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In today’s networked, plugged-in culture, many spend dozens of hours a week in front of 

screens, and many fear that literature has become a lost art. Films and television but even more so 

computer games and social media sites take time and energy, especially for those young enough to not 

remember a time before computers and the Internet. And yet, many young people read more fiction 

than ever, engage critically with literary texts by performing a variety of close readings in support of 

their interpretations, and even become writers of their own fiction as they expand, correct, and criticize 

the media worlds in which they decide to set their stories. These stories are amateur in all the best 

senses: they are written by a range of people with diverse jobs and professions, and they are shared 

freely with others interested in the show or book or film or game they take as their beginning point and 

backdrop. Appropriating and altering existing online interfaces and platforms to their specific needs or 

simply creating new online spaces to share one’s ideas, love, and writing, fan culture has exploded 

demographically since coming on the web, and fan fiction has become a public form of writing that is 

familiar to contemporary non-fans in a way it had never been before.

There are many precursors to what we now call fan fiction, and how far back we trace the 

concept depends mostly on what definition we use. If all that is required to constitute fan fiction is a 

derivative text that intertextually communicates with a source text, then Virgil taking a minor character 

from the Illiad and Odyssey and telling this character’s story most certainly qualifies. In that sense the 

Aeneid is fan fiction, which takes a minor Homeric character and turns him into the hero of his own 

story. In such an understanding, fan fiction today merely uses pop culture as the material from which to

weave contemporary myths. Instead of retelling the stories of Zeus, Persephone, Oedipus or Cassandra,

writers imagine the motivations of Star Wars’ Luke Skywalker, the adventures of Star Trek’s Jim Kirk, 

or the love lives of the Harry Potter characters. Instead of sitting around the camp fire and retelling the 

familiar fairy and folk tales, fans share their versions of popular media texts on social networking sites.



Fan fiction shares with myths and folk tales not only the quasi-oral, performative modes of 

disseminating but also the emphasis on repetition, repeatedly retelling stories that usually retain core 

elements but alter others to please the teller or the audience or even to make a specific point. Likewise, 

there may be dozens and hundreds of retellings of a critical scene or its aftermath, and every story adds 

to the wealth of interpretations and our enjoyment in repetition.

Focusing more on the critical engagement with published literature, others define fan fiction as 

a form derivative fiction. Parodies are as old as the stories they mock: Henry Fielding’s novel Shamela 

(1741) was but a thinly disguised rebuttal to his contemporary rival novelist Samuel Richardson’s 

Pamela (1740). Parody’s potential as political and social commentary comes to fruition in postmodern 

literature, where feminist, postcolonial, and antiracist retellings in particular challenge the traditional 

canon. Such critical revisions of famous novels include Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966), 

Gregory Maguire’s Wicked: The Life and Times of the Wicked Witch of the West (1995), Alice Randall’s

The Wind Done Gone (2001), and Geraldine Brooks's March (2004). From a purely textual point of 

view, there is little difference between Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s Diary (1996), Seth Grahame-

Smith’s Pride and Prejudice and Zombies (2009), P.D. James’s Death Comes to Pemberley (2011), and 

the thousands of Pride and Prejudice fan stories archived on fan sites across the Internet. 

The difference lies not so much in the fact that one novel is professionally published and the 

other is not, a distinction that becomes ever less clear in the age of self-publishing. It also doesn’t 

necessarily lie in the fact that Jane Austen’s work is out of copyright (as is Sir Conan Arthur Doyle’s 

Sherlock Holmes series, another fan favorite that has spawned vast numbers of published and 

unpublished transformative works). Instead, it is the collective spaces in which the source texts are 

shared and discussed, in which fan fiction is written and edited and published and received and 

interpreted collectively. Fan fiction communities epitomize the communal nature of storytelling and the

intense intertextuality underling the very definition of fan fiction: every fan fiction story is obviously 

intertextual with its source text, but it is also intertextual with the stories that have come before, the 



discussions that have occurred in the community, and the interpretations that have been shared. Literary

texts always need to be read, analyzed, and taught in context, but fan fiction does not attempt to be 

accessible or even comprehensible to outsiders, instead relishing its subcultural cues and inside 

references.

While brandishing the more technical definitions that would define all transformative literature 

as fan fiction, most fan writers trace themselves to the media fandom of the 1960s and 1970s which, in 

turn, built on and profited from the infrastructures of science fiction fandom. Science fiction was 

mostly male and its amateur publications tended to contain discussions and original fiction. In contrast, 

the first Star Trek fan zines were written, published, and read by primarily women, and soon began 

containing fiction featuring the show’s characters and settings. Entire fan zines soon became dedicated 

to fan fiction, and through the 1970s fans expanded into different fandoms and into different genres, 

including erotic writing and, in particular, the homoerotic pairing of the show's male protagonists. Fan 

fiction zines could be bought at conventions or mail-ordered, and a clear shorthand developed to 

distinguish homoerotic stories: K/S thus signified stories in which Kirk and Spock were romantically 

and/or sexually involved, and the virgule between their names soon became the name for all male/male 

stories: slash. 

With the rise of the Internet, fan fiction communities became more widely and more easily 

accessible: through Usenet groups, mailing lists, and personal web pages in the 1990s then blogs, social

media sites, as well as central archives in the 2000s, fans can easily share their stories. Communities 

arise out of a popular show or film or book, and once fan writer have connected within these 

communities, they will often move on to other texts together. The cultural phenomenon of fan fiction 

thus is nearly as important to its practitioners and the scholars studying it as is the artistic output of fan 

works. Fan fiction as literary text offers creative interpretation insofar as most stories make a particular 

statement about a given character or a situation. Often they fill in scenes or thoughts that are missing in 

the source text, they negotiate between different interpretations of the characters, their dynamics, and 



general events. In so doing, fan fiction can offer insight into the text that rivals any academic analysis. 

At the same time, fan fiction creates a canvas where writers can explore characters already familiar to 

and beloved by their readers and can write stories unrestricted by commercial impetus. It can allow 

writers to create intimate fantasies that are nevertheless shared with others, opening up explorations of 

narrative emotions and erotic desires.
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