational element in both performance as well as language. 

                                                
31 Per Candace’s request, I have omitted both the name of the punk band as well as the 
name of the venue. This provides safety for Candace as well as animosity for those 
involved. 
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Volunteers’ instruction of dance to campers reinforces relational autonomy as well as the 

transmission of cross-generational knowledge. The name also represents a collective 

mentality, as the term “friendship” implies that campers treat each other as friends while 

in the pit. 

Embodied knowledge transcends into musical performances by rock campers. In 

Southern California rock camps, this is best illustrated at the showcase run-through 

(usually on Fridays after lunch) and end of the week showcases (usually held on 

Saturdays at a local venue or in a larger part of the rock camp site). Rock campers and 

volunteers engage in both participatory and presentational performances during these 

particular moments at rock camp. Thomas Turino describes these particular performances 

as follows: 

[Participatory performance] is a special type of artistic practice in which there are 
no artist-audience distinctions, only participants and potential participants 
performing different roles, and the primary goal is to involve the maximum 
number of people in some performance role. Presentational performance, in 
contrast refers to situations where one group of people, the artists, prepare and 
provide music for another group, the audience, who do not participate in making 
the music or dancing (Turino 2008, 26). 

 
Turino suggests that participation also includes dancing. However, this is a particularly 

vague moment of a definition, as he clearly separates performer from audience in 

presentational style performances. 

 At showcase run-throughs, campers are informed of the way they will be 

performing the next day. This usually involves one camper band ready to perform on 

stage, one camper band “on deck” (next to go on stage), and one camper band “in the 
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hole” (band after “on deck”). After one band performs their song, that band then filters 

back into the audience, and the rotation continues: in the hole → on deck → on stage. 

During the run-through, volunteers also ask the bands in the audience how they can be 

“good audience members” or “good friends to the bands on stage.” Typical responses 

heard at most camps are: “Dance to their songs,” “Wave your hands while they play,” or 

“Yell for them.” Further, campers are encouraged to practice these audience skills during 

showcase run-throughs. 

This provides campers with embodied knowledge on stage, in rotation, and as 

participatory audience members. Rock camps collectively contribute to the performance 

that would most likely be viewed as presentational. Sally Ann Ness also explains that 

embodied knowledge is not simply a single person experience. She discusses this with 

reference to her own understanding of dances learned in the Philippines. She states: 

These episodes of dancing produced radically different kinds of movement 
knowledge, about the self as an individual and as a partner, about stability and 
mobility in relation to balance. The skills developed in each case varied, their 
acquisition exposed different aspects of lived experience and personality. The 
embodiments themselves put the relationships developing on two different 
footings (S. A. Ness 1996, 136). 
 

Ness describes her own experience of dance in the Philippines relied on the interaction 

with her partner during these dances and with her instructor when she learned the dances. 

Correlations of this interaction to rock camps illustrate interactions of performers as both 

musicians and audience members. Ultimately, rock campers experience both 

presentational and participatory performances simultaneously. 
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 Further, rock campers embody both singular and collective experiences in 

performances. The interaction between bands and audience members (and further 

between members of each band) constitute a strong collective embodiment of rock and 

roll camp culture. Dances incorporated from the audience, or the enactments of being a 

good audience member as defined by rock campers, feeds the energy of each performer 

on stage. 

 The reactions of individual performers vary. Each camper reacts differently to 

performance, especially when one is front and center; this is contingent upon previous 

experience of campers to musical performance or their ability to remain in the spotlight 

for periods of time. For example, the Los Angeles rock camper, Natalie stated that she 

gets stage fright during performances. However, this seemed only to be an issue during 

her first year of rock camp, and when she had performed vocals for her band. After she 

had found the instrumental side of rock camp, she flourished. However, some campers 

are more likely to gravitate towards vocal performance. 

 



 
 

203 

 
Figure 4.3: Lauren performs vocals; photograph by ©Debi Del Grande; used with 

permission. 
 

 These two examples show one camper (Natalie in Figure 4.1) who is not quite 

comfortable with the role as vocalist in front of an audience (though Natalie expressed 

her enjoyment of her role as vocalist during instrument instruction and band practice). 

The other camper (Lauren in Figure 4.3) illustrates what happens when a camper is 

comfortable with both the spotlight of vocal performance as well as the sound 

reverberating from speakers and monitors on stage. 

 The physical responses between these two campers are drastically different and it 

is illustrated clearly through their body language. Natalie, who had already mentioned her 

stage fright that year, felt uncomfortable in front of such a large crowd and was unsure of 

her ability to scream into a microphone. Nonetheless, she was able to finish her 

performance and contribute to the rest of the show as a performing audience member. 

The other camper’s body language showed no visible signs of stage fright (though this 
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may or may not be the case, depending on that camper’s reaction to performance). She 

also finished her performance and contributed as a performing audience member for her 

fellow bands. 

 Both campers performed in, what I have defined and illustrated as an 

“empowerment circuit.” The reaction (or initiation of energy) of the audience, namely 

their fellow rock campers for the week, helped create and maintain the energy of the 

performance. Likewise, the reactions of the bands were received and redistributed 

through musical performance in a similar manner. The empowerment circuit is only 

successful in instances where the interaction between performer and audience is 

connected in an emotional way (though this does not necessarily produce explicit 

emotions). The bodies of individual performers on stage are connected as a band, the 

band is connected to the audience bodies, and the audience is made of individual bodies. 

At rock camp showcases, these connections are further integrated through the shared 

encouragement (or enactment of Bardcore). The empowerment circuit is based on 

ideologies associated with bodies and body politics. Additionally, this circuit holistically 

connects two groups of performers together through sound, visibility, and physical space. 

However, the empowerment circuit also connects musicians to the sound of their literal or 

figurative voice through a process of amplification. 

 Amplification at rock camps for girls may be understood in two ways: through a 

musical definition and a literary definition. Musically, amplification is the expansion of 

sound either acoustically or through electronic means. For example, a concert hall’s 
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architectural acoustics allow for sound to extend beyond the first rows and something as 

small as an f-hole on a violin allows for a larger sound than a solid bodied instrument of a 

similar size. Similarly, electronic microphones, amplifiers, and speakers provide larger 

sounds, but do not rely significantly on construction of spaces; rather, pick ups and 

wiring provide electronic instruments with sound expansion as long as a power outlet or 

generator is available. This type of amplification is highly prized by many campers, 

because the production of loud sounds is very alluring. 

 Literary amplification embellishes specific parts of a piece of literature. This 

method of writing generally engages in an idea or concept’s worthiness and highlights the 

importance of scenes or situations. For example, if one uses a phrase such as “I feel 

great,” it makes minimal impact. The phrase is amplified to “I feel great. I had a 

wonderful breakfast, traffic was minimal on the way to work, and I completed my tasks 

for the day.” This amplification gives meaning to the simplistic phrase. 

 I argue that amplification in a feminist context, specifically through rock and roll 

camps, is both musical and literary because the process for amplification is an expansion 

of the literal sound of camper voices as well as the expansion of self-worth and 

community connections. This is achieved through popular music education and the 

compositional process of popular music. 

Further, these amplified songs are not easily ignored in the music venues where 

campers perform. The amplification of camper voices, especially at the rock camp 

showcases, is loud. This way, families and friends who may not be a part of the 
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performing audience previously described cannot ignore the campers – even if they do 

not see the campers, they will most definitely hear the campers.  

Loud sounds, emblematic of many genres of popular music, are intentional 

because if the sounds cannot be ignored, then the listener must decipher meanings behind 

these “noises.” Don Ihde explains this in context between classical music and rock music 

amplification. He states, “More holistically I would say that rock and its relatives exert a 

call that orders either rejection or participation. It is too noisy to be ignored… The music 

in this sense demands a ‘conversation’” (Ihde 2007, 229). The assertion that the 

contemplation of sound is “too noisy to be ignored” and that there is an aspect of 

rejection or participation in this type of musical performance illustrates reactions at rock 

camp performances. If a family or friend of a camper finds the performances to be “too 

much,” many will listen to the band that their loved one is in and then step out of the 

facility. Nevertheless, many campers coax family members to stay put. 

The actual sounds, too noisy to be ignored, are agents of camper personal 

development and embodiment. Ihde explains that this type of reaction is due to the noise 

as an electronic creation (Ihde 2007, 230), but this is not reflective of the feminist 

embodiment illustrated in rock camp practices, instrument instruction, or showcase 

performances. A body creates the sound in some capacity – whether through singing or 

playing an instrument. The musical amplification process detaches the sound, although 

briefly, from the human body and creates the noise which Ihde refers. 



 
 

207 

However, the presentation of human bodies is still present on stage and visible to 

any member of the crowd who has the ability to see. Marlen Ríos-Hernández describes a 

moment in her analysis of Alice Bag’s performance where Bag’s microphone 

malfunctioned. The sound was absent, but the visual presence and Bag’s intense screams 

continued despite a lack of amplification (Ríos-Hernández 2017). The performer, in this 

instance, could still hear her own voice and feel the movement associated with vocal 

sound production. However, the amplified sound did not reach the audience’s ears for a 

brief moment, but continued to engage with the performer based on bodily performance 

and continued screams. 

In cases such as these, amplified sound (and the electronics connecting the 

sounds) acts as a conduit between musical performers and the audience. When electronic 

equipment works properly, the sound is both omnipresent and disembodied (Peters 2012). 

Sound manifests from the body, microphones or instrumental pick-ups detect these 

sounds, electrical chords transmit sounds, then the sound is amplified and sent to a 

loudspeaker. The sound is heard by both sets of performers (musical and audience). 

When the musical performer hears the sound, it creates an actual sonic loop. The 

performer can hear or feel the moments of both playing the music and hearing the 

amplified sound itself. For a rock camp music performer, the disembodied sound of their 

own voice and the voices of their band mates provides a foundation of sonic and personal 

power – they have practiced this music continuously for a week and can rely on their 

knowledge of what sounds are produced to complete their performance. 



 
 

208 

The sound circuits provide the sonic qualities associated with an empowerment 

circuit, but the sound is not the sole instigator of empowerment for rock camp 

performers. Performers rely on self-awareness, collective awareness, and the 

empowerment felt throughout both as a means to further feminist oriented causes. Below 

is the primary schematic of an empowerment circuits (or [em]power[ment] circuit). This 

illustrates how the sounds connect to both the individual, the collective, and how the 

sounds feed back to both in the form of human interaction and produce increased 

empowerment for both.  
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Figure 4.4: [Em]power[ment] Circuit. Concept and artwork by author. 

 

Rachel S. Burke and Judith Duncan examine the body politics of early childhood 

development in different countries and cultural significance of human interactions. They 

argue that dualisms of only mind and body are small factors of early education, and insist 

that bodies are connected to themselves as well as others in an expanded (or amplified) 

method of interaction. They state “…that what mediates between these three bodies are 

emotions. Whether public or private, individual or collective, emotions are imbued with 

cultural meaning, providing an important missing link between the mind and body, the 
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individual, social and body politic” (Burke 2015, 6). Much like the a/c input illustrated in 

my empowerment circuit, the emotional interaction between individuals is the power 

source that drives feminist oriented rock camp spaces – whether in the form of being a 

“good audience member,” “a good friend,” or “feeding off the energy of the crowd.” 

When these interactions continue to input emotions and empathy, a new type of power 

forms and marginalized people share space to [em]power their voices. 

Gendered(Musical(Instruments(and(Gendered(Identities(

Lyrical and instrumental content reflect the emotional embodiment highlighted 

through relational autonomous interactions and reinforces embodiment through the 

expression of one’s true authentic self.  In many cases, performances and incorporation of 

specific instruments reflect the restrictions on marginalized bodies – in many cases at 

these camps these are feminine, queer bodies, or the bodies of people of color. Ideas of 

body acceptance, either through the physical presentation and/or through gender 

performance surface as major themes throughout rock camp communities. Many of the 

campers encounter these issues in their daily lives. Many young people learn it is okay to 

question those who attempt to impose authority over other peoples’ bodies. 

 Queer Rock Camp band, the Broke Gentlemen incorporated the idea of 

unsolicited control of their bodies into their song, “Be Nice to Me.” Although the timbral 

aesthetic of their song sounds lighthearted, the young composers, who identify as either 

queer or allied youth, created a song that addressed this very topic. Specifically, the song 

highlights their experiences with oppressive interactions associated with administration 
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and peers. The song in its entirety addresses their interaction with individuals who seem 

to impose authority over not only their bodies, but also their mental, spiritual, and social 

wellbeing. 
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“Be Nice to Me” by the Broke Gentlemen 
(2015 Queer Rock Camp, Southern 
California) 
 
Please shut up 
You’re driving me crazy 
With all the bullshit you say 
You don’t think I’m pretty 
Well I’m not for you 
So fuck you anyway 
 
You’ve got a lot of opinions 
Well so do I 
But my aren’t the literal worst 
Before you open your mouth 
And you tear me apart 
Think of the things you say first 
 
Sometimes I wanna crawl out of my skin 
And make my new home in the trees 
Want to live in a world 
Where I sleep in the branches 
Make friends with the birds and the bees 
Be nice to me. 
 
Get that stick out of your ass 
And while you’re at it 
Get your head out of the past 
Be nice to me. 
This world ain’t just for you 
All the rest of us, have to live here too 
Be nice to me (be nice to me) 
Be nice to me. 
 
(Faster tempo) 
Stay in your lane, son. 
Don’t tell me to measure my shorts (I 
HAVE A NICE BUTT) 
It’s none of your business, anyway. 
Look in the mirror, and examine your 
motives. 
Before you try to judge me. 

Sometimes I wanna crawl out of my skin 
And make my new home in the tress 
Want to live in a world 
Where I sleep in the branches 
Make friends with the birds and the bees 
Be nice to me. 
 
(Keyboardist starts to beatbox; Fiona’s 
spoken word) 
Okay, so your shirt says you hate the world 
How deep and poetic of you 
Let me get this straight… 
Did you put that shirt on this morning, 
With the goal to suck all of the happiness 
out of the room in mind? 
Because that’s what you’re doing 
You hate the world and everyone in it? 
And you’re mad so you’re going to 
categorize 
All people into one group of bodies 
So you can judge 
Your negativity is stifling all the good 
feelings in the people around you 
I know you feel like you need to tell me 
how to live my life 
Because [it’s] interesting enough to hold 
your attention 
But don’t project your problems onto me. 
 
Get that stick out of your ass 
And while you’re at it 
Get your head out of the past 
Be nice to me. 
This world ain’t just for you 
All the rest of us, have to live here too 
Be nice to me (be nice to me) 
Be nice to me. 
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 The four young members of The Broke Gentlemen identify as queer or allies who 

share an experience of struggling against external limitations applied to their bodies. Due 

to these experiences, they chose to retaliate through creative expression. Later, in a 

conversation with Fiona about her pointedly sarcastic aside, she indicated that her spoken 

word section that was layered onto beatbox sounds produced by the keyboardist, was 

directed at other students at her school, who think they are very cool yet are actually 

condescending when they interact with her. As the conversation unfolded, it became 

apparent to me that Fiona’s problem was with a specific person, whom she did not name, 

and it related directly to her self-identification as bisexual. The lyrics were inspired 

directly from her classmate’s sanctimonious attitude, queer-phobia, their need to “judge,” 

and their “need to tell me how to live my life / Because [it’s] interesting enough to hold 

your attention.” The looseness of the message in Fiona’s section reveals her inability to 

label the problem at hand. It also highlights Fiona’s lack of access to discourses that 

describe her situation and her resultant subjectivity as a young queer person. This is by no 

means a critique of Fiona’s self-expression. Her reaction illustrates her personal 

development to address, analyze, and react to situations where she feels threatened 

emotionally and psychologically. The creative interpretation of her situation, through 

spoken word, allows her to explore her own emotions and react in a way that alleviates 

the stress associated with her feelings. 

 Many of the campers at rock camps for queer youth have had similar experiences 

to Fiona. However, the severity of this experience is contingent on many factors 
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associated with an individual’s own personal identity, their corporeality in comparison to 

a heteronormative social structure, and their environments. Anthony R. D’Augelli states  

The amplified social vulnerability to victimization of lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
youths results from the distinctive character of their adolescent years. The 
physiological, psychological, and social changes related to pubertal development 
are difficult for many adolescents, but lesbian, gay, and bisexual youths face even 
more difficult challenges in developing a positive sexual identity in proximal 
(parents, family, peers, teachers) and distal (neighborhood, community) 
environments that are generally conditioned by heterosexist assumptions 
(D’Augelli 2012, 189). 
 

The social vulnerability and victimization examined by D’Augelli transcends beyond 

verbal confrontations. In many cases, queer youth are at risk for physical confrontations 

and commentary specifically about their physical presentation. For youth associated with 

the Center (Long Beach, California’s LGBTQ+ center), they find a place where their 

identities and gender presentations are accepted. This is not to say that a space is 

completely safe. However, there is almost no way a space can be completely void of 

issues associated with heteropatriarchal social interactions and symbolism. 

 Even amongst a group predominantly of queer individuals and allies, issues may 

arise. Rock campers at all Southern California rock camps are encouraged to address and 

discussion arguments and/or disagreements. Like many of the activities at rock camps, 

volunteers step back and allow for campers to hold space and maintain control over their 

bands and creative expression. Unfortunately, the Broke Gentlemen had experienced this 

type of interpersonal communication problem; during the first day of rock camp, the 

electric guitarist decided not to continue with camp for the week. 
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 The band’s presentation at the end of the week went smoothly. They finished their 

song, with a new band member who joined camp after the first day. The members had 

also agreed to genuinely thank the electric guitarist for their contribution to the song. 

Although their instrumental voice was not heard that day, their input to the song was 

present. 

 Assignments of instrumentation at the beginning of each rock camp week depend 

on the interest of campers. The Broke Gentlemen’s guitarist departure, although sad for 

many reasons, is not abnormal to band formations in rock and roll camps for girls and 

queer youth. Before the guitarist’s departure, the Broke Gentlemen did not have a 

drummer. After the guitarist left, the new member of their band chose drums. Rock 

camps commonly vary in instrumentation between bands. My argument focuses less on 

the absence or presence of instruments and instead highlights the gender codification of 

these instruments in the hands of girls, young women, and queer youth. 

The absence of a guitarist in a band for queer and allied identified youth poses a 

question of necessity for instrumentation. The importance of the electric guitar in rock 

music has been studied and examined for the past three decades, and remains an aural as 

well as a visual icon for rock music culture. The electric guitar’s gendered framework is 

viewed through a cisgender, masculine lens. Many of the ways popular music scholars 

address female performers, and less likely queer bodied guitarists, are through lists or 

anomalies to the performance practices of this instrument. Steve Waksman (1999) 

connects the electric guitar to the technophallus and explains that the public view of the 
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electric guitar remains rooted in white, cisgender male music making. Waksman briefly 

presents Jennifer Batten as an example of gendered guitar performance practice, but does 

not spend a significant time exploring the position of female guitarists. Likewise, Robert 

Walser makes the argument that the “...language and traditions of heavy metal have been 

developed by and are still dominated by men” (Walser 1993, 110). Like Waksman’s 

comments about Jennifer Batten, Walser also goes on to address the feminine guitar 

performance, but only in connection with the idea that male guitarists who perform 

femininity are androgynous. While these scholars present very effective views of music 

and masculinity, the sheer absence of a counter argument, or differing gender, is very 

disconcerting.  

Popular music scholarship about the guitar illustrates the deconstruction of gender 

codification of instruments. For rock camps, gender is an aspect of human identity and 

organizers seek to deconstruct these associations with inanimate objects such as musical 

instruments. In the case of The Broke Gentlemen’s situation, viewed through a lens of 

white, cisgendered, and typically heteronormative masculinity as the core component of 

the electric guitar, it is only reasonable that there would be no guitar present. The electric 

guitar’s use in a rock band at Queer Rock Camp, if viewed solely through the lens of 

cornerstone scholarship above, would feel out of place. In most bands at rock and roll 

camps for girls and queer youth, the electric guitar does not provide a power centric icon 

of genitalia – it is a source of patriarchal power and the established girls’ and queer youth 
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rock camps seek to remove the codification of that power through instrumentation and 

through musical performance in general.  

The two descriptions within this section of musical performances rely 

significantly on the electric guitar. This is not the only electric popular music instrument, 

but it is the popular musical instrument that is most widely theorized in context to gender. 

My primary concern with the previous notions of gendered performance on the guitar and 

its symbolism within popular music theory is the lack of feminine and/or queer 

experience incorporated into the discussions throughout both the Waksman and Walser 

discussions of electric guitar as both phallic symbol and as masculine power. It was 

disheartening for me to read Waksman’s outstanding analysis of the electric guitar 

centered on gender and ethnicity, and realize that Sister Rosetta Tharpe is nowhere within 

the pages of this work. Feminist scholars have addressed these issues, not by blatantly 

“calling out” Waksman for the omission, but to clarify the imperative nature of 

femininity, masculinity, and queerness in relation to the electric guitar. 

Monique Bourdage (2010) argues that masculine centered ideas associated with 

the electric guitar stem from a connection with technology, and through technological 

advances post World War II with ex-military (predominately men) hobbies when soldiers 

returned from war. Prior to the end of the war, women embraced their roles as mechanics, 

electricians, and other technologically derived professions in the years leading up to the 

end of World War II (2010, 2–3). Furthermore, she states, 

Nevertheless, the fact that men designed the electric guitar remains too simple an 
explanation for men’s continued dominance over the instrument. The real barriers 
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preventing female electric guitarists from gaining recognition as credible 
musicians are the same barriers women face when entering other professions. 
These barriers include the underlying assumption that women are inferior to men, 
the tendency to link powerful technologies to masculinity, and the subsequent 
tendency to treat women as amateurs in technological fields regardless of their 
training and talent (2010, 12). 
 

In this analysis, the masculine iconicity of the electric guitar runs deeper than the 

performative arguments many scholars have addressed in the past three decades. As 

performativity and technological advances are intertwined through much of popular 

music, Bourdage’s argument presents a cultural codification that associates power with 

dominance produced by the gendered association with the guitar. 

 My argument within the context of the electric guitar is that a sole phallic symbol 

analysis of the musical instrument presents serious issues with application of this 

instrument onto a female-identified or queer-identified person – specifically at rock 

camps as the instrument is used by young children and teenagers. If one analyzes the 

instrument with regards to genitals rather than the actual cultural codes that are present, 

the symbol becomes intertwined with sexual identification with which many of the 

campers have not yet been exposed. Additionally, the forced application of sexual 

identity on a child negates general accepted feminist notions, with regards to sexism and 

ageism, in that children have the right to decide their own sexual identification at 

whatever age they choose. To look at this argument within a cultural perspective, the 

electric guitar as a symbol is patriarchal – not solely phallic – and the source of this 

symbolism remains an issue of who holds power within social constructions. 
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In contemporary Western culture, the enforcement of the heteronormative binary 

continues to be the constructed acceptable identity, although many strides are taken daily 

to disassemble this ideology. Specific instruments continue to be linked to a gendered 

body. As Ellen Koskoff explains, 

…it appears that the instruments and sounds associated with men and with 
masculinity (however defined) are frequently linked to economic, ritual, and 
sexual power. Such instruments are often used by men to limit, control, or coerce 
women [and/or other genders] (or to heighten their own sexuality, as in rock 
performances). For men, this constellation of music and power may take an 
extreme form… or the form of a simple lack of access, as when a young girl, for 
example is discouraged from performing on a trombone or drum (Koskoff and 
Cusick 2014, 129; other genders has been added to remain inclusive). 

 
Koskoff’s comment reinforces the idea that an electric guitar is not a technophallus, but 

rather a form of control for (predominantly cisgender) men. She also explains that other 

instruments (popular music instruments and Western classical music) also harbor specific 

gendered stereotypes or connotations due to the accessibility of which heteronormative-

gender identified person (woman or man) had in the past.32 For instrumentation 

incorporated into most rock camps (vocals, keyboards, bass guitar, electric guitar, drum 

kit), these connotations are not avoided. Organizers and volunteers acknowledge the 

gendered associations with instruments, but instruct the campers that they have the ability 

to perform music with the instruments. For this reason, rock camps dismantle normative 

                                                
32 According to scholarship by Ellen Koskoff (2014), Leslie Gay, Jr. (1998), Steve 
Waksman (1999), and Robert Walser (1993), popular music instruments used at rock 
camps are gendered in the following ways: electric guitar as masculine, vocals as 
feminine, keyboards as feminine, electric bass as feminine, and drum kit as masculine. 
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gendered instrumentation and view these performances as sources of power to reinforce 

identities affirmed by campers. 

Raising(Cyborgs(in(the(Summer(

 Integration of external objects to an activity or process can create new identity 

formations or enhance established identities. Typically referred to as prostheses, external 

objects provide meaning for a user, whether it is for function or accessory. In the case of 

popular musical instruments, prosthetic objects may also apply new or enhanced cultural 

meanings for users. The primary question, here, is whether the external object essential 

becomes part of the human body and results in a cyborg-based identity.  

 Any object used as an addition to the corporeal body is viewed as a prosthetic. 

This ranges from functional objects, such as eyewear, or other forms of culturally 

significant prostheses, such as designer clothing. These prostheses do not detract from a 

body, but rather add meaning to it. Elizabeth Grosz explains, 

In its etymological sense, a prosthesis “adds to,” is supplementary of, an already 
existing and functional body. But prostheses may also be regarded, not as a 
confirmation of a pregiven range of possible actions, but as an opening up of 
actions that may not have been possible before, the creation of new bodily 
behaviors, qualities, or abilities rather than the replacement of or substitute for 
missing or impaired organs. Rather than understanding prosthetic incorporation as 
the completion or finalization of an existing body image and the body’s associated 
and expected practices, that is, instead of regarding the prosthetic as the corporeal 
completion of a plan already given, an ideal or norm, it can be understood in 
terms of the unexpected and unplanned-for emergence of new properties and 
abilities (Grosz 2005, 147–48). 

 
Grosz’s argument highlights how enhancements for various “behaviors, qualities, or 

abilities” occur with the use of prostheses. Her argument also explains that these 
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prostheses do not necessitate a positive or negative personal imaginative, but rather 

reinforces the purpose for which the person uses the relative prosthesis. This particular 

argument provides a foundational argument for gendered instrumentation. With 

instrumentation such as an electric guitar, there is a predetermined range of possible 

actions (that transcends from techniques such as “proficient” performances to setting the 

guitar ablaze Hendrix-style). I argue that the prostheses that Grosz suggests must have a 

determined functionality to them; e.g., musical instruments have purposes similar to the 

way eyewear has the purpose of sight and/or fashion. 

 The user must also acknowledge the predetermined function of prostheses and the 

outcome of a prosthesis’s use must have purpose for that person. Tia DeNora argues,  

Through the creation and use of such technologies [prostheses], actors (bodies) 
are enabled and empowered, their capacities are enhanced. With such 
technologies, actors can do things that cannot be done independently; they are 
capacitated in and through their ability to appropriate what such technologies 
afford (DeNora 2000, 103). 

 
Both arguments seem extremely similar. However, Grosz’s explanation gives precedence 

to the prosthesis and suggests that the behaviors are changed primarily due to the use of a 

prosthetic object, where DeNora argues that the prosthesis is central to the actor’s 

body/empowerment. 

For rock camps, the purpose of instrumentation is to empower young people who 

wish to explore their own abilities and encourage them to use these feelings of power in 

their daily lives where these prostheses may not appear. If the prosthetic is given 

precedence over the body of the performer, then the gendered connotations associated 
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with respective instruments maintains more weight than necessary. For example, the 

technophallic associations of the guitar outweigh the performer’s identity, and instill a 

masculinized gender on that person whether they wish this or not. 

In the case of feminine identified performers, this reinforces the Freudian 

Madonna-whore binary and positions the performer to embody the guitar through 

masculine presentation or disassociate with the connotations of the guitar completely and 

perform as a feminine body separate from the prosthesis. Carrie Brownstein, guitarist for 

Sleater-Kinney and former board member/organizer of Rock and Roll Camp for Girls 

(Portland), discusses this idea in her memoir. 

Mostly, I didn’t want to be a girl with a guitar. “Girl” felt like an identifier that 
viewers, especially male ones, saw as a territory upon which an electric guitar was 
a tourist, an interloper. I wanted the guitar to be an appendage—an extension 
even—of a body that was made more powerful by my yielding of it (Brownstein 
2015, 101). 

 
This is further complicated with queer identified performers. The argument of gendered 

instrumentation integrated with corporeality may reinforce the identity of a queer 

individual; for example, if a transgender camper wishes to present themself as masculine, 

this may provide them with a prosthetic that provides that cultural connotation. However, 

the same camper may or may not find the same masculine empowerment through other, 

more “feminized” instrumentation. To reiterate, the gendered and cultural associations of 

specific instruments are not incorporated into rock camps in the same way they are 

viewed by mainstream media (or even previous academic scholarship). Inclusion of such 

prostheses is specifically incorporated to allow young people to feel powerful or 
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confident and develop new, and sometimes individualistic, ideas associated with musical 

instruments. 

 Campers may find inspiration through their own individual performances of 

specific instruments or gear such as microphones. The previous examples describing 

Natalie’s experience, both as a vocalist and as a bassist, illustrate how instruments 

influence people’s performativity or reactions differently through corporeality. Natalie 

overcame her shyness, but still performed in front of an audience. Her body language as a 

bassist was more relaxed than her body language as a vocalist. While both instances 

produce a voice, the actual production of sound is different and requires a different 

physicality and set of movements. 

 Affect associated with the witnessing of this reaction also influences the power 

felt as a collective identity at rock camps. An empowerment circuit is created when a 

camper finds this type of power and embraces their prostheses. For this reason, the 

camper’s power flows through their own person and connects them to their band mates 

and the audience. They are both human and machine simultaneously. 

 Donna Haraway examines a disintegration of binarisms associated with 

animal/human, animal-human (organism)/machine, and physical/non-physical in her 

work. These overlapping “binarisms” create what she refers to as a cyborg. For Haraway, 

cyborgs emerge from feminist desire to move past what she refers to as 

“phallogocentrism” or dominant, white, cisgender male culture. The creation of a cyborg 

is more than the combination of human and machine or the physical and non-physical. 
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Haraway’s argument reiterates a need for gender fluidity – away from the gender binary 

structure held for so long in Western culture. She states, 

Writing is preeminently the technology of the cyborgs, etched surfaces of the late 
twentieth century. Cyborg politics is the struggle for language and the struggle 
against perfect communication, against the one code that translates all meaning 
perfectly, the central dogma of phallogocentrism. That is why cyborg politics 
insist on noise and advocate pollution, rejoicing in the illegitimate fusions of 
animal and machine. These are the couplings which make Man and Woman so 
problematic, subverting the structure of desire, the force imagined to generate 
language and gender, and so subverting the structure and modes of reproduction 
of ‘Western’ identity, of nature and culture, of mirror and eye, slave and master, 
body and mind (Haraway 1991, 312). 

 
At rock camps, Haraway’s cybernetic technologies form self-realized identities for 

campers. Campers embody a technological physical identity (through use of musical 

instruments) and write their own music, which illustrates the type of methods to 

dismantle the structured binary and poses the performer as a cyborg. 

 Cybernetic embodiment is not new to current younger generations. I argue that 

many campers use musical instruments as prostheses because they are already raised as 

cyborgs intertwined into technological culture. Many young campers already have access 

to Internet capable cellphones and are integrated as a unit into social media. When 

campers attend band practices, they collectively create “group agreements” as a means to 

maintain their own order. One of the most consistent agreements for each band – limited 

to no cellphone usage during band practice. The reason for this agreement is so that band 

members maintain concentration on the task of collaboration through song lyrics and 

music. Campers focus on interaction between their fellow band members and their 

creative process. 
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 Campers’ concurrent cyborg identities do not disappear with the exclusion of 

certain technological devices. Campers’ connection to others via Internet continues to 

exist even when they focus on their current endeavors and while they embrace their 

identities at that precise moment. Furthermore, this reinforces the undoing of dualistic 

views of identity through the inclusion of emotions as a factor in the youth’s cybernetic 

existence. Each camper is not only simultaneously human and machine; these factors are 

connected through the emotions felt by campers during social interaction. Don Ihde refers 

to these simultaneous experiences as bodies one, two, and three. Body one refers to 

corporeality, perception, and emotions of the body. This highlights the interaction 

between the physical and non-physical aspects of a cyborg. Body two is culturally 

constructed experiences, and would integrate the connotations or absence of symbolism 

for the musical instruments. Body three is the actual interaction with technology (Ihde 

2002, ix). 

 Campers experience these three body forms simultaneously, and this reinforces 

their cyborg identities. Body one represents their perception, understanding, and feelings 

toward social interaction and cultural engagement. Body two constitutes their new (or 

refamiliarized) knowledge of cultural codes within their public/private space. Finally, 

body three becomes the basis for a newly formed (or again, refamiliarized for returning 

campers) cyborg identity. Through the musical composition and performance process at 

rock and roll camps for girls and queer youth, campers embrace their own cyborg 

identities through a circuitry within a community of feminists.
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Chapter(5,(Conclusion:(Rock(Camp(Blues(

Rock(Camp(Blues(and(the(“Real(World”(

 It took approximately one to two weeks for the feeling to start. I don’t even 

remember exactly what day the feeling intensified. I just woke up one morning and 

something was missing. Fellow volunteers had warned me about this – rock camp blues 

had officially begun. How do people deal with this level of sadness? I wondered, “Is this 

how campers feel every summer?” High fives, camp buddies, positive interactions all 

around me, someone asking if I drank water that day… and then… nothing. 

This term, “rock camp blues,” is a colloquialism used by most GRCA affiliated 

rock and roll camps. Organizers and volunteers generally use this term more frequently 

than campers. This term stems from a consistent motif in early twentieth century blues 

music: an intense sadness or despair arising from the existential melancholy of 

oppression without end. I have asked many organizers about the term’s origins, but no 

one seems to know who coined it or when the term surfaced in rock camp cultural 

speech. Whoever first used it chose the most accurate description of the emotional 

transition from rock camp culture back to the “real world.” 

Rock camp blues emerge primarily from the sudden disappearance of an 

environment created through intentionality, relational autonomy, an exploration of one’s 

own personal emotional state, and shared feminist values. This environment literally 

affects many individuals in positive ways. Campers experience includes program 
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activities, reveling in the feminist “vibe” of the space, and the practice of conflict 

resolution through musical collaboration. Some campers (like Wren) associate this space 

with adults who actually listen to them. Additionally, adult organizers and volunteers 

witness camper transformations and gain a sense of hope for the future, but also learn that 

their own personal growth and strength in the face of adversity is possible. For rock 

camps, this experience acts as an emotional process, a structure of feelings as coined by 

Raymond Williams that may change how campers view their own self-worth. This is 

illustrated by camper reactions to the creative process of collectively writing a song, and 

proves that a personal identity can be shaped by a collective mentality.  

I do not suggest that rock camp is an alternative to the “real world.” That would 

insinuate that the two are mutually exclusive. I also do no suggest that this space is a 

complete utopia, because that implies a sense of permanence. However, I do argue that 

rock camps act as oases for marginalized individuals. The sudden shift into a feeling of 

sorrow or despair highlights the importance of rock camp as a feminist-oriented space for 

these individuals, where they can experience achievement and connect feelings of 

confidence and community to their daily lives in the “real world.” 

Time restrictions for the creative processes that occur at rock camp create a sense 

of urgency. Rock camp’s temporality, for generally one week, force participants to 

experience personal development and community engagement in a very short period of 

time. Affect theory enables us to see that campers do not know what they are capable of 

until they are put under this type of stress. Seigworth and Gregg explain that the capacity 
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of a body is not defined until influenced by self and others, and they argue that this sense 

of urgency can become political. They state, “This is the unceasing challenge presented 

by Spinoza’s “not yet,” conveying a sense of urgency that transforms the matter and 

matterings of affect into an ethical, aesthetic, and political task all at once” (2010, 3). 

Campers experience an intense week, and volunteers ask a lot from them. Likewise, 

volunteers also place themselves in positions where they must complete various tasks in 

an urgent matter. Creative processes happen, but not without emotionality and reactions 

to these stressors. Emotions run very high at rock camps, but that is entirely the point. 

Campers do not necessarily emerge from rock camp proficient in their respective 

instruments, although this sometimes does happen. The main “product” of rock camp is 

to prove to the campers that they have the ability to address and renegotiate dominant 

perspectives of heterosexism, homophobia, and racism with the right circumstances and 

the support of others. This is also true for volunteers and board members during the 

organizational process. Where the campers have one week of intense creative process, the 

organizers have an entire year of preparation. This is the primary reason why the 

showcase is more than just a musical event. This is a musical performance as well as a 

performance in dedication, hard work, and the enactment of bravery. 

I cannot adequately convey the overwhelming positivity that develops in one 

week at these camps.33 Individuals use the workshop-generated emotions as fuel to 

                                                
33 The term positivity, as used in rock camp cultural speech, expresses the feelings and 
emotions associated with the achievement of a very demanding task and attainment of 
personal and collective empowerment. Typically, campers and volunteers express that 
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achieve goals within an intergenerational feminist community. These goals could be to 

finish a song, learn a new instrument, make friends, or simply have fun. However, the 

collective feeling that occurs when multiple people have interact for a common goal 

contributes to the intentional environment created by rock camps working as a collective 

group. This develops further when the network of rock camps, such as the Southern 

California region, work together to make their own communities and neighboring other 

communities better. 

Focusing on the development or improvement of local communities is strenuous 

and difficult work. However, the idea of positivity resonates within rock camp 

communities, because there is a feeling of hope that these spaces may become more 

permanent and visible in contemporary (and future) society. These temporal spaces exist 

as oases of positive affect. This is not to say that positivity is inherently and continuously 

a “happy” place or time. Sara Ahmed addresses the concept of happiness as not a moment 

of fortune or reward, but rather something that just happens to you, and refers to it as the 

“hap” in “happiness.” She further asserts that happiness and positive affects cannot exist 

without difficulty (Ahmed 2010a, 30). Positive emotional responses at rock and roll 

camps happen, because campers and volunteers have felt or experienced both positivity 

and difficulty during the week. 

Positivity is generated in the form of collective belonging and equitable 

empowerment. Lyrical content from each rock camp theme song in Southern California 
                                                                                                                                            
they are “happy,” “relieved,” or “pumped up” before, during, and after a showcase. 
Volunteers have even vaguely described the experience as “emotional.” 



 
 

230 

reiterates the collective experience of both positive affect and difficulty. The Los Angeles 

rock camp proclaim, “We are sisters in a band, making changes, take a stand…” while 

the Orange County rock camp asserts “We know it is not just us, we fight for social 

justice.” Chicas Rockeras assert “Si se puede, con chicas a tu lado (yes [we] can, with 

chicas by your side)” Girls Rock Santa Barbara expresses that they “[rock] out together 

with my besties and my llamas,” and Queer Rock Camp welcomes campers to a “magical 

land,” where they can “take [each other’s] hand.” The sentiment of these lyrics affirms 

the ability to make social changes and provide support when needed. Rather than 

focusing primarily on the difficulty, rock camp organizers and volunteers foster an 

environment of positivity.34 

Rock camp blues suggest an extreme difference between the ephemeral space of 

the rock camp and the daily oppressions of a not-yet-feminist world. The experience of 

intense positivity creates an atmosphere that is contagious and lingers for a time after 

rock camp ends. Immediately after the week, volunteers state they go through a period of 

“rock camp brain.” This euphemism describes the moments right after rock camp, when 

intense positivity is still fresh and a camper or a volunteer feels they can achieve 

anything. This may or may not be a good thing, contingent on the situation. It is the 

moment when one realizes that they are capable of achievements. However, when rock 

                                                
34 This idea is shared throughout the GRCA and other non-profit rock camps. At the 
North Carolina Ladies Rock Retreat, the phrase of affirmation and positivity was “Yes, 
and…” Affirmations such as this imply an interaction with another person, affirmation of 
ideas, and collaboration toward a new formation of affect. 
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camp attendees have no built-in support system in their daily lives, such as rock camp, 

then the blues follow. 

Emotions associated with both the intensely high and low moments during and 

after rock camp help keep these organizations running. It is not uncommon for campers 

and volunteers to participate multiple summers in a row. In many cases, volunteers who 

have the time also participate in more than one rock camp during the summer – 

reinforcing the connections between rock camps in Southern California. 

Feminism(in(the(Era(of(45(

 Rock camps are highly positive environments, but also depend on the presence of 

negative emotions to foster a feminist social justice movement. Rock camp blues are 

essential to the experience of this organization: they offer evidence that participants learn 

how a strong collective bond allows for positive change. Campers and volunteers find 

methods of interaction and communication between their peers after the final showcases, 

as both a way to remain connected to rock camp and maintain a support system during 

less positive moments. Additionally, campers and volunteers incorporate what they learn 

from rock camp, both musical education and social education, into their daily lives. 

 Rock camps affiliated with the GRCA have continued to function because they 

acknowledge that emotions are different for everyone. People can feel multiple things at 

once, and this fosters both individual and collective empowerment. Contemporary affect 

theory reflects this notion, addresses particular words associated with certain emotions. 

These emotions are foundational for the shifts in structures of feeling in local 
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communities, national experiences, and international relationships. Therefore, it is 

imperative to experience something that is negative or neutral as a reference point to 

experience positive affects (Ahmed 2010a, 2010b; Gregg and Seigworth 2010). For rock 

camps, this exists as the stress campers and volunteers feel in the sequence of events 

leading to the final showcase. 

 This reference point of negative and/or neutral affective experiences is, again, not 

necessarily a precursor to positive happenings. These experiences may happen 

simultaneously. Although rock camps reinforce an “I can do it!” or “Yes, and…” 

mentality and the after effects known as “rock camp brain,” the negative and/or neutral 

experiences also play part in a sense of ability and accomplishment. The purpose for 

these feelings to manifest is new affective formations. 

 In many cases, this simultaneity of positive, negative, and/or neutral affects are 

acted out through collective engagement and community involvement. In the current 

political climate – Year 1 of the Trump administration – many rock camp volunteers find 

collective engagement through other social justice organizations, fundraisers for political 

causes, and public protests. The week following the 2016 election featured a stream of 

public protests, and my social media newsfeeds were filled with rock camp volunteers 

and campers attending them. The inauguration of the 45th president of the United States 

was met with a similar reaction. The day after inauguration, streets in many different 

cities around the world were flooded with protestors for the International Women’s 

March. Rock camp volunteers met at these locations to march together in solidarity. 
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General marches and strikes have continued to surface in social media newsfeeds of rock 

camp volunteers not only for women’s rights, but also for immigrant rights, Native 

American rights, the Black Lives Matter Movement, LGBTQ+ rights, and other 

marginalized individuals whose voices are stifled under the weight of oppression. 

 
Figure 5.1: International Women’s March, January 22, 2017. Photo by author. 
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Figure 5.2: Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles volunteers at the International 
Women’s March, January 22, 2017. Photo used with permission by Becky Gebhardt. 

 
 Active participation in political movements such as these illustrate how both 

positive and negative affects produce a desire for social change. Politicians in the United 

States continue to back bills and laws that infringe on the rights, personhoods, and dignity 

of marginalized people. Those associated with social justice organizations continue to 

fight back. For many rock camp participants, such attacks on their minds, bodies, and 

lives constitute a deepened negative affect. The overt acts of oppression and prejudice, 

notably physically violent encounters due to a person’s identity, that occurred after the 

presidential election and inauguration became increasingly noticeable to individuals who 
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hold privilege. (Though these were already occurring acts in the lives of marginalized 

people). These acts are a consistent reminder that pain and suffering for marginalized 

people are a historical, contemporary, and continuous problem. Whether people choose to 

acknowledge this fact – overt acts of oppression that affect individuals without privilege 

has always been present. This is a deepened negative affect and marginalized voices 

refuse to remain silent, despite efforts to silence them. However, involvement in rock 

camps during the summer and the participation in public displays of protest provide 

individuals a sense of community and connection, which simultaneously constitutes a 

positive affect and reinforces Sara Ahmed’s assertion that positive affections only exist 

with difficulty. 

 This continued rock camp experience relies heavily on staying connected. For 

rock camp youth, this may be in the form of starting a band after camp is over. Rock n’ 

Roll Camp for Girls, Orange County hosts a monthly “Grrrls to the Front” fundraiser 

benefit at the Orange County LGBTQ center in Santa Ana. Campers who have formed 

bands outside of rock camp are frequently on the bill. Adult volunteers generally 

participate as volunteers or as campers in Ladies’ or Adult Rock Camps. These adult rock 

camp weekends are a benefit for the respective rock camps, and this gives adults a chance 

to experience what it feels like to be a camper. Many adult volunteers also form bands as 

a result of this experience. 

 Staying connected comes in non-musical forms as well. Rock camp organizers 

continue to fundraise and table throughout the year to gain interest in the summer 
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program. Public performances of rock camp bands, movie screenings, and tabling at 

public community events are just some ways volunteers and campers can stay connected. 

Organizers sometimes ask volunteers to participate in many of these events, which 

maintains connection and fosters community. 

 Social media maintains and sustains these communities in essential ways. 

Volunteers and campers bask in the short time rock camp happens, but feel that rock 

camp should be year round. Southern California rock camps (and most rock camps 

worldwide) have their own website and/or social media page. Southern California rock 

camps also typically have a volunteer-only page so that connections between adults are 

maintained and rock camps can directly connect with them for upcoming community 

events. These volunteer pages (usually through Facebook) are private for volunteers, but 

rock camp organizers maintain a second page for campers to interact with their band 

coaches, counselors, instructors, and organizing board members. 

 The desire to remain connected with other rock campers or volunteers is 

especially strong for people do not live in the area where rock camp is held. I met a few 

individuals who lived in the Inland Empire region of California at different rock camps in 

Southern California. The Inland Empire is a giant region; many locals refer to this region 

as “anything east of Los Angeles is the IE.” Some youth from the Inland Empire who 

attended the Orange County rock camp traveled almost two hours every morning to 

attend, and the Los Angeles rock camp found transportation for youth from South Los 

Angeles. Since those living in the Inland Empire were traveling a great distance to 
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participate, they had to maintain ties to others online.35 However, a group of individuals 

have connected to organize a rock camp for youth in the Inland Empire who may not 

have access to rock camps that far away.  

 The network of rock camps was the direct result of different needs in local 

communities. Many organizers in the Southern California region first volunteered for the 

Portland camp, and that inspired them to create similar programs in their own 

communities. Other times, volunteers at the established Southern California camps would 

acknowledge that these programs were inaccessible to the youth of their area. No matter 

the reason, these camps aim to hold space for marginalized individuals who seek social 

change. 

                                                
35 For further information about musical cultures online, see: (Alexander 2011; Cooley, 
Meizel, and Syed 2008; Lysloff 2003a, 2003b; Lysloff and Gay 2003). 
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Glossary(–(List(of(Interlocutors(and(Respective(Local(Rock(Camps(
 

Girls Rock Camp Alliance Affiliated 
 
Chicas Rockeras Sureste Los Angeles Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Orange County 
Marin – Comadre  Candace – Organizer 
Mayra – Comadre Meliss – Organizer 
Vikki – Comadre Josie – Organizer 
Noel – Comadre Cynthia P. – Volunteer 
Tina – Comadre Angela – Volunteer/Camper parent 
Jess – Comadre Wren – Camper 
  
Rock n’ Roll Camp for Girls, Los Angeles Queer Rock Camp, Southern California 
Mona T – Organizer Lee – Organizer 
Becky – Organizer Jenny – Organizer 
Beth – Organizer Phoebe – Camper 
Olivia – Volunteer, Former Board Member  
Enza – Volunteer  Girls Rock D.C. 
Natalie – Camper Crystal W. –Organizer, GRCA Board  
Lauren – Camper member 
  
Girls Rock Santa Barbara  
Jen B. – Organizer  
Briana – Volunteer  
 

 
Independent Girls Rock Camp 

 
Institute for the Musical Arts 

June Millington 
Anne Hackler

( (
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