
Feminist rock icon Kathleen Hanna opens up about  
her illness, her abusive childhood, and learning not to 
“take shit every fucking day, in every fucking way”
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HIS DOESN’T SEEM very Kathleen Hanna, I 
think when I walk into the business-casual Bel-
gian brasserie that the 47-year-old frontwoman 
picked for our N.Y.C. lunch date. That’s when I 
stop myself. What the hell do I know about a per-
son I’ve never even met? I’m sure I’m not the only 
feminist who feels like she knows Hanna. As the 

founder of Bikini Kill, the legendary punk band that helped 
shape the ’90s riot grrrl movement; Le Tigre, the electro-dance 
trio that made political party music in the early 2000s; and 
now the Julie Ruin, her latest and most intimate venture, Han-
na is a feminist icon. And when it comes to the political, she 
makes it feel very personal. Revolution Girl Style Now!, Bikini 
Kill’s first record, was a sonic feminist manifesto, as visceral 
and relevant now as the day it came out in 1991. It felt more 
like a call to arms than an album, and Hanna, with her disrup-
tive ideology and a shriek that could shake your very soul, was 
the mouthpiece 
women hadn’t re-
alized we’d so des-
perately needed. 
She made it OK to 
get pissed about 
gender inequali-
ty, to stop taking 
the blame for sex-
ual assault, to be 
loud and demand 
change and do it all 
without apology. 
Later, in Le Tigre, 
when she donned 
eye-popping outfits and did coordinated dance moves to an-
thems about misogyny and overcoming it, she even made fem-
inism fun. And she’s always advocating for women off stage as 
well, volunteering with Willie Mae Rock Camp for Girls and 
rallying tirelessly for Planned Parenthood.

When she walks through the restaurant door, her signa-
ture half-pulled-through high ponytail gives her away before I 
even see her face. “I’ve never been here before,” she says, when 
I wave her over to the table. I’m briefly reassured that the Han-
na in my heart is not too far off from the one sitting across 
from me. As she orders a steak and fries (only after making 
sure it won’t gross me out), I think about the reasons I feel 
like I do know her: In her music, and her public life, Hanna 
goes where most people won’t, speaking her mind no matter 
who it offends and sharing herself, darkness, flaws, and all. 
Her new record, Hit Reset, by the Julie Ruin—her band with 
Kenny Mellman, Sara Landeau, Carmine Covelli, and former 
Bikini Kill-member Kathi Wilcox—is no exception.

“I feel like there are parts of [the album] that are so fuck-
ing vulnerable it makes me want to puke,” she says, her speech 
peppered with enough likes to rival my own Valley girl accent. 
“Like, I can’t believe I did that. And I’m embarrassed about it. 
But I’m also happy.” Happy, in part, because it includes a song 
called “Calverton” that she wrote to thank her mom for help-
ing her survive a childhood she wasn’t sure she would make it 
through. “She made me think that I could be something in this 
world when everyone else was telling me I couldn’t. I always 
just think, How is someone like me living this life? How am I 
even still alive?” she says, before our food even arrives. “I’ve 
felt for a long time like I’m living for all the girls who didn’t 
make it out, because that’s how dangerous my childhood felt. 
I didn’t know if I would wake up the next day, or if my drunk 
dad would get into his gun collection and decide, ‘Well, I’m 
just going to do it.’ He could literally be voted most likely 
to shoot his family and then shoot himself. Actually, most 

likely to shoot his en-
tire family and then 
run away because he 
didn’t have the guts 
to shoot himself. And 
I don’t care if you’re 
reading this, Dad.”

Letting go of car-
ing is something Han-
na’s done a lot of in the 
last few years, first by 
donating all of her old 
fanzines and journals 
to NYU’s Fales Li-
brary Riot Grrrl Col-

lection in 2010, then by giving director Sini Anderson the OK 
to make a documentary about her: 2013’s moving The Punk 
Singer. But these weren’t arbitrary decisions. At the time, a 
dire health issue was propelling Hanna to open up and docu-
ment her legacy—she was deathly ill with late-stage Lyme dis-
ease, a tick-borne illness. (“We camped across the country ev-
ery summer,” Hanna says. “I got bit by so many fucking ticks 
and my parents would burn them out of me with a lighter be-
cause that’s what the ’70s and early ’80s were like.”) It gave 
rise to debilitating symptoms that were misdiagnosed as ev-
erything from Crohn’s Disease to MS. “There were times when 
I thought I wasn’t going to make it through the night,” she says. 
But finally getting properly diagnosed was only the beginning. 
“I had a suitcase for my medicine, like, an old-fashioned suit-
case,” she says, miming a shape with her hands that seems im-
possibly large. She also had a PICC line—a constant IV that 
fed medication straight to her heart—for the better part of a 
year, which made everyday activities like opening heavy doors 

“I’VE FELT FOR A LONG TIME 
LIKE I’M LIVING FOR ALL THE 
GIRLS WHO DIDN’T MAKE IT OUT,  
BECAUSE THAT’S HOW DANGER-
OUS MY CHILDHOOD FELT.”
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tasks of Herculean proportions. Hanna, who’s now Lyme free, 
is down to a cosmetic bag for her pill bottles, but even coming 
off the meds has had a downside. The constant nausea she ex-
perienced as a result has led to a lot of weight loss, one of the rea-
sons she’s eating a steak in the first place. “I’ve got to get some 
girth before I go on tour,” she says. “I’ve got to be strong.” And 
the recovery process isn’t only physical, it’s emotional as well. 
“It re-traumatizes you,” she says. “[First] feeling like you grew 
up in your house and you have no control. Then your body be-
comes your house that you’re trapped in and you can’t get out.” 

Perhaps the most insidious things about Lyme disease are 
how little is known about it and that it often has no outwardly 
visible symptoms—factors that, for female sufferers, are like 
lightning rods for sexism. “Some asshole wrote me on Face-
book or Twitter years ago when The Punk Singer first came 
out,” she says. “He sent me an article: ‘Why do more women 
have Lyme disease than men?’ Like, it’s a hysterical illness. 
I was like, ‘Oh, this 
is why.’ Because 
they treat you like 
you’re hysterical 
so you don’t seek 
medical attention 
until it gets really, 
really bad. You wait 
because we’re sup-
posed to just take 
it. We take shit ev-
ery fucking day, in 
every fucking way.”

Being sick of taking shit is one of the things that made fem-
inism resonate so much with Hanna to begin with. Though she 
was born in Portland, OR, her family moved around quite a bit, 
and she first felt the fire of feminism at a rally her mom took 
her to in Washington, D.C., where Gloria Steinem spoke. She 
was only nine. After her parents divorced and she went back 
to Portland with her mom as a teen, Hanna moved to Olympia, 
WA, to attend Evergreen State College, where she felt it even 
more acutely—especially after volunteering at a domestic vi-
olence shelter for women. She formed Bikini Kill in 1990 and 
helped ignite the feminist movement percolating in the punk 
scene. As quickly as it coalesced, however, it began to splin-
ter. Mainstream media misconstrued the activist message of 
riot grrrl and resentment brewed, especially toward Hanna, 
who had unwittingly become the de facto face of the new fem-
inist zeitgeist. When I say that I’m curious to know how it ac-
tually felt to be in riot grrrl—suggesting it was possibly more 
traumatic than empowering—Hanna pauses, something worth 
noting since she often talks quickly and off the cuff. “I’m sorry, 
just you asking that question makes me feel empowered. I seri-

ously want to cry right now. Nobody’s ever asked me that,” she 
says. “To a lot of people, Bikini Kill was a young band who got 
a lot of attention. The riot grrrl thing, blah blah blah, all these 
awesome women banding together. But that’s not the way I 
experienced it. I’m not saying that it wasn’t a good thing, but 
it was really difficult.” 

 Hanna came to feminism and the underground music 
scene in search of a family. When it started to feel like the 
community she helped shape (along with many other people, 
she makes clear) was turning against her, “it was so painful,” 
she says. But maybe also to be expected. “Riot grrrl attracted 
a lot of people who had never been heard before, people who 
had been abused by family members or friends or just had a lot 
of violence visit their doorstep,” she explains. “It’s bound to be 
kind of a Molotov cocktail when you have a lot of people who 
felt voiceless coming to voice at the same time and feeling the 
rage that they pushed down for so long. Sometimes we would 

turn it against each 
other. Me includ-
ed.” But it wasn’t 
only the internal 
turmoil that was af-
fecting Hanna. The 
outside reactions 
were intensifying 
as well. “There was 
a point where I was 
like, ‘I’m not per-
forming anymore 

because I’m going to get shot,’” she says. “The hate mail and 
the violence at our shows had gotten to a point where I was 
scared. So I took off performing for a while because I was like, 
‘I can’t change anything if I’m dead.’”

As Hanna gesticulates, her short neon-pink-painted nails 
catch my eye, as does the wedding ring she wears: a scripted 
nameplate that reads Adam. Hanna is married to Adam Horo-
vitz of the Beastie Boys (he wears a ring that says Kathleen), 
someone she often refers to in interviews as the love of her 
life. It was right around the time that Hanna took a break from 
performing that the two started dating in 1996. “My mom, of 
course, said the grossest thing when we first started going out. 
She [told Adam], ‘You remind me so much of the son I nev-
er had. You and Kathleen really could be brother and sister. 
There is something about you.’ I was like, ‘Mom, that’s disgust-
ing,’” Hanna says with a laugh, her eyes crinkling. But her mom 
was right, there was something about Adam: the two have been 
together ever since. And Hanna definitely inherited her mom’s 
“weird” sense of humor. “She always made fucked up jokes 
with me, like, I would be in the bathroom taking a bath, and 
she’d say, ‘Kathleen your kindergarten class is here. I’m going 

“THERE WAS A POINT WHERE I 
WAS LIKE, ‘I’M NOT PERFORMING 
ANYMORE BECAUSE I’M GOING 
TO GET SHOT.’”
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to let them in.’ It’s funny right? Clearly, I knew she was kid-
ding,” she says. “But when I first got together with [Adam], I’d 
do shit like shove crazy notes under the door while he was hav-
ing private time in the bathroom. Like, ‘What are you doing?’ 
And I shook the handle a couple of times to freak him out. I was 
like, ‘This is for you, Mom.’”

The early days of Hanna’s relationship with Horovitz were 
also around the time she retreated to her bedroom, got her 
hands on a drum machine, taught herself production, and cre-
ated the first Julie Ruin album as a solo venture. It’s no coin-
cidence that this is the project she decided to resurrect when 
she was wanting to make music again during Le Tigre’s hiatus 
and while Lyme ravaged her body. At its heart, the Julie Ruin 
is Hanna at her most stripped down. “I was in a deep depres-
sion both times and I used the music as a way to help me out,” 
she says. “It gave me something to look forward to.” If the first 
Julie Ruin album helped her through the dissolution and dis-
illusion of the riot 
grrrl scene, getting 
a band together in 
2010, and releasing 
their first album in 
2013, was her way 
of identifying with 
s o m e t h i n g  o t h -
er than being sick. 
But the new album, 
Hit Reset, certain-
ly reflects every-
thing Lyme put her 
through. “During 
the record I was 
weaning off ste-
roids that I had been put on because my adrenal glands were 
just shot. And getting off steroids is no joke. In between takes 
I would just lay on the floor and then get back up and drink 
like a triple espresso and just go for it,” she says. Just going 
for it was the mantra that governed her writing process, too. 
“It’s still weird for me to give myself permission to just write 
what I want to write and not have this weight of, ‘YOU HAVE 
TO WRITE A FEMINIST ANTHEM!’” she says, affecting a 
monster voice. “Because I didn’t want to. I just felt like writ-
ing about stuff and the illness totally influenced me.” 

Hanna might not feel like she’s writing feminist an-
thems, but doing what she wants is perhaps just the next 
iteration of her feminist art, especially as the pop-culture 
currency of feminism increases. “[Feminism is] becoming 
this trendy thing that publishers use as a way to pit wom-
en against each other. Like in the ’70s—there was a whole 
myth that feminists hated housewives. Even though femi-

nists were actually saying that it’s a job and women should 
get paid for it,” Hanna says. “Women who already feel to-
tally under-represented are much more likely to strike out 
against another woman than against the men who control 
the system. It’s easier. It’s a lot easier.”

As a remedy to this kind of girl-on-girl aggression, Han-
na suggests it’s time we change the conversation. “Tons of 
big names have said stupid stuff when asked if they’re a fem-
inist, like, ‘No, I don’t hate men.’ [But] that has nothing to do 
with the conversation. The whole idea that feminists are man 
haters is made up so that people won’t fight back against op-
pression—and it’s totally obvious. I don’t care if women are 
like, ‘I’m not interested in [feminism].’ Like, fucking fine. 
I don’t give a shit what you do, but don’t act like you know 
about something that you don’t,” she says. “Here’s the thing. 
Why aren’t we asking men [if they’re feminist]? I want Justin 
Timberlake to be asked if he’s a feminist. Are Vampire Week-

end? I’m actual-
ly curious.  Why 
am I always asked 
what it’s like to be 
in a band with oth-
er women and not 
a s k e d  w h a t  i t ’ s 
like to be in a band 
with other white 
people? I’d love to 
talk about racism 
in the indie scene 
but people don’t ask 
that, they ask me 
about fucking Miley  
Cyrus twerking.”

Ultimately, feminism has to “connect to something,” says 
Hanna. “It has to connect to ending oppression for everybody.” 
And sometimes, that means men. She launches into a discus-
sion of how sad and unfair it is that men are now often be-
ing objectified in ways similar to women, before interrupting 
herself. “If someone told me that when I was 19, I would’ve 
been like, ‘No! They have all the privilege!’” she says. “So that’s 
where my feminism has changed. I think seeing nuances and 
understanding compromise is what’s changed for me. The an-
ger is still totally there, I just take out the knife when I need it. 
I’m not carrying it outside of the sheath 24 hours a day.”

On our way out of the restaurant, Hanna rolls her eyes and 
juts her thumb at a table of suits, then hugs me goodbye on 
the sidewalk outside. As she walks off down Sixth Avenue, her 
pseudo-bun bouncing, I realize I still don’t really know Kath-
leen Hanna. I only know what she means to me, and to legions 
of women like me. And that’s enough. 

“WOMEN WHO ALREADY FEEL  
TOTALLY UNDER-REPRESENTED 
ARE MUCH MORE LIKELY TO 
STRIKE OUT AGAINST ANOTHER 
WOMAN THAN AGAINST THE MEN 
WHO CONTROL THE SYSTEM.”
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