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AJ Meakin

Editorial
Welcome to the third edition of Mesh: The Journal for Undergraduate Work across English
Studies. This international online journal is designed to showcase some of the interesting
and excellent research that students create as undergraduates studying English.
This is the second of our regular issues. Our regular issues feature work which bring together
or explore ideas relevant to two or more areas of English studies (understood broadly, to
include literature, linguistics, drama, media, publishing, and the teaching of English, including
as a second language).
The opening piece is an original hypertextual remediation of Lewis Carroll's Alice's Adventures
in Wonderland, foregrounding themes of identity and sanity. The hypertext, Who is Alice?,
can be downloaded and played for free. The accompanying critical reflection discusses the
nature of hypertext and remediation, and reflects on the affordances of this form and process
as an approach to creatively engaging with Carroll's original work with a particular thematic
focus.
The second essay is a study of politeness and impoliteness in Jeff Lindsay's Darkly Dreaming
Dexter, exploring the role of (im)politeness in the characterisation of the protagonist, and,
relatedly, in the novel's cues and red herrings.
The final essay reports and reflects on the findings of a survey of writers and readers of
fanfiction, investigating their opinions on various aspects of fanfiction, including its noncommercial status, its different sub-genres, and its LGBTQ+ content, with respect to the
broader socio-cultural value of fanfiction as a form of literature.
We congratulate the three authors on their impressive and imaginative engagement with
English, and we hope that you enjoy reading their work.
Andrea Macrae, Billy Clark and Marcello Giovanelli
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'Who is Alice?', a Hypertext Remediation of
Lewis Carroll's Alice's Adventures in
Wonderland, and an Accompanying Critical
Reflection
AJ Meakin
Oxford Brookes University
Who is Alice?
Click here to access the hypertext
Abstract:
This essay presents an original hypertext, Who is Alice?, and a critical reflection on that
hypertext. Who is Alice? is creative rewriting and remediation of Lewis Carroll’s novel Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland, exploring themes of identity and sanity. This essay describes the
form of hypertext and the nature of remediation, and discusses the affordances of
hypertextual remediation in adapting Carroll's novel with a particular thematic focus on
identity and sanity.
Keywords:
hypertext, remediation, multi-path
Introduction
Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland tells the story of a girl who falls through a
rabbit hole into a fantasy world and is seemingly trapped there until she wakes up and
realises that it was all a dream (Carroll, 1998). My hypertext Who is Alice? is creative
rewriting and remediation of Lewis Carroll’s novel. This remediation explores themes of
identity and sanity. It can be downloaded and played via
https://www.anexerciseinmadness.com/projects. The hypertext blurs the lines between
what is ‘real' within the world of the story, and what is ‘unreal’, which is presented as
‘Wonderland’. The central character 'Alice' doesn’t know who she is and is attempting to
discover her identity through her memories. This process takes her into warped scenes from
'Wonderland', but any attempts to wake up bring the hypertext experience to an eery end.
In this essay, I describe the form of hypertext and the nature of remediation, and discuss the
affordances of hypertextual remediation in adapting Carroll's novel with a particular
thematic focus on identity and sanity.
Hypertext as an interactive and multi-path form
A hypertext, as defined by Goody, is ‘a form of non-linear, interactive, screen-based
textuality, in which the reader chooses the structure and unfolding of the text in her reading
actions’ (2011: 122). Examples of such texts are Shelley Jackson’s Patchwork Girl (1995),
Emily Short’s The Mary Jane of Tomorrow (2016) and Michael Joyce’s Twelve Blue (1996).
These texts demonstrate some of the ways in which hyperlinks and commands can be used
2
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to tell a story that changes depending on the reader’s choices and exploration. The
hypertext is a postmodernist creation which confronts some of the core questions that
postmodernism raises, such as ‘“what is a world?” “What makes a world real?” “Is there a
difference in mode of existence between textual worlds and the world(s) I live in?” or are all
worlds created by language?’ (Ryan, 2010: 449). These are questions that I wished to
explore in my remediation of Carroll’s text, and thought the best way to demonstrate this
would be through a hypertext form in which readers would have to actively participate in
order to read the story. Ryan and others argue that the interactivity of hypertext constitutes
an ideal convergence of postmodern theory and textuality (Ryan, 2001: 6). One common
feature of hypertext which engages with some of these key postmodern questions is a
multi-path structure. Due to the multiple choices readers can select from in Who is Alice?,
no matter what route they take, there are always other possible worlds – alternative
versions of the story world - that haven’t yet been realised in the hypertext. This multi-path
structure encourages the reader to keep exploring the hypertext in an attempt to find all the
versions of the story, which essentially leads them down a 'rabbit hole' of information. By
having many possible worlds, the hypertext becomes frustrating to people who wish to
discover everything. Van Hulle describes hypertext as making use of 'disorientation as an
aesthetic quality' which for some readers 'is a cause of frustration' (Van Hulle, 2008). Ensslin
goes further, arguing that 'feelings of frustration […] are constitutive to the hypertext
reading experience'. She cites Harpold's description of the experience of 'changing your
destination, forgetting your point of departure, or getting lost along the way' as contributing
to what Bootz calls an 'aesthetics of frustration' (Ensslin, 2007: 35).
The multi-path structure offers a means of reflecting the theme of sanity. Anxiety and
frustration about choice and decision -making in the face of limited available information,
and a struggle to discern what is reliable and 'real', are experiences common to some states
of mental ill health (Nestadt, Kamuth, Maher et al, 2016; Chandra and Chaudhury, 2009).
These kinds of experiences are emphasised in the multi-path structure of Who is Alice?, and
further accentuated by the lack of ability to return to a previous lexia (the term used to
denote a screen – the equivalent of a page – in a hypertext). Readers therefore have to face
the consequences of their choices, and continue, since they cannot go back. If a reader does
find a way to return to an earlier lexia in Who is Alice?, it has been permanently changed.
The actual form of the narrative and the frustration that comes with it mirror some
experiences of mental illness. This approach follows the example of previous games such as
Maskiewicz's Quadrego (2001). Quadrego uses the mechanics of hypertext to make the
reading experience 'resemble […] competing voices and identities within one mind'. As
Ensslin argues, in this game 'the resulting mix of sense and non-sense, of logic and
irrationality, is intended by the author to convey a maximally authentic picture of the
symptoms of Multiple Personal Disorder' (Ensslin, 2007: 99). Shelley's Patchwork Girl (1995),
meanwhile, uses hypertextual reading structures to reflect the experience of fragmented
identity. Who is Alice?, albeit less explicitly, has similar aims.
Motivated remediation
Remediation can be defined as a ‘the incorporation or presentation of one medium into
another medium. […] remediation is a defining characteristic of new digital media because
[it] is constantly remediating its predecessors’ (Sweetland Digital Rhetoric, 2015).
Remediation theory proposes that modern narratives are not original and that ‘if there is
3
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one thing we have seen emerging... it is the extent to which stories told by even the greatest
of them are not their own’ (Booker, 2004: 543). Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
has been remediated into a variety of forms, from films such as those by Disney and Tim
Burton (2010), to video games like American McGee’s Alice Madness Returns (2011). All
these forms, including Who is Alice?, follow a similar script: a character (Alice) goes down a
physical or metaphorical rabbit hole in order to escape an unpleasant situation, and
explores this new world, before returning to the ‘real world’.
I wanted to explore relationships between ‘real’ and ‘unreal’ worlds and I felt that Carroll’s
text would be a good foundation for this as the text shows a character moving between two
worlds. The difference between the original and my remediation is, however, that Carroll’s
'Alice' is aware that she is dreaming once she is awake again, successfully separating the two
worlds she has existed in, whereas my ‘Alice’ exists in the two ‘worlds’ at the same time,
with elements of Wonderland existing within the character's ‘real’ world. This was
engineered to demonstrate the ways in which mental illnesses that involve psychosis —
visual and auditory hallucinations — can cause the person to doubt their senses, and trust
what is ‘real’ (Chandra and Chaudhury, 2009).
Carroll establishes a difference between the two worlds – Alice's waking reality and
Wonderland - by creating confusing riddles with no true answer to help to present
Wonderland as a nonsensical place. I wanted to create the different worlds, however I also
wanted the worlds to blend together the further the readers explored. By remediating the
text into a digital text, I had some freedom with this and could import other forms of media
to help emphasise the key themes of sanity and relationships between the real and unreal. I
partly achieved this by using video clips and editing the text’s custom style sheet (CSS) to
enable the writing to become more difficult to read in certain lexias, which contributes to a
blurring of the comprehensible and the non-sensical. One of the other means by which I
created confusion as to which worlds were 'real' and which were 'unreal' within the
hypertext was by formatting the lexias with different colours and having these blend
together and darken the more they are explored. I was also able to use coding to change the
story depending on the reader’s choices. For example, if the reader returns to Dr. Fletcher’s
office after the banquet with the Red Queen, elements from the ‘Wonderland’ scene are
now mirrored in the previously blank office, and the doctor develops a growing resemblance
to the Cheshire Cat. These forms of blurring and blending allow the reader to experience the
Alice's distorted reality and her resultant disconcerted confusion.
I also followed Carroll’s example and included riddles of my own. This was to connect the
story worlds of Who is Alice? to those of Carroll’s original ‘Wonderland’. These intertextual
links to the original novel carry over the lightness of Carroll’s fantastical Wonderland in to
Who is Alice?. For readers who know the original novel, these intertextual links prevent the
hypertext from being terrifying as there is an element of familiarity. The readers’ knowledge
of the original source text adds an element of comfort and predictability to the remediated
text which mitigates the darker themes of mental illness.
My hypertext Who is Alice? reflects experiences of mental health issues, such as anxiety,
trauma, and panic attacks, but the full nature of these experiences is left for the reader to
establish and only hinted at in the text. Again, the inherent characteristics of hypertext
4
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contributed to the ways in which the character could function thematically and symbolically.
Readers of the hypertext who have experienced such things, and/or know of the symptoms
of several mental illnesses, may recognise these symptoms in the character of ‘Alice’ and
map those experiences onto the character. My aim with the character ‘Alice’ was to have
her be whoever the readers made her, through both their exploration of the hypertext,
piecing ‘Alice’ together through what they learn, and through the reader’s own experiences
and projection of what they think she is or isn’t. ‘Alice’ is whoever the readers make ‘her’.
Every version of ‘Alice’ is created by the readers' choices in, and resultant experience of, the
hypertext and by their own experiences of their own lives, and therefore all versions of
‘Alice’ are both constructed and also ‘true’ and ‘real’.
Conclusion
Overall, the hypertext remediation allows readers to explore aspects of the original text in a
new way. By creating a digital text, I was able to emphasise how the ‘real’ and ‘unreal’
worlds can become blurred, just as ‘Alice’s are, using digital art that could be animated and
changed depending on the reader’s choices. The blurring of these worlds means that
recognising what is real and unreal is difficult both for the character and for the reader.
Readers who have had experience of mental illness may notice the nuanced hints within the
text. Due to the ambiguity of and confusion in the character’s experience and readers'
individual differences in knowledge and experience, however, their perceptions of these
themes may differ, just as what they recognise in terms of intertextual references will vary.
The identity of the 'Alice' readers construct will therefore be shaped by their own identity
and their choices in interacting with the hypertext. Hypertextual remediation proved to be
an ideal and fruitful approach to this adaptation and its thematic orientations.
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(Im)politeness and misdirection in Jeff
Lindsay’s Darkly Dreaming Dexter
Heather Grant
University of Leeds
Abstract:
This essay uses stylistic models of language analysis to account for misdirection in Jeff
Lindsay’s 2004 novel, Darkly Dreaming Dexter. It uses ideas from work on linguistic
im/politeness to establish how two contrasting sides of the character of Dexter are created,
how this is supported by the character’s own personification of his killing urges, and how
this creates the impression that the ‘killer’ side of Dexter could act independently. It draws
on Emmott and Alexander’s (2010, 2014) series of guidelines on how to manipulate readers
in a ‘whodunnit’ novel, to consider red herrings and embedded clues in the novel, which
lead the reader to falsely assume that Dexter is the killer under his own investigation.
Keywords:
stylistics, im/politeness, misdirection, red herrings, clues, crime fiction
1. Introduction
In this article I suggest that ideas from work on linguistic (im)politeness can be considered
alongside analysis of red herrings and embedded clues to help explain how readers are
misdirected in Jeff Lindsay’s Darkly Dreaming Dexter (2004). I demonstrate this by
considering my own misunderstanding, assuming that this is one which others may have
had when reading the novel.
Jeff Lindsay’s Darkly Dreaming Dexter (2004) follows the double life of blood-splatter analyst
Dexter Morgan who, by day, helps his police officer sister solve a series of murders in
Miami, and, by night, is a serial killer with a moral code by which he only murders ‘bad’
people. The language Dexter uses in his role as a brother is so contradictory to the language
he uses in his role as a killer that I constructed a mental image of the character as two
independent and almost detached personalities. Culpeper’s (1996) proposed ‘Impoliteness
Strategies’, which build on Brown and Levinson’s (1987) ‘Politeness Strategies’, are useful in
deconstructing how these two sides of Dexter are created. The construction of Dexter as
having two personalities is supported by the personification of Dexter’s killing urges
throughout the novel as a ‘Dark Passenger’ within him that periodically takes over,
conceptualising the killer side of his personality as having agency of its own. In investigating
the Miami murders, Dexter begins to wonder whether it is possible that he acted outside his
own conscious awareness and committed them himself. My impression of Dexter as having
two different personalities, together with his thoughts about his suspicions about himself,
led me to believe that his ‘killer’ personality could have committed the murders without him
being consciously aware. At the end of the novel it is revealed that the culprit is Dexter’s
brother, whom he had repressed his memory of after a traumatic childhood event. Emmott
7
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and Alexander’s (2010; 2014) series of guidelines on how to manipulate readers in a
‘whodunnit’ novel are useful for considering how the metaphorical ‘Dark Passenger’ acts as
a red herring in the novel, and how clues that indicate the ‘real’ culprit (his brother) are
hidden to misdirect the reader into believing that Dexter is the murderer under his own
investigation.
2. Mock Politeness: A sarcastic killer
Brown and Levinson propose that individuals have ‘negative face’ wants, including the want
to be ‘unimpeded by others’, and ‘positive face’ wants, including the want to be ‘desirable
to at least some others’ (1987: 62). They argue that certain acts have the potential to
threaten an addressee’s positive or negative face and label these face-threatening acts (FTA)
(25). Brown and Levinson argue that ‘any rational agent’ will want to avoid FTAs and, in
contexts where there is the potential of threatening face, they will undertake strategies to
minimise the threat (68). Where Dexter is interacting with his victims, he uses
predominantly two of Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness strategies:
Positive politeness (PP): minimising the potential threat by assuring the addressee that you
are ‘the same’ as them, or that you like them (1987: 70), for example, assuring the
addressee that you and they are equal benefiters when making a request.
Negative politeness (NP): assuring the addressee that you will not interfere with their
freedom of action, by ‘self-effacement, formality, and restraint’ (1987: 70), for example,
using indirect directives when you wish for something to be done, rather than asking
directly.
The following examples occur in a dialogue between Dexter and his first victim, that of a
priest who has murdered children. Dexter disapproves of the priest’s choice of victims,
which violate his own moral code to kill only guilty people, and is about to murder him.
1) ‘Please,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t help myself. I just couldn’t help myself. Please, you have
to understand –'
‘I do understand, Father,’ I said, and there was something in my voice, the Dark
Passenger’s voice now, and the sound of it froze him. He lifted his head slowly to
face me and what he saw in my eyes made him very still. ‘I understand perfectly,’ I
told him, moving very close to his face. (Lindsay, 2004: 10)
Positive politeness is evident here, as Dexter assures his victim that he is the same as him
when he says ‘I do understand, Father’ and ‘I understand perfectly’. An element of negative
politeness can also be inferred as Dexter uses the address term ‘father’, creating formality in
the interaction.
2) ‘You see,’ I said, ‘I just can’t help myself, either.’
We were very close now, almost touching, and the dirtiness of him was suddenly too
much. I jerked up on the noose and kicked his feet out from under him again.
(Lindsay, 2004: 11)
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When Dexter informs the priest that he ‘can’t help’ his murdering urges either, he is again
assuring the priest that he is the same as him, a murderer, and so is appealing to positive
politeness strategies.
3) ‘But children?’ I said, ‘I could never do this to children.’ (Lindsay, 2004: 11)
Although Dexter threatens his victim’s positive face as he expresses ‘disapproval’ and
‘disagreement’ (Brown and Levinson, 1987: 66) with the priest’s choice of victims, the FTA
appears minimal given the context of a murder; Dexter does not express violent emotions in
his language, or overtly ridicule and insult his victim, despite being about to kill him. There is
a sense of negative politeness given that, although he is criticising the priest’s actions by
using a rhetorical question, and then making himself the subject of the utterance rather
than the priest, he does not imply interference with the priest’s freedom of action.
The above examples demonstrate how Dexter’s language can be categorised with reference
to politeness strategies. Dexter, however, is not a ‘rational agent’; he is a murderer about to
kill his victim. It is unlikely that these strategies are being used to minimise face threat; if he
is physically threatening his victim, it is unlikely that he will be concerned with protecting his
face needs. Building on Brown and Levinson’s ‘off record’ strategy, where ‘there is more
than one intention of the utterance’ (1987: 69), Culpeper (1996) proposes the ‘impoliteness’
strategy of ‘mock politeness’. ‘Mock politeness’ accounts for politeness strategies that are
used with the intention of attacking face, for example using a positive politeness strategy,
such as complimenting, in a sarcastic manner, to attack the addressee’s positive face.
Dexter’s politeness is ‘obviously insincere’ (Culpeper, 1996: 357) as his acts of violence are
‘inherently impolite’ (for instance in example 2 when Dexter ‘jerked up on the noose’ and
kicked his victim’s ‘feet out from under him’ ) and cannot be ‘mitigated by any surface
realisation of politeness’ (Culpeper, 1996: 351). Consequently, the politeness strategies are
perceived as ‘sarcastic’ and ‘manipulative’ (Watts, 2005: xliv). Such impoliteness strategies
aid the FTAs rather than minimise them as they threaten the victim’s face needs.
Bousfield argues that the language characters are presented as using invites readers to
‘infer particular traits and characteristics’ (2016: 119). Since face-threat maintains ‘power
and control’ of situations (126), I perceived Dexter as a manipulative, sarcastic, and
powerful killer.
3. Mock Impoliteness: An affectionate sibling
A quite different strategy to ‘mock politeness’ is ‘mock impoliteness’. Rather than
threatening face, mock impoliteness strategies create ‘social harmony’ (Culpeper, 1996:
357). One example involves saying something obviously impolite and untrue to a close
friend to express closeness and social equality (Culpeper,1996: 352). The previous section
demonstrates that politeness strategies can be identified in Dexter’s dialogue with his
victim, and then interpreted as ‘mock politeness’. Similarly, when Dexter is talking to his
sister, Deborah, impoliteness strategies can be identified, and then interpreted as ‘mock
impoliteness’.

9
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Aspects of Culpeper’s ‘output strategies’ (1996) for positive impoliteness (PI) and negative
impoliteness (NI), are evident when Dexter is talking to Deborah:
Positive Impoliteness (PI) - the use of ‘output strategies’ designed to threaten the
addressee's positive face, such as ‘snubbing’, seeking disagreement, and using taboo and
profane language (357-358).
Negative impoliteness (NI) - the use of ‘output strategies’ designed to threaten the
addressee's negative face, such as not treating them seriously, invading their personal
space, and explicitly associating them with a negative aspect (358).
The following examples occur in a dialogue where Deborah is confiding in Dexter about the
distress she feels from being left out of the main police investigative team for the Miami
murders, which would increase her respect amongst the police team, and her dislike for her
job as a ‘working vice’ catching men paying for sex, where she has to wear revealing clothes.
She confides in Dexter as she feels he will be able to help her solve the case and gain a
better position at work.
1) I sat down in my chair and didn’t speak. Deb likes to unload on me. That’s what
family is for. (Lindsay, 2004: 48)
When Dexter sits down on his chair and doesn’t speak to his sister, positive impoliteness can
be inferred as he ‘snubs’ his sister and appears disinterested and unconcerned, threatening
her positive face wants to be liked and appreciated.
2) ‘You don't have any seniority,’ I said.’Or any political smarts.’
She crumpled the bag and threw it at my head. She missed. (Lindsay, 2004: 48)
Negative impoliteness is evident when Dexter tells his sister that she doesn’t have ‘any
seniority’ or ‘political smarts’ as he is explicitly associating Deborah with the negative
aspects of inferiority and unintelligence.
3) Goddamn it, Dexter,” she said. ‘You know damned well I deserve to be in Homicide.
Instead of — ” She snapped her bra strap and waved a hand at her skimpy costume.
“This bullshit.”
I nodded. ‘Although on you it looks good,’ I said. (Lindsay, 2004: 48)
Although compliments are often a positive politeness strategy, addressing the positive face
want to be liked, when Dexter compliments Deborah’s outfit he is drawing attention to
Deborah’s revealing costume, a topic he knows is sensitive to Deborah. He is seeking
disagreement with her and so this can be considered a positive impoliteness strategy.
Culpeper, Bousfield and Wichmann see responses to utterances as crucial in indicating how
they are taken (2003: 1552); as Deborah responds to Dexter’s impoliteness with ‘offensive
counter attacks’, countering the impoliteness with an impolite response (Culpeper,
Bousfield and Wichmann, 2003: 1562), it is apparent that they are partaking in what
Culpeper calls a ‘language game’ (1996: 352). The impoliteness ‘is not intended to cause
10
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offence’ (352) and is therefore interpretable as ‘mock impoliteness’. This is evident when
revisiting the previous examples considering Deborah’s responses. For instance, negative
impoliteness is evoked in example 2 when Deborah crumbles her cruller bag and throws it at
Dexter’s head, invading his physical space. In example 3, when Deborah responds to
Dexter’s comments with ‘Goddam it Dexter’ and ‘you know damn well I deserve to be in
Homicide’, she is not treating Dexter’s comment seriously, and so is belittling his
contributions to the conversation. She also appeals to positive impoliteness strategies in her
use of profane and taboo language: ‘damn’ and ‘bullshit’.
Leech’s ‘Banter Principle’ supposes that ‘obviously impolite’ utterances can ‘show solidarity’
(1983: 144). I argue that Dexter’s impoliteness with his sister reveals that he feels
comfortable around her. It is often the conditions under which language is used, rather
than the language itself, ‘that determines the judgment of politeness’ (Fraser and Nolan,
1981: 96); Deborah is confiding in her brother about her distress at work, and Dexter is
helping his sister (he decides to assist her in the case). To reinforce the intimacy of their
relationship, where politeness is not ‘necessary’ or ‘important’ (Culpeper, 1996: 352), they
use impoliteness strategies that are mutually understood to show solidarity. From Dexter’s
‘mock impoliteness’, I inferred a contrasting side to his character: an affectionate brother.
4. Misdirection: The Dark Passenger
The presentation of Dexter’s contrasting politeness and impoliteness strategies contributed
to my perception of him as having two very different personalities. The use of mock
politeness strategies when communicating with his victim revealed how he manipulated
politeness strategies to appear cold and sarcastic, which directly contrasts with his use of
mock impoliteness with his sister, being overtly impolite to create the impression of
closeness and intimacy. Although everyone behaves differently with regards to
im/politeness in different contexts, the extreme difference between these two areas of
Dexter’s life, and his im/politeness behaviour within these, emphasise how distinct the two
sides of his character are. The detachment of these two personalities is strengthened by a
figurative aspect of language that runs throughout the novel; the personification of Dexter’s
killing urges as a ‘Dark Passenger’.
Dexter conceptualises the sarcastic killer side of his personality as a metaphorical
‘passenger’ inside him, who periodically takes over, ‘driving’ him to kill. In the opening of
the novel, Dexter summarises his killing urges as ‘the me that was not-me’ and ‘the thing
that mocked and laughed and came calling with its hunger’ (Lindsay, 2004: 1), describing
himself, and his victims, as belonging to this ‘Dark Passenger’ (2). Gregoriou argues that ‘the
way the criminal mind is linguistically portrayed is closely tied to the way the criminals are
believed to conceptualise their lives and actions’ (2002: 61); Dexter conceptualises the killer
side of his personality as having agency of its own. Thus, when Dexter begins to wonder
whether it is possible that these two aspects of his personality could act independently, my
mental representation of the character, which both the contrasting use of im/politeness and
the metaphorical ‘Dark Passenger’ gave rise to, led me to believe that this was the case.
Emmott and Alexander suggest a series of guidelines on how to manipulate readers in a
‘whodunnit’ novel, including ‘distracting readers with time-consuming and cognitively
complex red herrings’ and ‘bury[ing] the key information’ (2010: 345). Sections 5 and 6
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explore how ‘The Dark Passenger’ is used as a red herring contributing to my assumption
that Dexter is the culprit, while clues that indicate the real culprit, his brother, are buried,
when Dexter himself begins to consider whether he is the murderer under investigation.
5. Red Herring: Dexter as the culprit
In detective novels, each piece of new information can be read as potentially providing
‘evidence’ as to whether each character is ‘more or less likely to be the guilty person’
(Emmott, 1997: 220). When Dexter questions whether he is the ‘guilty person’ with regard
to the Miami murders he is investigating, it is more a case of reinterpreting received
information as potential ‘evidence’ that he is the culprit. Lindsay does this by bringing our
attention to the figurative ‘Dark Passenger’ that has been threaded throughout the novel,
using it as a red herring, as evident in the following examples:
1) I already gave away the driver’s seat of my consciousness on a regular basis when
the Dark Passenger went joyriding. It really wasn’t such a great leap to accept that
the same thing was happening here, now, in a slightly different form. (Lindsay, 2004:
194-195)
Dexter’s narration first draws attention to his personification of his killing urges, attributing
to them the ability to ‘drive’ his consciousness, which he claims occurs regularly. He then
goes on to interpret this as evidence that he is guilty regarding the Miami murders, by
stating that it would simply be the ‘same thing’ that often happens to him, in a different
form.
2) The Dark Passenger was simply borrowing the car while I slept.
How else to explain it? (Lindsay, 2004: 195)
Again, Dexter first draws attention to the ‘Dark Passenger’ taking over his consciousness,
metaphorically represented as a ‘car’, and then goes on to interpret it as evidence he is
guilty regarding the Miami murders, by suggesting that there is no other way to explain it.
Saego (2014) summarises red herrings as ‘misleading plot-lines’; Dexter’s reference to the
‘Dark Passenger’ personification, and considering its viability as evidence, misled me by
setting me on the ‘false trail’ of perceiving Dexter as the murderer, which masked ‘the
correct solution’ (Emmott and Alexander, 2010: 333) that the culprit was his brother,
revealed in the final chapter of the novel: ‘I looked at him. My brother. The alien word. If I
had said it aloud I am sure I would have stuttered. It was utterly impossible to believe –and
even more absurd to deny it’ (Lindsay, 2004: 275).
6. Embedded Clues: His brother as the culprit
‘Red herrings’ that ‘foreground’ misleading information, in this case the personification of
Dexter’s killing urges, are a ‘key rhetorical strategy’ for ‘strategically’ misdirecting the reader
(Emmott and Alexander, 2014: 333). A connected strategy is to ‘bury’ signiﬁcant information
‘that will eventually contribute to the solution’ (333). If writers do not include such
information, the ‘fair play’ rule of detective fiction is violated; the reader must be able to
identify the culprit through ‘a systematic examination of clues’ (Mandel, 1984: 16). Seago
(2014: 207) recognises that these ‘legitimate clues’ are mixed ‘with misleading information’
and so, as Emmott and Alexander note, ‘the information which will eventually be used to
12
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solve a puzzle in a detective story is hidden’ (2014: 331-332). One technique to ‘bury’ key
information in the novel is to get the narrator to say that it is uninteresting (Emmott and
Alexander, 2014: 332); Lindsay takes this technique further as Dexter implies that crucial
pieces of information are not just ‘uninteresting’, but illogical. I will consider two salient
examples from the novel where a clue is presented, Dexter dismisses it as illogical, and it is
consequently ‘buried’ amongst the foregrounded ‘red herring’:
1) How else to explain it? That I was astrally projecting while I slept and just happened
to tune my vibrations to the killer’s aura because of our connection in a past life?
Sure, that might make sense –if this was southern California. In Miami, it seemed a
bit thin. (Lindsay, 2004: 135)
The ‘connection in a past life’ is a clue; the killer is revealed to be Dexter’s brother, whom he
was ‘connected’ to in childhood, a past part of his life. Dexter’s connection to the killer
being in childhood is hinted at throughout the novel, as Dexter uses the language of
childhood games in his description of the murders: ‘was he saying, ‘Hi! Wanna play?’ (129),
‘he was playing catch with me’ (193), and ‘I admired the playful spirit this prank exposed’
(223). Playing games and pulling pranks connote activities young siblings may do together.
Despite the clues of a childhood connection being embedded throughout the novel, the
context provided in cases such as this excerpt contributed to me misreading the crucial
information. Emmott coined the term ‘frame repair’ to refer to where ‘a reader becomes
aware that they have misread the text either through lack of attention or because the text
itself is potentially ambiguous’ (1997: 225). I had to make a ‘frame repair’ as I misread the
clue as referring not to a past part of Dexter’s life but to a past life in the sense of
reincarnation. This is partly due to the spiritual connotations I have for the adverb ‘astrally’
and noun ‘aura’, which precede the crucial information. My misreading of the clue was
reinforced when Dexter dismissed it as ‘a bit thin’; a past life, in the spiritual sense, did
appear illogical to me.
2) And so if I went into this half building and happened to see three bodies arranged in
a way that seemed to be speaking to me, I would have to consider the possibility
that I had written the message. Didn’t that make more sense than believing I was on
some kind of subconscious party line? (Lindsay, 2004: 223)
‘Subconscious party line’ is the clue here; it is revealed that, due to being siblings less than a
year apart in age, Dexter and his brother have an experiential bond common with twins in
fiction (Morgan, 2016), represented metaphorically as a ‘party line’. A similar reference
occurs earlier in the novel when Dexter refers to his mysterious dreams of the murderer as
‘a long-distance call on my phantom party line’ (157), with the pre-modifying adjective
‘phantom’, much like the previous example, connoting a seemingly illogical spirituality.
Linguistic structures work to ‘reduce prominence’ of the clue (Emmott and Alexander,
2014): the crucial information is presented after a declarative focussing on the red herring in
a ‘leading question’, and this encourages us to think about the information ‘in a certain way’
(Johnson, 1983: 360). The negated verb phrase ‘didn’t’ leads the reader to think of the clue,
the ‘subconscious party-line’ between Dexter and the murderer, as illogical.
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A further reason why Dexter’s subconscious connection being to a brother did not occur to
me is due to my assumption that brothers and look-alikes generally do not occur in crime
fiction. Earlier in the novel, Dexter describes his following of the murderer as ‘tagging along
like an unwanted little brother’ (2004: 87), an idiom that, upon the final reading, acquires a
sense of irony as we find he is the murderer’s ‘little brother’. My schema for the crime
fiction genre is largely drawn from texts that constitute the ‘golden age’ of crime fiction, i.e.
the 1920s and 1930s, seen as the peak of the ‘whodunnit’ by, for examples, Rankin (2000:
3). In 1928 Van Dine published an article in The American Magazine, which argued that ‘no
self-respecting detective story writer’ would put ‘the final pinning of the crime’ on ‘a twin or
a relative that looks exactly like the suspect’. Similarly, Knox states, ‘twin brothers, and
doubles, generally, must not appear’ in ‘good detective stories’ of the era (1929: 1739). As
my expectations of the genre do not include brothers as suspects, I did not register these
clues.
In detective ﬁction, ‘the objective is to confuse the reader about the signiﬁcance of
information’ (Alexander and Emmott, 2014: 329). Lindsay does this by foregrounding the
suggestion that Dexter could have committed the murder subconsciously (the ‘red herring’)
and burying significant information that, although not sufficient in itself to lead to the
solution, could have guided me to the brother as the culprit.
7. Conclusion
As Gregoriou suggests, ‘language’s power to direct and misdirect cannot be underestimated’
(2017: 134). Through stylistic analysis of the politeness and impoliteness strategies Dexter is
presented as using (Brown and Levinson, 1987; Culpeper, 2010), I have gained further
insight into my perception of Dexter as having two ‘independent’ personalities, which is
supported by the personification of his ‘killer’ personality as a ‘Dark Passenger’. In addition
to the manipulation of the significance of information, this perception of Dexter contributed
to how I was misdirected. By foregrounding the red herring that one of Dexter’s
‘personalities’ could act independently, and burying clues that indicate the ‘true’ Miami
murderer (Emmott and Alexander 2010; 2014), I was misled to believe that Dexter himself
was the murderer he sought to find. Ultimately, my analysis has shed light on how I was
misdirected to believe I had ‘solved’ the mystery central to the novel, when in fact, I had not
‘outwitted’ the author, and the ‘tension’ and ‘suspense’ which create the ‘psychological
need’ for detective fiction remained (Mandel, 1984: 16).

References
Bousfield, Derek, 2014. Stylistics, Speech acts and Im/politeness Theory. In: Burke, M. ed.
The Routledge Handbook of Stylistics. Oxon: Routledge, pp.118-135.
Brown, Penelope and Levinson, Stephen, 1987. Politeness: Some Universals in Language
Usage. Cambridge: Cambridge university Press.
Culpeper, Jonathan, 1996. Towards an Autonomy of Impoliteness. Language and
pragmatics. 25(3): pp.349-367.
Culpeper, Jonathan, Bousfield, Derek and Wichmann, Anne, 2003. Impoliteness Revisited:
with special reference to dynamic and prosodic aspects. Journal of Pragmatics
35(10/11): pp.1545 – 1579.

14

Mesh 3

(Im)politeness and misdirection in Jeff Lindsay's Darkly Dreaming Dexter

Heather Grant

Emmott, Catherine and Alexander Marc, 2010. Detective Fiction, Plot Construction, and
Reader Manipulation: Rhetorical Control and Cognitive Misdirection in Agatha
Christie’s Sparkling Cyanide. In: Dan McIntyre and Beatrix Busse, eds., Language and
Style: In honour of Mick Short. Houndsmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
pp.328-346.
Emmott, Catherine and Alexander, Marc, 2014. Foregrounding, Burying and Plot
Construction. In: Peter Stockwell and Sara Whiteley, eds, The Cambridge Handbook
of Stylistics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp.329-343.
Emmott, Catherine, 1997. Narrative Comprehension: A Discourse Perspective. Oxford:
Clarendon Press.
Fraser, Bruce and William Nolen, 1981. The Association of Deference with Linguistic Form.
International journal of the Sociology of Language, 1981(27): pp.93-110.
Gregoriou, Christiana, 2002. Behaving Badly: A Cognitive Stylistics of the Criminal Mind.
Nottingham Linguistic Circular 17: pp. 61-74.
Gregoriou, Christiana, 2017. Crime Fiction Migration: Crossing Languages, Cultures, and
Media. London: Bloomsbury.
Johnson, Paul G., 1983. Some Reflections on Leading Questions. Review of Religious
Research, 24(4): pp.357-361.
Knox, Ronald A, 1929. Ten Rules for A Good Detective Story. Publishers’ Weekly. Oct 5th
October. p.1739.
Leech, Geoffrey, 1983. Principles of Pragmatics. London: Longman.
Lindsay, Jeff, 2004. Darkly Dreaming Dexter. New York: Vintage Books.
Mandel, Ernest, 1984. Delightful Murder: A Social History of the Crime Story. London: Pluto
Press Limited.
Morgan, Ann, 2016. The Power of Two: Twins in Literature. The Guardian. [online]. 15th
January. <https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/jan/15/twins-literatureuseful-storytelling> [accessed 05/03/2019]
Rankin, Ian. 2000. Criminal Minded. Edinburgh: Canongate Books Ltd.
Seago, Karen, 2014. Red Herrings and Other Misdirection in Translation. In: Susanna M.
Cadera and Anita P. Pintarić, eds., The Voices of Suspense and Their Translation in
Thrillers. Amsterdam: Rodopi. pp.207-220.
Van Dine, S. S. (Willard Huntington Wright), 1928. Twenty Rules for Detective Stories. The
American Magazine. New York: Frank Leslie Publishing House.
Watts, Richard J., 2005. Linguistic politeness research: Quo Vadis? In: Richard J. Watts,
Sachiko Ide and Konrad Ehlich, eds., Politeness in Language. Studies in its History,
Theory and Practice. Berlin and New York: Mouton de Gruyter. pp.i-xlvii.
To cite this paper, please use:
Grant, Heather, 2019. (Im)politeness and misdirection in Jeff Lindsay’s Darkly Dreaming
Dexter. Mesh: The Journal for Undergraduate Work Across English Studies, 3: pp.7-15.
Available at https://www.integratingenglish.com/mesh-journal. Date accessed: [insert
date].

15

Mesh 3
Pollard

An investigation of fanfiction readers' and writers' views on fanfiction

Amy

An investigation of fanfiction readers'
and writers' views on fanfiction, with a
focus on LGBTQ+ themes
Amy Pollard
Oxford Brookes University, UK
Abstract:
This essay reports and reflects on the responses of 145 fanfiction readers and writers to a
survey about their views on aspects of fanfiction as a literary form. The first section reflects
on the demographics of the participants and of the larger fanfiction community. Section two
reports the preferences of fanfiction readers and writers with respect to different aspects of
the form, including its non-commercial status and its sub-genres. The third section extends
this discussion, exploring what fanfiction readers and writers value about fanfiction, and
also what they dislike about the form. One key finding of the survey is then discussed in
depth in section four: the apparent popularity of LGBTQ+ themes in fanfiction. As part of
this discussion, this essay considers some of the implications of aspects of LGBTQ+ content
in fanfiction with reference to Laura Mulvey's concept of the 'male gaze'. The essay
concludes by summarising and reflecting on what the survey data indicates about the value
of fanfiction to its writers and readers and what this may suggest about its broader sociocultural value as a form of literature.
Keywords:
fanfiction, creative freedom, LGBTQ+, male gaze
1. Introduction
This essay discusses the results of a survey designed to investigate the views of fanfiction
writers and readers on the nature and value of the genre (see appendix for survey).
Fanfiction is fiction written by fans of a published work which is directly and explicitly based
on that original published content. The survey was promoted specifically to writers and
readers of fanfiction, and was shared on a popular fanfiction site and on various social
media sites. Over the course of one month it was completed by 145 participants. The survey
explored issues such as the significance to fanfiction writers and readers of its traditionally
non-commercial status, the social and aesthetic value of fanfiction as a form of literature,
and issues of 'ownership' of characters, story worlds and plots. The survey also explored
what fanfiction writers and readers feel are the merits and problems of fanfiction. This essay
summarises and reflects on the findings of the survey. Section two reflects on the
demographics of the participants. Section three reports the preferences of fanfiction
readers and writers with respect to different aspects of the form. The fourth section extends
this discussion, exploring what fanfiction readers and writers value about fanfiction, and
also what they dislike about the form. One key finding of the survey is then discussed in
depth in section five: the apparent popularity of LGBTQ+ themes in fanfiction (LGBTQ+ is an
acronym for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer and other sexual identities, including, for
example, asexual and pansexual). As part of this discussion, this essay considers some of the
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implications of aspects of LGBTQ+ content in fanfiction with reference to Laura Mulvey's
concept of the 'male gaze'. The essay concludes by summarising and reflecting on what the
survey data indicates about the value of fanfiction to its writers and readers and what this
may suggest about its broader socio-cultural value as a form of literature.
2. A discussion of demographics
The first questions in the survey asked about gender, age, and nationality, and as such
allowed for an indicative (though not conclusive) understanding of the demographics of the
fanfiction community. In terms of age, 78.6% of respondents were young adults ranging
between 16 and 30 years of age (see Figure 1). Responses to the question on nationality
showed that the survey was mostly taken by individuals from primarily English-speaking
Western countries such as the United Kingdom, the United States, Australia, and Canada.
These responses may therefore be considered in the context of Western laws on copyright
and ownership, as well as Western cultural patterns.
In response to being asked to describe their gender identity (with an open text field
response), a large majority identified as female or having a feminine gender identity
(71.7%), 15.2% identified as a male or having a masculine gender identity, and 9.00%
identified as agender, non-binary, or genderfluid. These results correlate with the commonly
accepted belief that online fan communities are a ‘female-dominated space’ (Meggers,
2012: 58), but also revealed that the fanfiction community is a space with a large
percentage of LGBTQ+ individuals. 9.00% of survey participants that identified as nonbinary, which can be compared to UK national demographic data, as a representative
sample, within which ‘at least 0.4% of the UK population defines as nonbinary when given a
3-way choice in terms of male, female, or another description’ (Practical Androgyny, 2014).
The disproportionately large percentage of non-binary survey participants is indicative of a
marked welcoming acceptance for the LGBTQ+ community within the fanfiction community.
One participant explained the reasoning for this, stating that traditional media ‘can be very
alienating for LGBTQ+ audiences’ and so that LGBTQ+ individuals would read fanfiction in
order to find an accepting community and LGBTQ+ storylines that ‘will never be explored in
canon’ ('canon' being used to refer to the original work upon which fanfiction is derived).
This issue will be returned to at the end of this essay.

Figure 1 – Chart of Participants' Ages
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3. Fanfiction as corrective, democratic and free
The traditionally non-commercial status of fanfiction was the first substantive issue to be
explored. One question asked participants whether they would spend money on fanfiction,
a largely free commodity, if given the option (see Figure 2). For comparison, the participants
were also asked if they would spend money on fanart (see Figure 3) – art that is drawn by
fans who do not own the characters/worlds they draw for. Fanart, unlike fanfiction, is
regularly sold for a profit by its artists, through either individual sales or through the
establishment of a paywall such as Patreon, a site through which fans pay a select sum a
month in order to view exclusive content from creators they wish to support. The
participants were asked if they would pay for individual pieces of fanfiction and fanart, as
well as if they would pay towards a subscription service. They were also given the chance to
say that they would not pay for the fanfiction or fanart or would only pay if they could
afford it. In both situations, a subscription service was favoured least, at 19.3% for fanfiction
and 17.9% for fanart. Instead, fans would prefer to pay for individual pieces of fanfiction
(24.8%) and fanart (49%). 27.6% of those questioned would spend no money on fanfiction,
while 18.6% said the same for fanart. 57.9% said they would only pay for fanfiction if they
could afford it, while 46.9% said the same for fanart. The clearest difference between these
answers is that participants were more hesitant about spending money on fanfiction than
on fanart and would be more likely to make sure they could afford it before paying. This
makes sense, as in later questions, many participants claimed that they appreciated that
fanfiction was ‘free and accessible,’ unlike other forms of literature or media. This
accessibility was important from a writers' perspective as well as a readers' perspective:
participants also claimed that this ease of accessibility makes fanfiction easy to share and
therefore ‘easy to get feedback and enthusiastic responses to your work.’

Figure 2 – Participants’ Willingness to Spend Money on Fanfiction
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Figure 3 – Participants' Willingness to Spend Money on Fanart
Through asking questions on the different genres of fanfiction, the survey aimed to discover
what purpose fanfiction serves and what narrative needs it fills for those who read it. When
asked what they liked about fanfiction, one respondent wrote that they appreciated the
way that fanfiction allowed writers to ‘tell a new story that the creators, writers, and
directors of the original works are unable or unwilling to’ otherwise tell. Indeed, many types
of fanfiction that change or divert from the original plotline turned out to be widely popular
in the survey. One such example is fanfiction that ‘corrects’ material from the original text,
such as ‘bad’ storylines, unwanted deaths of characters, and so on, allowing readers of the
original text the power to ‘fix what’s “wrong” (at least as they see it)’ (Larsen and Zubernis,
2013: 15). As shown in Figure 4, 91.7% of respondents stated that they read these ‘fix-it
fics'. The high amount of ‘sometimes’ responses, 57.9%, implies a sense of hesitancy,
suggesting that for many it is not their preferred form of fanfiction. is necessary. An even
more popular genre of fanfiction was ‘Alternate Universe’ or ‘AU’ fanfiction, where the
characters from an original text exist in a different universe to the one established in the
original text. Far more participants answered ‘Yes’ when asked if they read AUs (see Figure
5), while only 2.8% said that they don’t read AUs, in comparison to 8.3% who said they did
not read fix-it fics. Alternate Universes also allow fanfiction writers power and control over
the text and characters, though in this context the texts exist not to correct the plot but to
place characters into new worlds and see how they would behave in ‘what if’ situations.
Many participants' responses shared the sentiment of this one answer: ‘When I get into a
fandom, I always want to see more […]. Fanfiction is an amazing medium to present that’.
Fanfiction seemingly exists partly to fulfil particular narrative desires among the fanfiction
community and allows fans to take control of or see more of a world that they are
passionate about.
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Figure 4 – Participants who read fanfiction that ‘corrects’ original material

Figure 5 – Participants who read Alternate Universe fanfiction
This survey explored respondents' opinions on ownership of characters and story worlds
and how that affects fanfiction as a medium, since as we see above, pre-existing characters
and settings can be purposefully and drastically changed in fanfiction. Respondents were
questioned on whether they believed that, after a work of fiction is published, it belongs
only to its author. While the results weren’t staggeringly split, there was a clear majority,
with 61.4% believing that the story and its characters belong to the author as opposed to
38.6% who believed that the story and characters also belong to the reader upon
publication (see Figure 6). This may reflect a similar majority amongst the fanfiction
community that ownership of the characters they write about still belongs to the original
author. Fanfiction writers are often criticised for not writing their own original texts.
Gabaldon, for example, encourages fanfiction writers to ‘write – and write your own stuff’
and considers fanfiction writing as immoral and exploitative of an other's creative efforts
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(Nepveu 2010). However, as shown in Figure 7, of the 83.4% of the participants who wrote
fanfiction (as opposed to the 16.6% who only read fanfiction), the majority (83.6%) claimed
to write their own original content as well. However, if fanfiction writers can write without
the use of others’ characters, this would raise the question of why they need to write
fanfiction. When participants were later asked why they liked and read fanfiction, some
claimed that fanfiction was an ‘exercise,’ a chance for them to improve their writing, while
others found it was a way to reach an audience: ‘I think a lot of writers wouldn’t reach an
audience with their own concepts until they develop a certain plot and character skills,
which Fan fiction[sic] allows them to develop.’ While the surveyed fanfiction writers and
readers acknowledged their lack of ownership for the works they engage with, the majority
of respondents seemingly see the use of pre-established characters as a legitimate exercise
to practice their writing and reach broader audiences.

Figure 6 – Participants views on the ownership of original content

Figure 7 – Fanfiction writers and non-fanfiction work
4. Community and creativity in fanfiction
The survey probed the reasons fanfiction readers and writers have for pursuing their hobby.
The responses to these two questions turned out to be rather similar, with participants
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indicating that they enjoyed reading more content on characters and worlds they loved as
well as appreciating the community that develops around fanfiction. One participant
summed up the former opinion by stating that, with fanfiction, they had an ‘almost limitless
access to new and interesting plots and stories involving characters that would otherwise be
confined to the stories they were made for.’ This suggests that fanfiction is a form of
rebellion against typical literary restraints and a way to celebrate creative freedom. Above
all, one key motivation participants had for writing and reading fanfiction was the love they
held for the original creation that then inspired them to write and/or read more about it.
When asked what they like about fanfiction, participants answered with similar answers;
‘The creative liberty with characters readers love’; ‘I love the different ideas and situations
people can create for these characters that I love’; ‘Exploring characters and worlds I have
grown to love’; ‘I like to immerse myself in new stories with the characters I love.’ The most
common reason for liking fanfiction connected a love for an original story world and/or
character with a desire to know that world and/or character more in order to explore them
beyond the finite boundaries of the original text. One respondent even answered that they
‘get really attached to fictional characters, as if they were my own friends’ and cited this as
the reason that they liked to see their stories continued in fanfiction. A social function was
manifest too in that, through this attachment to one fictional world, participants were able
to notice a sense of community in the fandom around that world, through which they
reported being able to use fanfiction to ‘make’ and ‘support friends'.
Despite the high praise the community had for the medium, participants were also very able
to offer views on what they disliked about fanfiction. Once again, there were patterns
among the responses, one key repeated response being about the quality of fanfiction.
Participants often expressed that there was sometimes a lack of quality control in fanfiction,
as seen through appearances of bad grammar, a lack of paragraph breaks, and no
understanding of realism. However, some respondents made it clear that they understood
why these mistakes were often made, one stating that some fanfiction was ‘written by kids’
who may not have ‘proper understanding [of] how to write a story.’ As fanfiction is posted
online and without a mandatory requirement for editing, these mistakes can lower the
quality of fanfiction and detract from its literary and aesthetic merit. A similar theme
recurred throughout the responses on what respondents thought about ‘self-insert’
fanfiction – where a writer inserts themselves into a storyline, which many claimed to not
read themselves as they were sometimes ‘cringey’ or ‘self-indulgent’. However, participants
regularly decided that such fanfiction was ‘harmless’, some declaring that fanfiction was
ultimately ‘for the author,’ allowing them to ‘have fun’ or to practise and ‘explore writing.’
Overall, it is understood even by the community themselves that sometimes fanfiction is
written in a way that lowers its quality and consequently its reputation as an art form.
Despite this, the community at large appears not to mind, instead valuing fanfiction as a
mode of entertainment, community and creative freedom.
Another key complaint the respondents had when discussing fanfiction was that they
believed some fanfiction included ethically problematic themes or tropes, especially when it
came to ‘ships,’ a term used to refer to a romantic/sexual relationship between two or more
characters. 'OTP', or 'One True Pairing', is used to refer to the 'ship' one likes the most, and
'NOTP' refers to the ship on likes the least. When questioned on why they disliked their
‘NOTP’, most respondents claimed it was often due to notable inclusion of paedophilic,
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incestuous, abusive, or non-consensual relationships and intercourse within the stories. One
respondent pointed out that ‘books and TV series face a code of ethics and a higher
standard, as stories can shape how we view the world’ while another stated that ‘toxic
relationships [are] portrayed as ideal’ in some fanfiction. Of course, this can lower the
respect audiences have for fanfiction as a medium, as well as potentially promoting
unethical relationships.
Overall, we can see from surveying the fanfiction community that the value of fanfiction as a
form of literature comes from the creativity it inspires and the freedom it allows writers.
Fanfiction allows them to develop writing skills and maintain a community, tied together by
a passion for their favourite fictional worlds. The participants acknowledged that they have
no legal ownership over the characters they write about. In fact, they seem to view
fanfiction as its own separate kind of literature, free from the restraints of traditionally
print-published work as it allows amateur writers to reach wide audiences through the
exploration of worlds and characters that they hold a passion for. The participants also
seemingly held their own community accountable for its ethical faults and varying degree of
literary quality, aware that this may lower its reputation as a literary medium. However, the
community ultimately viewed fanfiction as a medium through which to create and inspire.
In relation to this creative freedom, the survey yielded one particularly interesting set of
results which warrants further discussion. These results arose in response to questions
within the survey that were focused on ‘ships.’ In the fanfiction community, the noun ‘ship’
is used to describe the state of two or more characters being in an either romantic or sexual
relationship. One key area of interest was the participants’ classification of their ‘OTP,’ or
‘One True Pairing,’ the pairing or ‘ship’ they liked the most. As shown in Figure 8, the most
popular classification was M/M (male/male, or ‘slash’) at 44.1%, with 24.8% for M/F
(male/female) and 7.6% for F/F (female/female, or ‘femslash’). This trend is repeated later,
when participants were asked which classifications of ‘ship’ they regularly read, rather than
simply what their classification their favourite ship was (see Figure 9). M/M was, once again,
the most popular with 51% of respondents claiming to read M/M fanfiction, as opposed to
37.2% for M/F fiction and 32.4% for F/F fiction. Although respondents’ comments described
earlier demonstrate that fanfiction is often viewed as a vehicle for queer representation, the
staggering difference between the slash and femslash results certainly shows a preference
geared towards slash fanfiction. These results are particularly fascinating when
remembering that 71.7% of participants were in fact female.
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Figure 8 – What classification did participants’ OTP belong to?

Figure 9 – Which classifications of ship do participants prefer to read about?
5. Slash ships and the female gaze
One question which arises from this data is whether this apparent preference for slash ships
may suggest a fetishisation which may undermine or complicate the fanfiction community’s
supposed support of LGBTQ+ themes. Isola’s exploration of ‘yaoi’ is highly relevant to this
question. Yaoi is a Japanese phenomenon which is similar to slash fanfiction as it is
‘primarily produced by woman, consumed primarily by women, but [is] about male
homoerotic romance and sex’ (Isola, 2010: 84). Drawing on the views of gay activist and
drag queen Sato Masaki, Isola suggests that yaoi is exploitative in that it ‘lacks the authority
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and authenticity of lived experience’ and so ‘risks a socio-political nihilism for the sake of
aesthetic expression’ (Isola, 2010: 87). The female audience’s appreciation of yaoi is often
compared to the consumption of lesbian pornography by heterosexual men, as it fetishises
the sexual relations between two men primarily for the eyes of women. Some researchers
have noticed that female fans often imply that their interest in slash fiction is due to these
themes; ‘Two hot men together is naughty and fun […]. It feeds the voyeur in me’ (Larsen
and Zubernis, 2013: 46). While slash fanfiction does include LGBTQ+ themes, the value
placed on voyeurism complicates any suggestion that fanfiction aims to present LGBTQ+
characters positively and for socially constructive reasons.
Slash fanfiction can be usefully considered in the light of the ‘male gaze,’ a term coined by
Laura Mulvey. The male gaze is a phenomenon that exists particularly in cinema, where
women are often displayed as both the ‘erotic object for the characters within the screen
story’ and the ‘erotic object for the spectator within the auditorium’ (Mulvey, 2009: 716).
Slash fiction is arguably guilt of ‘[turning] the “female gaze” right back on men’ (Larsen and
Zubernis, 2013: 42), therefore objectifying homosexual male relationships for the fictional
pleasure of the other characters and the real pleasure of female readers. Such a portrayal
therefore does not liberate LGBTQ+ communities from being subject to and exploited by
heteronormative structures of desire, and conflicts with any serious intent to give LGBTQ+
identities and experiences a platform through fanfiction.
It should be noted, however, that some male/male ships in fanfiction are not overtly sexual
relationships, with emotional and romantic connections being foregrounded instead.
Likewise, characters are often rich in detail, not mere sexual objects. Furthermore, many
sexual male/male ships include within their storylines journeys of realisation of sexuality,
and/or coming out, reflecting genuine LGBTQ+ experiences (e.g. Lutte, 2013). Others who
survey readers of yaoi find that respondents ‘think it’s sweet to see same-sex couples in
love’ and ‘like the idea of soulmate love beyond sex or gender’ (Pagliassotti, 2010: 70). The
preference for male/male ships among female readers and/or writers may not be a wholly
or solely (hetero)sexually motivated preference, and may involve a complex array of factors.
It does, nonetheless, mean that not everyone in the LGBTQ+ community receives a high
volume of representation. Fanfiction’s representation of LGBTQ+ themes and characters
could be improved to enhance overall inclusion. However, with this visible attempt to
promote LGBTQ+ themes it aims to push boundaries of what is current popular media and
represent LGBTQ+ characters in ways that they may not be in other more publicly
legitimated mediums.
6. Conclusion
The survey data has provided a valuable snapshot of Western fanfiction readers and writers
and their views on fanfiction. Despite the aforementioned tensions and complexities, it
appears that, if one aim of fanfiction is to provide a safe space for LGBTQ+ audiences to be
represented in, and to read and write, it appears to be working. With greater attempts to
appeal to a wider audience than predominantly women, as well as to present other
categories of LGBTQ+ relationships besides just homosexual male relationships, fanfiction
could truly be appreciated as a genre that pioneers the positive and open representation of
the LGBTQ+ community. Wershler theorised that in order for fanfiction to be truly
recognised and legitimised in the literary world the literary world at large must ‘[give] up the
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last vestiges of the Romantic notion of author-as-lone-genius’ (2013: 371) and in its place
‘install some sort of invisible but open conspiracy that’s capable of appreciating the tactical
efficiencies of the things we want to dismiss as cheesy imitations and knockoffs' (2013: 371).
However, perhaps in the West, for now, this exclusion from traditional literature, and its
free accessibility, is what allows fanfiction to flourish, enabling writers to explore their own
creativity and promote otherwise marginalised themes.
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Appendix: Survey
This survey was published from 22/01/19 to 22/02/19 with ethical approval from the Oxford Brookes
University ethics committee.
The survey included a notice at the start: "This survey is aimed at fanfiction readers and/or writers
who are aged 13 and upwards. Children younger than 13 are not permitted to take this survey.
Children between 13 and 15 must obtain permission from a parent or guardian before taking the
survey." A tick box was included before the first questions to confirm an age of 13 or above and/or
permission if relevant.

1. How would you describe your gender identity? *
Your answer
2. What is your age? *
 13-15
 16-18
 19-21
 22-30
 31-40
 41+
3. What is your nationality? *
Your answer
4. Would you be willing to spend money on fanfiction? Tick all options that apply to you. *
 Yes, for individual pieces of fanfiction
 Yes, in a subscription service in which authors are paid monthly or per view, for
example
 No, I would not spend money
 Only if I could afford it
5. Would you be willing to spend money on fanart? (An example of fanart is an image of a
character which has been drawn by a fan.) Tick all options that apply to you. *
 Yes, for individual pieces of fanart
 Yes, in a subscription service such as, for example, Patreon
 No, I would not spend money
 Only if I could afford it
6. Do you believe that after a work of fiction is published, it belongs only to its author? *
 Yes, the story and its characters belong to the author
 No, when a story is published, it belongs to the readers as well

27

Mesh 3
Pollard

An investigation of fanfiction readers' and writers' views on fanfiction

Amy

7. Do you believe that, overall, fanfiction is a help or hindrance to the author of the original
text? (e.g., it helps by, for example, keeping the fanbase engaged, and/or it hinders by, for
example, potentially attracting people away from reading the original text towards reading
fanfiction instead) *
 Help
 Hindrance
 Both
 Neither
8. For the next few questions, we will be discussing 'ships' - a term to describe two or more
characters in a romantic relationship. Do you personally have an interest in any 'ships'? *
 I have interest in several ships
 I'm only interested in one or two ships
 I have no interest in ships
9. An 'OTP' (One True Pairing) is a term that describes one's favourite ship. If you have
interest in an OTP, which of these categories does your OTP belong to? *
 M/M (Male/Male)
 M/F (Male/Female)
 F/F (Female/Female)
 Other
 I do not have an OTP
10. If you answered 'Other' to Question 9, how would you describe your 'OTP'? (E.g.,
M/F/M, etc...) If you did not answer 'Other', answer this question with 'N/A'. *
Your answer
11. An NOTP is a term used to describe a ship that you dislike. If you have any current
NOTPs, please describe why you don't like these ships. If you do not have a current NOTP,
please signify this with 'N/A'. *

Your answer
12. When reading fanfiction, which of these types of ship do you prefer to read about? Tick
all boxes that apply to you. *
 M/M
 M/F
 F/F
 General (fanfictions that have no strong focus on a ship)
 Other
 I have no preference
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13. If you answered 'Other' to Question 12, what other types of ships do you prefer to read
about? (E.g., M/F/M, etc...) If you did not answer 'Other', answer this question with 'N/A'. *
Your answer
14. Would you read a 'general' fanfiction? (General fanfiction is fanfiction in which does not
focus on a ship, or which involves ships but without including any explicitly sexual
material) *
 Yes
 No
 Depends on the plot/characters involved, etc
15. Which rating do you prefer to read? *
 General - for anybody
 Teen - age 13+
 Mature - age 16+
 Explicit - age 18+
 I have no preference
16. Do you read fanfiction that 'corrects' any material you do not like from the original text?
(E.g., a 'bad' storyline, the unwanted death of a character, etc.) *
 Yes
 No
 Sometimes
17. Do you like Alternative Universe fanfictions? (Alternative Universe fanfictions, or 'AUs',
are fanfictions that take characters and themes from the original story and place them into
a different universe) *
 Yes
 No
 Sometimes
18. Would you read a piece of non-fanfiction from a fanfiction writer you like? *
 Yes
 No
 Would depend on the story
19. If you write fanfiction, do you write stories that are not fanfiction as well? *
 Yes
 No
 I am not a fanfiction writer
20. What do you think about self-inserts? (Self-insert is the term used to describe authors
inserting themselves as characters in their stories) *
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Your answer
21. What do you like about fanfiction? *

Your answer
22. What do you not like about fanfiction? *

Your answer
23. Why do you read fanfiction? *

Your answer
Thank you for completing the survey.
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