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 a gogy of Hope: Fe mi nist Zines

Ped a gogy of Hope: Fe mi nist Zines

Ali son Piep meier

But you can do ev ery thing. 
That’s what I think. 
Our lives are long and full and if we love and work and 
want, we can do it all. 
 
everything 
ev ery thing. 
 
even more than we are able to imag ine. 
Cin dy Crabb, Do ris #24 (2007)

Introduction: Feminist zines

In an es say called “Ohio” in Do ris #24, fe mi nist zine cre a tor Cin dy Crabb 
(USA) mu ses on a num ber of things – de ter min ing a tur tle’s age from the 
rings on its shell, change in her life over the years, how she has come to 
re con sider her own fears and as sump tions, and the tools for so cial jus tice 
work that she’s as sem bled from groups she’s been in volved with and from 
her own read ing. It’s not an es say with a lin ear tra jec tory; in stead, it’s a kind 
of rhi zo ma tic col lage of thoughts, with links that work in mul ti ple di rec-
tions. The es say con sists of type wri� en and hand wri� en text sur rounded 
by and in ter spersed with small il lus tra tions, comic strips, and hand-drawn 
graph ics like hearts, stars, ar rows, and text boxes. Grrrl zines are in for-
mal pub li ca tions, o� en made by hand in di vid ual ly or in small groups, and 
“Ohio” is a rep re sen ta tive grrrl zine piece – seem ing ly cha otic but ul ti mate-
ly thought ful, rich, and mul ti va lent. At the end of the es say, Crabb cites a 
friend of a friend who warns, “you can’t do ev ery thing you dream of. At 
some point you need to nar row it down, pri or i tize.” Crabb re sponds by 
break ing from prose in to a po etic struc ture and off er ing a hope ful as ser-
tion, cited in the ep i graph to this es say, about her own and the readers’ 
abil ity to, in fact, do ev ery thing, “even more than we are able to imag ine” 
(2007: 17). This type wri� en state ment, framed with two small, hand-drawn 
hearts, may not im me di ate ly seem to be mak ing a po lit i cal in ter ven tion. 
How ev er, this em phatic de cla ra tion of pos si bil ity rep re sents one kind of 
po lit i cal work grrrl zines can do. When she sug gests that “we can do it all,” 
Crabb off ers a ped a gogy of hope.
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In this es say, I con sider the cul tu ral and po lit i cal work that zines like 
Do ris do, the kinds of in ter ven tions they make in to the world around them. 
These in ter ven tions are hope ful; in deed, they func tion as ped a gogies of 
hope, show ing the zines’ readers ways to re sist the cul ture of dom i na tion. 
This es say’s case study is Do ris, a zine that ex hib its a new kind of ac tiv-
ism em pha siz ing self-re flec tion and be com ing fully hu man – chang ing the 
sub ject-po si tion of the reader and there by off er ing a model of in ter ven tion 
unique ly suited for this cul tu ral mo ment. Do ris mod els a hope ful, re sis tant 
sub jec tiv ity – what I term a “ped a gogy of imag i na tion” – and in vites its 
readers to try it on. This ped a gogy is do ing po lit i cal work.

Theoretical context

The po lit i cal work that grrrl zines do may not be im me di ate ly ob vi ous 
be cause this work doesn’t fit with mod els of tra di tional po lit i cal en gage-
ment. It doesn’t fit for sev er al rea sons: be cause grrrl zines are gen eral ly 
act ing at the level of the sym bolic or der ra ther than at the level of in sti tu-
tional change, be cause they op er ate out of per sonal modes of ex pres sion, 
and be cause they mo bi lize small-scale em bodied com mu nities ra ther than 
large-scale vot ing blocs. Zine cre a tors have de vel oped these modes of en-
gage ment in part be cause they see that zines are in ter ven ing in a deep ly 
cyn i cal cul ture.

The last twenty years have been a diffi  cult time for ac tiv ists and those 
con cerned with so cial change. Girls’ stud ies schol ar Anita Har ris de scribes 
the late twen tieth cen tury – a pe riod start ing with the Reagan era, and 
stretch ing through 9/11 and be yond – in terms of “the forces of frag men ta-
tion and deco llec ti vi za tion that char ac ter ize so cial and po lit i cal life in late 
mo dern ity” (2007: 1). Fe mi nist schol ar bell hooks de scribes this mo ment 
us ing the term “do min a tor cul ture,” mean ing a cul ture in which the pol i-
tics of hi er ar chy and power over others are prev a lent. She ar gues, “A pro-
found cyn i cism is at the core of do min a tor cul ture wher ev er it pre vails in 
the world” (2003: 11). In deed, this wide spread cyn i cism – which schol ars 
have called “the sin gle most press ing chal lenge fac ing Amer i can de moc-
racy to day” – has emerged at this par tic u lar his tor i cal junc ture be cause of 
the con ver gence of a back lash against the so cial jus tice move ments of the 
1960s and 70s and a late-cap i tal ist, neo lib eral, con sump tion-ori ented cul-
tu ral cli mate (Gold farb 1999: 1). This cli mate, ex plains hooks, as sures us 
that things can’t ev er be sub stan tial ly be� er than they are right now, that 
pri vate sec tor in dus tries will solve all our prob lems, and that if we buy the 
right prod uct, we’ll feel much be� er. She calls this phe nom e non “the ped a-
gogy of dom i na tion” (hooks 2003: 11). This ped a gogy teaches that since the 
world of con sumer cap i tal ism will solve our prob lems, we have no ac tion 
to take. We can ei ther view our selves as be ing in the best pos sible po si tion 
or, as zine cre a tor Sarah McCar ry puts it in a 2004 issue of her zine Glos so la-
lia, we can see our selves as be ing “com plete ly, to tal ly fucked and things are 
not go ing to get be� er” (2004: 30). Ei ther view point en gen ders ap athy and 
res ig na tion, lead ing to with drawal from eff orts at change.
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Fail ure of imag i na tion seems in te gral to this phe nom e non: hope and 
a vi sion of a be� er fu ture can come to seem al most pa thetic ally naïve. In 
this way, cyn i cism fore closes so cial jus tice ac tiv ism; it func tions to make all 
forms of chal lenge to the status quo seem hope less in the sense that many 
of us are un able to imag ine some thing be� er, or to imag ine that be� er thing 
ac tu al ly com ing in to be ing. This trans lates in to a cul tu ral mo ment in which 
re sis tance seems lim ited or im pos sible. Fe mi nist the ory and eff orts at so cial 
change, then, can ap pear com plete ly out dated, ir rel e vant, or in ad e quate 
at the very time when they are most nec es sary. This is the world in which 
grrrl zines and third wave fem in ism emerged, and it’s the world in which 
they’re in ter ven ing. Be cause of this, grrrl zines like Do ris are unique ly sit u-
ated to awaken out rage and – per haps more cru cial ly – imag i na tion, and in 
so do ing en act what hooks and others have called for: pub lic ped a gogies of 
hope. hooks uses the term “ped a gogy of hope” to de scribe the cre a tion of 
hope and pos si bil ity with in the realm of the class room, but this is a con cept 
with vi a bil ity far be yond lit eral pe da gog i cal spaces; in deed, I am adopt ing 
her term and broaden ing it to en com pass the po lit i cal work of grrrl zines. 
Ped a gogies of hope – man i fested in a va riety of ways in grrrl zines – func-
tion as small-scale acts of re sis tance. By modeling pro cess, ac tive crit i cism, 
and imag i na tion, grrrl zines make po lit i cal in ter ven tions tar geted to this 
late-cap i tal ist cyn i cal cul ture.

I’ve found a use ful the o ret i cal frame work for as sess ing this new par a-
digm of ac tiv ism in the work of com mu ni ca tion schol ar Cle men cia Ro dri-
guez. Ro dri guez off ers a for mu la tion of the work done by what she calls 
“cit i zens’ me dia” that iden tifies this work as ex plic it ly po lit i cal. Al though 
she fo cuses on elec tronic me dia, par tic u lar ly tele vi sion and ra dio, zines do 
fit un der the ru bric of cit i zens’ me dia, a term she uses be cause it “im plies 
first that a col lec tiv ity is en act ing its cit i zen ship by ac tive ly in ter ven ing and 
trans form ing the es tab lished me di a scape; sec ond, that these me dia are con-
test ing so cial codes, le git im ized iden tities, and in sti tu tion al ized so cial re-
la tions; and third, that these com mu ni ca tion prac tices are em power ing the 
com mu nity in volved, to the point where these trans for ma tions and changes 
are pos sible” (2001: 20). As this de scrip tion im plies, she sees cit i zens’ me dia 
as do ing sig nifi  cant po lit i cal work be cause “dem o cratic strug gles have to 
be un der stood as pro cesses of change that also in clude prac tices of dis sent 
in the realm of the sym bolic” (2001: 20). She notes that some of the unique 
fea tures of cit i zens’ me dia are “blur red bound aries be tween sender and 
re ceiver, close ness to the au di ence’s cul tu ral codes, po lit i cal id io syn crasies, 
and non com mer cial goals” (2001: 47) – all char ac ter is tics of zines.

While a cyn i cal cul ture – and one a� uned to old-par a digm pol i tics – 
would sug gest that zines are not cre at ing so cial change, Ro dri guez pre sents 
an al ter na tive model for as sess ment, one that em pha sizes po lit i cal in ten-
tions ra ther than po lit i cal eff ects: “While tra di tional schol ar ship weighed 
al ter na tive me dia by their ca pac ity to al ter the em pire of me dia me ga liths, 
I sug gest re di rect ing our fo cus to un der stand ing how cit i zens’ me dia ac ti-
vate sub tle pro cesses of frac ture in the so cial, cul tu ral, and power spheres 
of ev ery day life” (2001: xiv). In deed, she ar gues for a new way of un der-
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stand ing the work of these me dia – not ex pect ing them to erad i cate cor po-
rate cul ture, for in stance, but, in stead, rec og niz ing the lo cal, small-scale, 
ephem eral ways that they fos ter and prop a gate de moc racy. Ro dri guez sug-
gests view ing de moc racy not as an end point but as a pro cess, some thing 
or ganic and in mo tion. She doesn’t fig ure tran sience and lim ited reach as 
au to matic weak ness es but, in stead, as com po nents of a new ac tiv ist par a-
digm (2001: 22). Cit i zens’ me dia does po lit i cal work be cause it al ters power 
struc tures by strengthen ing in di vid ual sub jec tiv ities.

This is the work that grrrl zines are do ing. They break away from lin ear 
mod els, they off er tools for awaken ing out rage and en gag ing in pro test, 
and they in vite readers to step in to their own cit i zen ship through ped a-
gogies of imag i na tion. Be cause of the sorts of lin ear ex pec ta tions schol ars 
have had of al ter na tive me dia and ac tiv ist work more broad ly, the re sis-
tance and po lit i cal in ter ven tions of grrrl zines (and third wave fe mi nists) 
have been hard for many schol ars to rec og nize, but by rec og niz ing the do-
min a tor cul ture and re fram ing what it means to be po lit i cal, these in ter ven-
tions be come vis ible.

The transformative potential of imagination:  
A case study of Doris

Do ris is a long-run ning pub li ca tion, in ex is tence since 1991, and it’s all 
zine, in terms of phi los o phy, aes thetic, and dis tri bu tion. Do ris is filled with 
cut-and-pasted type wri� en and hand wri� en nar ra tives, along with small, 
friend ly stick-fig ure car toons of Crabb and her dog, Anna. The zine isn’t 
con tent-driven; as with many grrrl zines, her con tent varies de pend ing 
on what she’s think ing about. The zine ad dresses topics such as vi o lence 

Do ris No. 27 (2009) 



254 | Ali son Piep meier

against women, en vi ron men tal ism, an arch ism, bike rid ing, and re pro duc-
tive rights, al most all of them pre sented in terms of per sonal stor ies and 
mus ings. But all of the zine is in fused with Crabb’s own the o riz ing about 
ac tiv ism and re sis tance and what they might look like in the cur rent cul-
tu ral mo ment.

Al though the zine started small, with on ly a few hun dred printed in 
1991, in the last sev er al years Crabb es ti mates her cir cu la tion to be around 
3,000 zines per issue, sold through on line dis tros as well as through the 
tra di tional zine chan nels of in de pen dent book and mu sic stores and di rect 
mail or der from Crabb her self. The em pha s is in Do ris is on the trans for ma-
tive po ten tial of imag i na tion. In some ways it reads like a twenty-one-year 
me di ta tion on the pos si bil ity of in di vid uals cre at ing so cial change.

Even in the very early days of the zine, Crabb was grap pling with what 
it meant to a� empt so cial change in a deep ly cyn i cal cul ture. She iden tified 

Do ris No. 27 (2009), 
p. 2 
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her zine as a space that would re sist the cyn i cal lure of the easy an swer and 
would strive for com plex ity:

And what I love best is the writers who em brace com plex ity & try to make sence 
[sic] of it. It makes me feel like there’s so many more pos si bil ities for fun da men-
tal so cial change when I’ m look ing at how com plex ev ery thing is, and try ing 
to fit it all to gether. Be cause sim plif ying seems like a huge bor ing trap to me & 
I feel sur rounded by it; by peo ple try ing to make strug gle un der stan dable by 
mak ing it sim pl e, like peo ple suck and should all die, like men suck and they 
should all die, like rich peo ple suck and they should all die. It is not that easy 
(2005: 19).

This seems to me to be a foun da tional as sump tion on which Do ris op er-
ates, that mak ing things sim ple isn’t the an swer to so cial change. In deed, 
this eff ort at sim plic ity is cyn i cal, in part be cause it is so firm ly rooted in a 
con cep tion of pol i tics be gin ning and end ing with the in di vid ual: if I can’t 

Do ris No. 27 (2009) 
p. 3 
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change it, or imag ine the change easi ly, then change is im pos sible. And of 
course, this sense that change is im pos sible is at the heart of a cyn i cal, do-
min a tor cul ture. Crabb strives to cap ture the com plex ities of hu man life, 
and ra ther than find ing these com plex ities daunt ing, she finds them hope-
ful, pro duc tive.

Al though Crabb cer tain ly sug gests ac tions to her readers, as in Do ris #15 
where she off ers an ex ten sive guide on how to deal with de pres sion, Do ris 
is not a zine that is pro pel led by spe cific how-to tips for cul tu ral change. 
In stead, Crabb cre ates the zine to be a space that in vites her readers to think 
and feel deep ly and care ful ly – and in com plex ways – about the world 
and their place in it. She ex plained to me, “I think there is some thing about 
modeling a deep self-re flec tion, a strong de sire for real emo tion and real 
hon est close ness, that helps peo ple to do this in their lives – coun ter bal-
ances the mes sages that tell them to stay shal low and safe” (2007, per sonal 

Do ris No. 27 (2009), 
p. 12 
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cor re spon dence). She is par tic u lar ly crit i cal of the con sumer cul ture that 
en cour ages peo ple to go for the quick fix, the easy an swer, or to think on ly 
in terms of their in di vid ual needs.

In her zine, she con sis tent ly show cases her own emo tional ter rain, lets 
her readers see in side her own eff orts at pro cess ing and mak ing sense of 
the world. Read ing the zine over a num ber of years lets you see Crabb’s 
long-term emo tional jour ney. The zine has both doc u mented and been part 
of Crabb’s own heal ing pro cess. More than this, though, what Crabb is do-
ing in Do ris is in vit ing her readers to have their own emo tional ex pe ri ence. 
She told me that she tries to make each issue of Do ris con tain a full range of 
hu man emo tions so that the zine can pro vide a kind of emo tional jour ney 
for the reader.

I’ m in trigued with her idea of “modeling a deep self-re flec tion,” be cause 
I do see this as both re sis tant and in ter ven tio nist, and yet not in ways that 
we might rec og nize if we’re look ing for old-par a digm ac tiv ism. In deed, this 
might not fit many peo ple’s defi  ni tion of “po lit i cal” work at all. For Crabb, 
how ev er, this is ex plic it ly po lit i cal, a point of view she has de vel oped more 
fully in re cent years. In her “Ohio” es say (2007), she writes, “I don’t think 
our life style choices are in and of them selves po lit i cal. The po lit i cal part is 
wheth er our life style choices help us to be come more hu man. If they help 
us feel a sense of per sonal in teg rity, and if that in teg rity gives us the power 
to fight fur ther, to imag ine deep er, to want more” (2007: 5).

For Crabb, then, the po lit i cal is what en cour ages us to be come more 
fully hu man. She is in ter ested in call ing her readers back to their own hu-
man in teg rity, a qual ity she be lieves is not nur tured in the cul ture at large, 
but which is nec es sary for the work of chang ing the world. And it’s im por-
tant to see that she fig ures this work of world change not on ly in terms of 
“fight[ing] fur ther” but in terms of imag i na tion and de sire. In deed, so cial 
jus tice ac tiv ists like Paulo Freire have ar gued that imag i na tion and the be-
lief in change are cru cial com po nents of any so cial jus tice eff orts. Freire 
ar gues, “In or der for the op pressed to be able to wage the strug gle for their 
lib er a tion, they must per ceive the re al ity of op pres sion not as a closed 
world from which there is no ex it, but as a lim it ing sit u a tion which they 
can trans form” (1970: 31). It’s as if Crabb is tak ing the zine con cept of em-
u la tion to a diff er ent level: not on ly does she in vite her readers to em u late 
the pro duc tion of the zine it self by cre at ing a ma te rial ob ject with “all its 
seams show ing,” but she also in vites them to em u late her pro cess of self-
re flec tion, be cause she shows all the seams there, as well.

You could pick up al most any Do ris zine and find this em pha s is on be-
com ing more fully hu man – an em pha s is that Crabb con veys with words 
and im agery. For in stance, in Do ris #20 (2002), Crabb dis cusses the death 
of her moth er and the friend who came to ease her through her numb ness. 
Through these per sonal rem i nis cences, she out lines her pro cess of heal ing. 
She de scribes the full hu man con nec tion she feels with her friend, a con nec-
tion that’s man i fested by them shar ing stor ies with each other, be gin ning 
when the friend says, “tell me what you haven’t told.” At the bo� om of this 
page, Crabb draws a box with a sim plified, ab stracted pic ture of a heart in 
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a rib cage with the cap tion, “It is a shock to my sys tem that I have not felt 
this in so long, and I can’t be lieve all I have com pro mised and se� led for” 
(2002: n. p.)

Fur ther on in this story she ex plains, “This is what I think is the cra zy 
thing. I can dream with her, and I can be lieve these dreams are real and not 
just de lu sion, and to gether we could prob ably make them hap pen” (2002: 
n. p.). Again, even in the con text of dis cuss ing her own heal ing pro cess, 
her em pha s is is on dream ing, imag in ing. Do ris in vites readers to imag ine 
more, to al low their sense of self to be trans formed. The zine mod els an 
imag i na tive pro cess and there fore off ers what I am call ing a ped a gogy of 
imag i na tion.

Pedagogy of imagination: political activism in Doris

It’s a fas ci nat ing form of ac tiv ism, one that might be de scribed in terms of 
mi cro po li tics, a po lit i cal ap proach that em pha sizes in di vid ual ac tions and 
choices made with in a fe mi nist in ter pre tive frame work (Bud geon, 2001: 20). 
Cer tain ly this is part of what’s go ing on in Do ris: Crabb has de vel oped an 
ex plic it ly fe mi nist frame work, one which is broad-based and his tor i cal ly 
in formed. She has stud ied the his tory of fem in ism along with the his tory of 
other so cial jus tice move ments, and she’s been in volved in a num ber of po-
lit i cal or ga ni za tions. She in cor po rates these ideas in to her zine through her 
own per sonal nar ra tive. Over the years that she’s pro duced Do ris, Crabb 
has be come in creas ing ly con scious of the emo tional ly sen si tive in ter ven-
tions she’s mak ing through her zine. Her ped a gogy of imag i na tion is not 
an un con scious or ac ci den tal pro cess.

Un like some grrrl zi nes ters, Crabb is con fi dent that her zine has made a 
diff er ence in the world. Cor re spon dence that Crabb re ceives from readers 
con firms for her that her zine has an eff ect. For in stance, in one le� er which 
Crabb char ac ter izes as typ i cal, a wom an ex plains, “I think it’s so im por tant 
for women to see that there is an em pow ered net work of other amaz ing 
women out there. We just have to find and sup port each other. Please know 
you have my sup port” (2007, per sonal cor re spon dence). Do ris helped to 
fa cil i tate a real hu man con nec tion be tween Crabb and this reader, a con-
nec tion that helped the reader to feel sup ported and in spired her to want 
to con vey that same sense of sup port to Crabb in a le� er. Crabb ex plained 
that this sort of re sponse is com mon: “I get a lot of mail from peo ple who 
I know per sonal ly it has affected . . .. I feel like it’s helped some peo ple not 
kill them selves. It’s helped me not to kill my self, and I think it does help. 
I’ m sure other zines are like that, too. I know Snar la helped me. I think it 
helps peo ple to not just go where they’re told to go. Zines help a lot of peo-
ple to ex plore more op tions in their life, both emo tional ly and phys i cal ly” 
(2007, per sonal in ter view).

In other words, Crabb sees Do ris as a zine with a pe da gog i cal eff ect, the 
eff ect of help ing peo ple “to ex plore more op tions in their life.” This is clear-
ly an im por tant issue for Crabb, one that serves as a kind of frame work for 
her zine. She states this idea as well in an early issue of Do ris:
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I have this strong em pathy for the way peo ple strug gle and the ways they get 
by in this fucked up world. I won der all the time about what peo ple would be 
do ing if they were pre sented with op tions that they didn’t nor mal ly see. How 
they would be liv ing and re lat ing to eachother [sic] and look ing at the world 
and what they wanted, if there were al ter na tives that were real and strong (2005: 
105).

She’s fas ci nated with the op tions peo ple “[don’t] nor mal ly see,” with real 
al ter na tives, and she sees her zine as space that can make those op tions vis-
ible and there by teach peo ple to hope. Zines like Do ris can change power 
struc tures by giv ing in di vid uals a sense of their own power, help ing peo-
ple “not just go where they’re told to go.” This is what it means to off er a 
ped a gogy of imag i na tion.

Zines o� en op er ate in the tiny spaces in main stream cul ture, a no tion 
which Crabb her self voices in Do ris #24: “I needed to ex pe ri ence a world 
cre ated in the cracks and fis sures and for go� en places” (2007: 8). This level 
of po lit i cal op er a tion can have very tan gible in di vid ual eff ects, such as en-
cour ag ing some one not to com mit sui cide. And it can also have broad er 
reach ing eff ects that are hard er to track but no less real and sig nifi  cant, 
eff ects such as pro mot ing full hu man ity and cit i zen ship and en cour ag ing 
readers to feel that they be long in the world, that they have the right to be 
there and that they can make a diff er ence. These eff ects are a nec es sary 
com po nent of prop a gat ing de moc racy, which is why I ar gue that the ped a-
gogy of imag i na tion is, in fact, a new form of po lit i cal en gage ment.

What does it mean to have cul tu ral in ter ven tions that are made up of 
such things – of em pathy, imag i na tion, pos si bil ity, hu man con nec tion? This 
is not what we’re used to. This doesn’t look like ac tiv ism to many of us. 
And yet it’s a kind of ac tiv ism sen si tive ly a� uned to this cul tu ral mo ment. 
In Ste phen Dun combe’s most re cent book, Dream: Re-Imag in ing Progressive 
Politics in an Age of Fantasy (2007), he calls for just this sort of thing, a set of 
ac tiv ist in ter ven tions that not on ly rely on the ra tio nal and well-ar gued but 
that also tap in to our hu man need for some thing more, which he en com-
passes in the um brella term “spec ta cle.” Ac cord ing to Dun combe, spec ta cle 
is “a way of mak ing an ar gu ment. Not through ap peals to rea son, ra tion-
al ity, and self-evi dent truth, but in stead through story and myth, fears and 
de sire, imag i na tion and fan tasy. It re al izes what re al ity can not rep re sent. It 
is the an i ma tion of an ab strac tion, a trans for ma tion from ideal to ex pres-
sion. Spec ta cle is a dream on dis play” (2007: 30).

This, then, is what I ar gue that Crabb achieves in each issue of Do ris. 
Do ris is, in some senses, a dream on dis play. She imag ines a world in which 
peo ple are al lowed to achieve their full hu man ity, and she off ers glimpses 
of that world. She in vites her reader to imag ine with her, to feel what she is 
feel ing. And be cause she has the zine me dium to work with, with her own 
hand writ ing and the li� le pic tures of Anna the dog, be cause she en ters 
the reader’s home and hands, she taps in to the po ten tial of the em bodied 
com mu nity. The zine me dium in vites the reader to let her guard down, 
and Crabb steps in to that small space, that fis sure, where she can off er a 
ped a gogy of hope.
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I don’t mean to sug gest that Do ris is a zine that off ers mind less up li�. Over 
the years Crabb has dis cussed hor rible pain that she’s suff ered – and she makes 
that pain vis ceral ly real. She dis cusses rape, abor tion, sex u al ha rass ment, the 
death of peo ple she couldn’t bear to lose. And she dis cusses the larger cul tu ral 
traumas of the first and sec ond Gulf Wars, the state-sanc tioned mur ders of 
in dig e nous peo ple in South Amer ica, and the halted his tory of union or ga-
niz ing in the U. S. But ra ther than fram ing these is sues by re sort ing to easy, 
fa mil iar, cyn i cal nar ra tives, she frames them in terms of hope:

Do you be lieve in happy end ings? Be cause some times they do hap pen. Some-
thing in side shi�s, some thing out side comes to gether, and your fight be comes 
more pur pose ful, your rest be comes ac tu al ly rest ful, your hurt be comes some-
thing you can bear, and your hap pi ness be comes some thing that shines out with 
ease, not in light ning manic bursts that fill and then drain you, but some thing 
else, some thing stea dy, some thing you can al most trust to stay there (2005: 
308).

In fact, Crabb’s zine seems to op er ate with in the kind of ac tiv ist lo ca tion 
bell hooks de scribes in Yearn ing: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics (1990), a 
lo ca tion of re sis tant mar gi nal ity that al lows for a new sort of sub jec tiv ity. 
hooks ex plains: “We come to this space through suff er ing and pain, through 
strug gle. We know strug gle to be that which plea sures, de lights, and fulfills 
de sire. We are trans formed, in di vid ual ly, col lec tive ly, as we make rad i cal 
cre a tive space which affi rms and sus tains our sub jec tiv ity, which gives us 
a new lo ca tion from which to ar tic u late our sense of the world” (1990: 153). 
Crabb her self is a wom an who’s lived much of her ad ult life – the time that 
she’s been pro duc ing Do ris – on the mar gins of main stream so ci ety. She has 
lived in small rad i cal col lec tives in such places as Port land, Or e gon, and 
Ashe ville, North Car o lina. She’s lived in tran sit and has spent time in jail. 
She’s made money at var i ous times through sub sis tence farm ing, pub lic 
as sis tance, and work ing re tail jobs. When I vis ited with her in July 2007 
in Ashe ville, she was sew ing funky skirts and con trib ut ing to an or ganic 
bread bak ing co op er a tive. These life style choices of in ten tional mar gi nal-
ity have per haps helped her to sus tain the kind of “rad i cal cre a tive space” 
hooks de scribes, a space that al lows her – in the pages of Do ris – to the o rize 
so cial change and in vite her readers to do the same.

In my book Girl Zines (2009) I dis cussed peo ple’s mo ti va tion for cre at ing 
a zine. Peo ple o� en say they do their zine be cause it’s fun – “tac ti ley” fun, 
fun to ex press them selves, and to be come part of a com mu nity. Be yond 
this I sug gest that grrrl zines are o� en tap ping in to the plea sures of so cial 
change eff orts. Chang ing cul ture is hard; as hooks says, it’s strug gle. I’ve 
wri� en else where about the work in volved: “In this era of in stant grat i fi ca-
tion, we don’t hear much about com mi� ing our selves to a diffi  cult strug gle, 
and yet this must be the guid ing phi los o phy of fe mi nist con scious ness in 
the twenty-first cen tury” (2003: 19). Ber nice John son Reagon (1983) ar tic u-
lates the vis ceral chal lenges of so cial jus tice work par tic u lar ly clear ly when 
she writes, “I feel as if I’ m gon na keel over any min ute and die. That is of-
ten what it feels like if you’re real ly do ing co ali tion work. Most of the time 
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you feel threatened to the core and if you don’t, you’re not real ly do ing no 
co a lesc ing” (n. p.) Com mi� ing our selves to a diffi  cult chal lenge, one that’s 
po ten tial ly pain ful and al most cer tain ly go ing to ex pe ri ence more set backs 
than suc cess es, is not the pre vail ing ethos of this cul tu ral mo ment. John son 
Reagon’s words seem daunt ing.

And yet these zi nes ters are ex press ing the joy of the strug gle, what 
hooks de scribes as “that which plea sures, de lights, and fulfills de sire.” 
Crabb says again and again, through out the fi� een years of Do ris, that not 
try ing to change the world would be bor ing. Other zines de scribe the plea-
sures of strug gle, as well. Is sues of Bitch re peated ly couch the pub li ca tion’s 
eff orts at so cial change in terms of en joy ment, as in a 2008 ed i tors’ le� er 
that ex plained, “As al ways, we’ve got far more ques tions than an swers in 
this issue, but pu� ing it to gether was more about fun than frus tra tion” 
(2008: 5). In Green zine Cris ty Road de scribes her heart as “a mus cle that 
blos somed by way of move ment ra ther than con tent ment” and voices the 
im por tance of com mu nity: “The re al i za tion that kin dled my im pulse is the 
one that said I wasn’t alone in this life long quest. That quest about hope 
and an agenda that went be yond a rad i cal cli ché” (2004: n. p.). Sim i lar ly, 
zine cre a tor Lau ren Jade Mar tin writes, “There is a rush, a cer tain kind of 
eu pho ria (way be� er than drugs, I’ m sure) that comes with po lit i cal work 
and or ga niz ing . . . ev ery time I hear a do mes tic vi o lence sur vi vor as sert 
in a work shop or a sup port group or on the hot line that she has a right 
to be safe and free from vi o lence, I get a shiver of hope down my back” 
(2002: 13).

This is yet another way that grrrl zines can en act a ped a gogy of hope, 
by dem on strat ing the sat is fac tion of in volve ment. Crabb told me, “When 
I look at my friends’ lives, who don’t have any hope and who are cyn i cal, 
they seem to have not very happy lives. May be they do fun stuff a lot, but 
they don’t seem very ful fil led, and I feel like work ing for so cial change is 
real ly ful fil ling. It can be not very ful fil ling, but you can find ways to make 
it su per ful fil ling, and then that gives hope, even in a hope less sit u a tion” 
(2007). Zine mak ing is one of the ful fil ling ways that some girls and women 
have found to “give hope, even in a hope less sit u a tion.” Grrrl zines pro vide 
hope not on ly to the maker but also to the reader. This is one com po nent 
of zines’ em bodied com mu nity, their abil ity to trans mit the cor po re al ex-
pe ri ence of hope ful ness and the plea sures of re sist ing the res ig na tion of a 
cyn i cal cul ture.

To turn to Cherríe Mo ra ga’s ideas from This Bridge Called My Back, a 
foun da tion for all so cial jus tice work must be the be lief “that we have the 
power to ac tu al ly trans form our ex pe ri ence, change our lives, save our 
lives” (1981: xviii). This “faith of ac tiv ists” un der lies, to greater or lesser 
ex tents, all grrrl zines. No ma� er how pes si mis tic or cyn i cal the sub ject 
ma� er of the zine is, the fact that the zine ex ists – that the cre a tor felt mo ti-
vated to take ac tion, to pro duce this artifact and share it with others in what 
can be come an em bodied com mu nity – gives ev i dence of hope. Many grrrl 
zines, like Do ris, have made it their busi ness to prop a gate that hope and 
teach others to be hope ful, as well.
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Conclusion: Change is possible

In my ini tial as sess ments of grrrl zines, I found my self want ing to make 
them fit ex ist ing po lit i cal mod els, in or der to prove their va lid ity. I wanted 
to show that they aff ected zi nes ters’ and readers’ en gage ment in po lit i cal 
pro test, that they en cour aged vot ing, or that they helped de crease the pre-
va lence of eat ing dis or ders or helped spread aware ness of emer gency con-
tra cep tion. And while I still think it would be in ter est ing to know to what 
ex tent these things are true, I’ve come to feel that the po lit i cal work of grrrl 
zines is more sub tle and diff er ent ly re sis tant than my earl ier line of ques-
tion ing al lowed me to see.

What I’ m in ter ested in now are these new modes of do ing pol i tics, these 
mi cro po li ti cal ped a gogies that op er ate in the fis sures and for go� en places, 
that off er dreams on dis play, that pro voke out rage, that in vite all kinds of 
em u la tion. View ing grrrl zines in this way not on ly makes their in ter ven-
tions more vis ible and valu able, but it also gives a frame work for eval u at-
ing the larger world of third wave fem in ism (see Not My Mother’s Sister, 
Third Wave Agenda, Listen Up, and Catch ing a Wave for fur ther in for ma tion 
about third wave fem in ism), as well. These zines be come case stud ies that 
ma te ri al ize the ar gu ments that third wave schol ars and girls’ stud ies schol-
ars have been mak ing, ar gu ments about girls’ and women’s agency, and 
about what it means to re sist in the cur rent cul tu ral mo ment.

Grrrl zines dem on strate the in ter pe ne tra tion of com plic ity and re sis tance; 
they are spaces to try out mech a nisms for do ing things diff er ent ly – while still 
mak ing use of the ephem era of the main stream cul ture. They dem on strate the 
pro cess, the missed a� empts as well as the suc cess es. They aren’t the magic 
so lu tion to so cial change eff orts; in stead, they are small, in com plete a� empts, 
mi cro po li ti cal. They func tion in a diff er ent way than main stream me dia and 
than pre vi ous so cial jus tice eff orts. In deed, my work with these zines has 
helped me to un der stand one of the cen tral par a dox es of third wave fem in-
ism: the con tra dic tion be tween the em pha s is on the per sonal and in ti mate on 
the one hand, and the need for broad er col lec tive ac tion on the other hand. 
In some ways grrrl zines merge the two: they are clear ly in ti mate, per sonal 
artifacts, and they cre ate em bodied com mu nities. But these aren’t com mu-
nities that be come large pro test groups or vot ing blocs. They are com mu nities 
that op er ate in the cracks and fis sures. They show that change is still pos sible 
– “even more than we are able to imag ine.”
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