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ABSTRACT

This chapter contributes to the existing body of knowledge on fan fiction by reporting the findings from a

quantitative and qualitative study on fan fiction in a Swedish context. The authors contextualize the fan
fiction phenomenon as a part of a larger transformation of the media sphere and the society in general
where media consumers’ role as collaborative cultural producers grows ever stronger. They explore

what kind of stories inspire the writers and conclude that as in many other parts of the entertainment

industry, fan fiction is dominated by a small number of international media brands. The authors show

how fan fiction can play an important role in the development of adolescents’ literacies and identities

and how their pastime works as a vehicle for personal growth.

INTRODUCTION

Storytelling is a fundamental part of human
culture. Throughout the history of human civi-
lization storytelling have allowed communities
and societies to convey knowledge, norms and
values between generations, and it has served as
an important tool for people — young and old —in
the crafting theiridentities. The act of creating and
sharing stories is by necessity based on some kind
of communication technology and the character
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of these technologies influences Zow stories are
created and shared and to some extent what kind of
stories are created and shared. Clay tablets, codi-
ces, eReaders, and the remaining plethora of more
or less influential communication technologies
all contribute to the development of storytelling.

During the last centuries, traditional tools for
writing and distributing literature have established
a romantic image of the male author who creates
and shares his stories with the world, and an
admiring audience which listens and appreciates
the works of the genius. It seems as the latest
major communication technology — the Internet
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— questions this basic structure and enables the
establishment of a somewhat less unidirectional
structure for storytelling. The Internet allows the
formerly passive audience to actively contrib-
ute to the stories which are shared among the
members of global and local communities. This
chapter explores how one specific aspect of the
Internet transforms an equally specific aspect of
storytelling. At the centre of our attention lies a
phenomenon known as fan fiction — stories based
on well-established' characters and structures,
but written by the fans of these well-established
characters rather than by the original author. While
fan fiction is far from a new phenomenon, we will
look at how the Internet has released this form of
expression from the shackles of the offline world
and enabled it to develop into an integral and vital
part of Internet culture.

After introducing concepts, theoretical ap-
proaches, and methods, the chapter will present
the findings from a quantitative and qualitative
study on fan fiction and fan fiction writers. Ques-
tionsregarding who is writing fan fiction and what
kind of stories they are inspired by are followed
by an exploration of how the development of
literacies and identities are stimulated by reading
and writing fan fiction. Lastly, the chapter makes
general conclusions and suggests opportunities
for future research.

BACKGROUND

After the industrial revolution and before the ad-
vent of digital communication technologies, the
capability to create and disseminate information
throughout society was concentrated to a limited
number of fairly powerful organizations. These
organizations were strong enough to be able to
acquire the scarce resources and the expensive
equipment required in order to operate a news-
paper, a television station, or a book publisher to
be reckoned with. Common people were more
less shut out from cultural production and were
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sentenced to the role of the consumer — passively
watching, reading and listening to the works of
others.

However, during the second half of the last
century, technological development contributed
to a radical increase in the accessibility of these
scarce communication resources. More and more
people were able to create their own stories and
share their creations with the world. New practices
for using media content emerged and a culture
sometimes referred to as a ‘remix culture’ (e.g.
Lessig, 2008) or a ‘participatory culture’ (e.g.
Jenkins, 2006a) became part of the normal way
of life in the digital world. Today, the world’s six
most visited web sites (excluding search related
sites) can be categorized as peer media i.e. media
services which are (1) interactive; (2) the most
valuable content is generated by amateurs rather
than by professionals; (3) and the emphasis is
placed on contact and community elements rather
than on information per se (Kiing, 2008: 86; http://
www.alexa.com).

The transformation of consumers of media
into producers of media has been noted by many
scholars and can be considered a part of a general
societal transformation (e.g. Firat, 1987). Several
scholars have explored this transformation from
a media perspective and have used terms such
as ‘prosumption’ (Toffler, 1980) or ‘produsage’
(Burgess & Green, 2009) to label this kind of media
consumer. Others have suggested the concept of
‘contribution’ as a way to de-emphasize the other-
wise somewhat troubling production-consumption
dichotomy (e.g. Olin-Scheller & Wikstrom,2009).

Fan fictionis aphenomenon which has alonger
history but which nevertheless can be seen as a
specific manifestation of these trends. Fan fiction
isnormally written withouta commercial purpose
and without the approval ofthe author ofthe origi-
nal text. Throughout history there are numerous
examples of fans who have been inspired to write
their own stories based on the characters which
they treasure. One early example is the group of
Jane Austin followers who during the end of the
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