
ALT
on art zines, conjectural 
history, and ranting 
“alternative”



i feel strange feelings as i 
try to make another one of 
these godforsaken things. 
it’s not as easy anymore. 
there are more points to 
consider. not that there 
wouldn’t be. this is one of 
those infinitely regressive 
things. this is for a final 
assignment for David 
Churchill’s 7110 “Advanced 
Historical Methods.”

my positionality has been 
situated to death, but i’m a 
digital archivist in a history 
program (hi, i’m LJ! you 
knew that). my undergrad 
training was in sociocul- 
tural anthropology, though, 
so i’m worse more 
obnoxious than a usual 
grad. you gotta do what 
you gotta do, right?  there 
are another two final 
papers i’ve got to do 
besides this one. you’ll 
have to pardon me, but i’m 
abandoning all the pre- 
tense of a university essay. 
fucked

this might not be academic 
at the end of the day. look 
at my grammar. that’s up to 
the rigours of scholarship; 
of you. i guess that’s the 
premise of this assignment 
as i try to finish it: a need 
to balance. my desire to 
create something that’ll get 
a good grade against the 
joy of doing something for 
fun. it’s a simple binary.

this is a zine, short for 
“magazine” or “fanzine.” 
for all its hip indie alterity in 
the current moment, zines 
have existed in relation to 
mainstream Western 
discourses since the 1930s 
and 40s. A historiography 
of zines isn’t my thesis 
here—in hindsight, that 
would have been way 
easier—but i still intend to 
recognize the medium as a 
historically- situated art. for 
alternative and oft 
marginalized communities, 
the self- publishable 
aspect of zines has made it 
a potent method of 
expression. my main 
source for zine history is 
some



which refers both to a 2023/2024 touring exhibition 
first held at the Brooklyn Museum and an 
accompanying publication edited by Branden W. 
Joseph and Drew Sawyer. Manifestos’ hook is its 
status as “first exhibition dedicated to the rich history 
of five decades of artists’ zines produced in North 
America.” Its specific focus on artists’ zines 
accomplishes two things for my paper. From the 
origin of zines in science fiction magazines in the 
1930s, it connects the broader medium to alternative 
and underground communities from the 70s onwards 
(ex. punk, queer, kink, feminist, activist; an 
exhaustive list  by way of the plurality of the media, 
etc.) as a potent mode of self-expression against 
mainstream Western society. Secondly, Manifestos 
situates the production of zines alongside concurrent 
visual media. From photography, illustration, and 
collage to photocopy and xerox technology, from 
poetry to essay and fantasy, zines are artistically, 
culturally, and relationally flexible.

… these are really big discursive regimes that 
academics have already looked at. im not 
unconfident that i could connect this whole zine thing 
to both in a real nice monograph, but that’s not what 
we’re here to do (sorry, McLuhan). what im making is 
also not the classic analog eight-fold. im making this 
in slides. thats how i’ve been doing it since i started 
in 2020. i know i said my positionality has already 
been super situated, but this is a zine.

(they got em from 
archives and special 
collections)



you would probably know that without a 447 pp. publication 
telling you. another premise i’ll be carrying forward comes 
from Manifesto’s draft title, “An Incomplete History of Zines 
by Artists:” (p11)

Manifesto also makes the salient point that an academic and 
curatorial perspective of zines is somewhat antithetical. the 
canonization of a zine in these spaces without some 
reflexivity risks re-creating a definition of the media that 
occlthat

occludes some over others. that many of the zines in the 
exhibit come from archives begs the question as to why 
they were preserved in comparison to different works. this 
question extends beyond the materiality of a zine as 
media and is inextricably connected to the context in 
which they are created. there’s an eyecatching quality to 
zines as “alternative.” zines are ephemeral and limited: 
these notions disrupt our ideas of publication and why we 
preserve. it requires us to re-visit our justification for 
longstanding epistemic ideals of credibility and value.



Occlusion in this way 
poses problems for cultural 
practices and scenes that 
are identified as alternative.
Considering the work of 
scholars like Glen Sean 
Coulthard, engaging with 
zines from the pearly 
domains of academia and 
cultural institutions involves 
the risk of reenacting 
longstanding politics of 
representation, identity, 
and accommodation. What 
does it mean for artist 
zines to be put on display 
at the Brooklyn Museum 
(and later, Vancouver Art 
Gallery)? where zines 
emerged as a mode of 
communication in science 
fiction fandoms and later 
used towards self- 
expression within the 
interstices of marginalized 
communities, there is a 
disjunction in the media’s 
place in the mainstream.

this is not to say zines are 
an ineffective way of 
conveying info. the 
personal and self- 
determined

determination of zine- 
making offers a more open 
way of approaching a 
historiography. 

pushing the “alternative” to 
disciplinary historiography, 
what does an alternative 
historiography have to 
offer? I turn to historian 
Niall Ferguson’s 2003 
collection Virtual History: 
Alternatives and Counter- 
factuals. The essays 
explore alternative paths of 
history in a manner that 
Ferguson refers to as 
“counterfactual analysis” 
towards “counterfactual 
histories” of how historical 
narratives might have 
happened if particular 
factors had been different. 
he vests historical and 
logical necessity in doing
so and puts
forward 2
main pre-
mises: 
(p88)

in support of Ferguson—

actually nevermind that



later historians criticize Ferguson’s hard science 
approach of statistics and probabilities, as well 
as his overt right-wing politics. Virtual History’s 
popularity, however, foments how counterfactual 
and alternative histories are mainly focused on 
military and political histories. 

Quentin Deluermoz and Pierre Singaravélou, in A 
Past of Possibilities, extend the European 
tradition of counterfactual histories to its use in 
ancient Greek reasoning; a notable example is 
Thucydides’ The History of the Peloponnesian 
War from the fifth century BCE. 

“Alternative,” as it applies to historiography, is not 
that alternative after all. Deluermoz and 
Singaravélou note Virtual History’s precedence in 
American (What If?, 1999) and German history 
scholarship (Ungeschehene Geschichte, 1986) 
among other international cases There are 
journals and conferences and stuff.



so,

a zine alternative on alternative histories. not a 
bad thesis with some elbow grease.

it’s just… that’s a little boring, to me. i’m just 
contributing to another discourse that’s 
become part of the mainstream, another 
“acceptable” alternative. not that i know what i 
want to do, anyways. that’s how i used to make 
zines. just start writing and putting things 
together while i lived my life; it got made 
without me needing to put it on hold. but now 
this is my life. do you know what i mean? well, 
not my life, but my work. there’s not a big 
difference anymore.



“Much has been written about the need to train 
PhD students in generalisable skills, for them to 
experience work environments outside the 
laboratory or the library. In short, to prepare 
young researchers that they may, possibly, 
potentially need to pursue alternatives to 
academia.

“I’ve grown tired of this approach, for this 
wording is dangerously wrong. It still frames 
the problem as one of finding alternatives to 
academia. Yet the vast majority of graduate 
students and postdocs can never reach a 
permanent job in academia, because those 
jobs do not and will not exist. Supply vastly 
outstrips demand.

“Instead we need to 
be clear: Academia is 
the alternative career 
path.”

(Mark Humphries, “Academia Is the 
Alternative Career Path,” 2018)

most of this was written out of a general angst 
regarding the ways that things are “supposed” to 
be. i want to make good papers and do a good 
job and feel good about doing it, but that’s usually 
not the case.  i just want to be done with writing 
papers as fast possible. trying to negotiate zines 
as alternative in an adequately academic fashion 
and exploring applications of conjectural history 
are fine and all, but if i do everything the way it’s 
supposed to be done and it’s still a chore, what’s 
the use? it’s still fictions and regress. what 
happens when the alternative is just as fallible?

i’ll probably have to resubmit this 
assignment as a regular essay, or 
you might just fail this, and those 
would be fine. i don’t really feel 
this a waste, though. i mean, 
what’s the alternative? hand in 
nothing? i’ve been thinking about 
that a lot, about  my alternatives 
and “the way things are supposed 
to be” are fleeting and changing all 
the time. it’s not as if i dislike 
doing school. i guess i got bitter. 
sorry about that.

oh, a conclusion?                
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some of these don’t 
show up in this zine and 
represent citations for the 
accompanying textual 
document <3


