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INTRODUCTION 

 

“When we went back to the castle Dumbledore took us to Professor Snape and 

Professor McGonagall who were both looking very angry. 

‘They were having sexual intercourse in the Forbidden Forest!’ he yelled in a 

furious voice. 

‘Why did you do such a thing, you mediocre dunces?’ asked Professor 

McGonagall. 

‘How dare you?’ demanded Professor Snape. 

And then Draco shrieked. ‘BECAUSE I LOVE HER!’” 

–XXXbloodyrists666XXX, “My Immortal” 

 

Though the characters participating in this dialog may seem familiar to anyone 

who has come into contact with the Harry Potter series, this scene would feel out of 

place in any of the Harry Potter books or even the movies. None of the characters are 

caught having sex in the Forbidden Forest and Professor McGonagall (unfortunately) 

never calls students “mediocre dunces”—at least in J. K. Rowling’s version. This 

conversation was written by a fan of the novels and comes from a story about a teenage 

vampire attending Hogwarts. The story, entitled “My Immortal,” is a work of fan fiction, 

or a story that uses the characters or worlds created by someone else in a new way. 

Because fan fiction is limited only by the writer’s imagination, worlds collide and meld 

in fanciful, enlightening, and sometimes ridiculous ways that fan writers love to explore. 

This thesis was born out of my curiosity about why people write fan fiction. 

 I approached fan fiction full of curiosity about the practice, but I was also 

reluctant to study it because of its bad reputation. Honestly, I was apprehensive about 

what I would be reading. In high school, a fellow bookworm and good friend of mine 

introduced me to fan fiction for the first time. She likes to write, and found writing fan 

fiction to be a good outlet. High school me, ever on the lookout for new things to read, 

checked out the site she sent me. Some stories I read disappointed me, some shocked me, 
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and a few engaged me. I did not get involved on the site and slowly stopped reading fan 

fiction. During my freshman year of college, fan fiction re-entered my life. One night, 

some friends and I read aloud all forty-four chapters of “My Immortal,” (the story quoted 

above) a fanfic commonly referred to as the worst ever written. It was so hilariously bad 

that we laughed for hours. 

After taking a class on young adult literature, I was struck by how young adult 

readers would read books offline and then engage with them online. They take inspiration 

from books to create art on DeviantArt.com, playlists on Spotify, clothing and jewelry on 

Etsy, and stories on FanFiction.Net. While teachers and librarians exclaim that young 

people do not read books anymore, I found overwhelming evidence that young people 

are reading, and engaging with texts in a multitude of creative ways. 

Fan fiction is, essentially, fiction written by fans of a text in, around, and 

stemming from that text. It is creative reimaginings of beloved television shows, video 

games, and novels. It is interpretive, derivative, playful, critical—representative of an 

audience member’s reaction to a text. People who know little about fan fiction perceive it 

to be, as one writer put it, “hackneyed, cliche, thinly-veiled sexual fantasies scribbled by 

people of limited imagination and limitless fetishes” (Zoeller). Admittedly, a sizeable 

amount of fan fiction is pornographic. But not all, and not even most. The largest archive 

of fan fiction on the internet, FanFiction.Net, contains over six million works (Sendlor) 

and does not allow sexually explicit stories. Many are about romance, but topics such as 

friendship, adventure, loss, and healing are also favorites of fan authors. The texts fan 

fiction draws on range from Shakespeare’s plays to Charlie and the Chocolate Factory to 

Buffy the Vampire Slayer, leading to the stories, “Much Ado About Everything Tragic” 
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by Myriad Nice, “What if Charlie Hadn't Gave Back Willy Wonka The Gobstopper?” by 

OrigamiThoughts, and “Vampires and Pedicures” by DomBoe.1 As fascinating as the 

range of stories is, I find the activity of the community that reads and writes fan fiction 

exponentially more interesting. Instead of tackling all of fandom and millions of fanfics, I 

narrowed my focus to fan fiction based on Stephen Chbosky’s epistolary young adult 

novel, The Perks of Being a Wallflower. In this thesis, I explored fan fiction and the 

community of FanFiction.Net and discovered that when young adults participate in 

writing fan fiction, they not only learn how to improve their writing, but also explore 

their own identities and ways of being in the world. 

This thesis proposes that writing fan fiction online can help young adults learn 

social skills as well as writing skills. It focuses as much on the processes that facilitate 

this learning as the skills themselves. The interactive, collaborative fan community of 

peers online encourages self-promoted learning and offers a different dynamic than 

traditional classroom teaching. Writers are engaged with their texts in authentic, 

meaningful ways because they chose what they write and when they write. This learning 

is also focused on the self in connection to society online and offline, as young adults 

explore their own identities and different ways of relating to others through interacting 

with other members of FFN and creating narratives. 

In Chapter One, I lay the groundwork for this thesis. I briefly trace the history of 

fan fiction and then describe it in its contemporary form on FanFiction.Net. I introduce 

controversies surrounding the practice of writing fan fiction and demonstrate the ways in 

                                                
1 Throughout this thesis, I italicize internet usernames for clarity. Citations for works from 

FanFiction.Net can be found in Appendix A. I have separated the primary sources found on FFN 

and the secondary scholarly sources to make the Works Cited more accessible.  
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which it challenges convention. Legally, fan fiction challenges the scope of intellectual 

property: to what extent do authors own their characters? When fan authors write stories 

in a pre-created universe, do they decrease consumer demand for the original fiction? 

Ownership and authorship of published texts are tied up in commercial concerns; fan 

fiction, which is largely noncommercial, questions the bounds of ownership and 

authorship. FFN has a distinct power structure that distributes control relatively evenly 

among members. The basis for authority on the site is dependent upon factors such as 

one’s knowledge of the canon text, experience writing fan fiction, and general writing 

skills. This power structure and basis for authority grants power to young women, who 

are the most prevalent demographic on the site. Finally, I outline my own approach to 

understanding fan fiction through reader-response theory and explain my focus on 

Stephen Chbosky’s novel The Perks of Being a Wallflower and the fan fiction 

surrounding it. 

Fan fiction, fan writers, and the benefits of writing it cannot be understood in 

isolation. Chapter Two situates fan fiction in the social context in which it is produced, 

particularly on FanFiction.Net. Using James Paul Gee’s terminology, I show that 

FanFiction.Net is a secondary, nondominant Discourse. Furthermore, I discuss FFN as a 

discourse community with internal patterns and expectations. I apply Campbell et. al’s 

term “distributed mentoring” to describe the collaborative teaching/learning process that 

apprentices new members into the discourse community. Next, I explore the various 

motivations members have for participating in the community based on analysis of a 

forum thread on FFN and group these motivations into two major categories: intrinsic 

and extrinsic rewards. Intrinsic rewards include writing for catharsis and feeling as if one 
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is part of a group. As an example of an extrinsic reward, I explain how fans can use the 

nondominant Discourse of writing fan fiction on FFN as a stepping stone to learning the 

dominant Discourse of writing original fiction. Treating fan fiction writing as if it were a 

dominant Discourse itself—as in the case of Kindle Worlds, a venture aiming to monetize 

fan fiction—leads to the breakdown of many of its best qualities. I argue that monetizing 

fan fiction and therefore expecting fan authors to perform as if they were participating in 

a dominant Discourse, eliminates its collaborative nature and destroys many of the 

processes young writers use to learn about writing. 

Chapter Three builds upon the previous two to discuss how the individual coming 

into the community learns about socializing both within that community and in the wider, 

nonvirtual world. I show how FFN provides a safe space for young adults to experiment 

online with their identities and ways of being in the world, without experiencing the 

consequences they might in their real lives. They rehearse playing different roles in two 

distinct but interconnected ways: through creating an author persona on the site and 

through imaginatively connecting with fictional characters. I ground my discussion of 

imagination in neuroscience, focusing on the three processes of envisionment, 

embodiment, and empathy. I suggest that these processes are essential for creating fan 

fiction and that fan authors who experience them are able to learn about other people and 

see other perspectives in beneficial ways. While in this chapter I describe the power of 

reading and writing, I also show that reading or writing a text is unlikely to directly cause 

people to act. I emphasize personal agency to contend that readers/writers have to 

actively think about a text in order for it to change their behavior in either a positive or a 

negative manner. 
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Instead of acting out in the real world, fans can write themselves into stories to try 

out behaviors. Chapter Four focuses on a specific type of self-insertion narrative called 

Mary Sue. Also the name for a character who is an idealized stand-in for the author in 

fiction, Mary Sue stories are highly patterned in certain ways, which I lay out here. I 

analyze two Mary Sue stories based on The Perks of Being a Wallflower and the ways in 

which the FFN community responds to such stories. The discrepancy between the overall 

community’s rejection of Mary Sues and the individual reviewers’ praise of these two 

stories shows the weakness of the distributed mentoring system as well as conflicting 

viewpoints within the Discourse. Major disagreements within the Discourse are based 

upon whether or not members view fan fiction as literature. I assert that fan fiction should 

be considered a subgenre of literature in order to more accurately describe most fans’ 

feelings towards it. I challenge other scholars’ claims that Mary Sues empower their 

writers. My work attempts to show how Mary Sue stories may reinforce unfavorable 

behaviors and hegemonic ways of thinking.  

My last chapter describes the processes by which fan writers on FFN learn to 

improve their writing. While fan fiction is often criticized for being imitative, I argue that 

this is one of its strengths as a method for helping young writers learn to construct stories. 

Once the story is written, an author might enlist a beta reader’s help. (Beta readers read 

and make comments on a fanfic story in order to help the author improve it, similarly to 

how an editor would, before the story is posted online.) Specific to writing online fan 

fiction, the beta reading process reflects the influence of the publishing industry on 

noncommercial fan writing. Once the story is posted, the readers on FFN provide 

additional feedback in the form of reviews. I examine reviews on a popular Perks fan 
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fiction to demonstrate the community’s expectation that reviews should be positive 

and/or constructive. I describe how author’s notes on stories provide evidence of 

reflection on one’s writing and can demonstrate learning and provide examples. This 

chapter also suggests that writing online fan fiction may be particularly helpful for 

English language learners because they can be treated as peers on FFN and have access to 

the same resources and opportunities as native English speakers. 

Fan fiction has often been dismissed within academia as not serious enough to 

merit extended study, but this attitude disregards an activity millions of people around the 

world participate in every day. Ignoring fan fiction comes at the price of being left behind 

as readers find new ways to relate to texts. Educators in particular can benefit from 

studying fan fiction and fan communities to understand how they engage young 

audiences and promote learning. This thesis is not the first to encourage educators and 

academics to take fan fiction more seriously, but it attempts to further work by others so 

that fan fiction can receive the scholarly attention it deserves. Scholar Rebecca Black has 

demonstrated the utility of writing fan fiction for English language learners to improve 

their language skills and increase their confidence. Paul Booth has studied fans and fan 

activities extensively and is a pioneering force in New Media Studies. An influential 

author in the early days of fan studies, Camille Bacon-Smith wrote the ethnography 

Enterprising Women about women who write Star Trek fan fiction. Perhaps the most 

influential scholar in fan studies is Henry Jenkins, whose book Textual Poachers from the 

early 1990’s created a metaphor still employed to describe fan writing today. I draw on 

work from a variety of different disciplines, making this project highly interdisciplinary. 

A variety of perspectives is necessary to explain not only what happens within the texts, 
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but also between the readers and authors and their interactions with the texts. I draw on 

Louise Rosenblatt’s reader-response theory, which stems from her background in 

education; Sherry Turkle’s work on how people interact online, which has a 

psychoanalytic perspective; James Paul Gee’s work on literacy; and Paul Armstrong’s 

book on the intersection of aesthetics and neuroscience, to name a few. 

In addition to the books, articles, and blogs in my bibliography, I also read a great 

deal of fan fiction. I must have read hundreds of fanfics, reviews, and forum comments to 

get a good idea of the general trends within fan fiction writing, and more specifically 

within the Perks fandom. I wanted to get a feel for the scope of fan fiction before 

exploring the depths of a particular fandom. The excerpts from fan fiction, author 

profiles, and comments in this thesis were all chosen from a much larger pool to illustrate 

my points, but I selected examples I thought were representative of the whole. Wherever 

possible, my examples of fan fiction, author profiles, and reviews are connected to Perks. 

I also quote forum posts about fan fiction in general that are not related directly to the 

novel, but show overarching trends in fan writing that apply to the Perks fandom. I have 

tried to represent FFN and its members as accurately as possible. As an outsider to 

fandom and a nonmember of the site, my perspective may differ from those who are more 

intimately acquainted with it. Over the course of this project, my appreciation of fan 

fiction grew immensely as my understanding became more nuanced. There are still 

fanfics I have no interest in reading, but that disinterest is based solely on their subject 

matter (e.g. Sonic the Hedgehog) and not their status as fan fiction. I have enjoyed 

reading fan fiction from a scholarly perspective, especially those stories that make me 

wonder about the author’s mindset and thought process. Over time, my guiding question 
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evolved from asking why young adults write fan fiction to what happens when they write 

it. My exploration of fan fiction and the FFN community has led me to discover an 

abundance of motivations for as well as benefits derived from writing fan fiction, 

particularly for young adults. 
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CHAPTER 1: Fandom and FanFiction.Net 

What is Fan Fiction? 

Fiction has always been influenced by earlier works, but fan fiction is 

unequivocally reliant upon other texts. Fanfics are fictional texts—stories, poems, plays, 

etc.—based on an extant work that the reader must have prior knowledge of in order to 

understand. Fan fiction makes use of the characters, settings, situations, and/or structure 

of a more established text to create something new. Fanfic authors write about what 

happens before or after a text takes place; moments that may have happened during the 

storyline; alternate storylines branching from any point in the narrative; alternate 

perspectives on events that take place or new events; how the story might have played out 

if something were different or a new character were present; entirely new storylines, 

settings, or characters; or some other creative reimagining of the source text. The original 

texts that fans take inspiration from could be any kind of mass media, but are most 

frequently television shows, video games, or novels. These media are easily spread to 

wide audiences and have the same or very similar content for each audience; fan fiction 

relies on these characteristics because it is so heavily referential to the source texts. 

Fanfic is meant by its authors, and understood by its readers, to be read after the source 

texts are watched, played, or read. Therefore, many fanfic authors take liberties in their 

works when it comes to narrative exposition. Fanfics featuring the protagonist of the 

source text will often not bother to explain background information for that character 

because the author expects the readers of the fanfic to know the character from reading 

the source text. Exceptions occur when the author has changed some aspects of the 

character’s background or personality. In such cases authors must make clear the changes 
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they have made in order to prevent reader confusion. Elements of the story or of a 

character’s personality that are the same in fanfic as they are in the source text are 

deemed canonical, or canon. By definition, fanfic rewrites the source text in new ways, 

but value is placed upon knowledge of the canon. Departures from the canon are 

encouraged, but paradoxically, to move too far from the canonical is seen as a lack of 

knowledge (and therefore a lack of appreciation) of the source text. Some stories may 

seem so original and divorced from the source text that they feasibly could be 

published—E.L. James’ Fifty Shades of Grey is a well-known example of a published 

novel that began as a work of fan fiction based on Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight series. 

Such stories often get mixed reviews; fans may be disappointed that the work does not 

pay homage to the source text as overtly as others, but often congratulate writers on 

creating something good enough to be published. Each writer negotiates these definitions 

of what is and what is not fanfic as they work,2 and so there is an incredible variety of 

fiction produced. The general public can access millions of fan fiction stories on internet 

archives and personal fan fiction blogs. 

 

 

 

                                                
2 Throughout this work, I frequently use “they” as a singular pronoun to avoid assigning genders 

to indefinite subjects. I find that using “he” and “him” to describe a person who may not be male 

understates the contributions of other people. I also avoid assigning “she” and “her” to an 

indefinite person, even though fan fiction writers are statistically more likely to be female, to 

evade a gender bias which historically denigrates the activity of women. Elizabeth S. Sklar, in an 

article which appeared in College Composition and Communication in 1988, argues 

“acknowledgement of the gender-indefinite pronoun (they/them/their) that has been available to 

us for at least five hundred years would permit us an apolitical truce in the great he/she battle, 

which has been raging for over a century” (420). When fan authors have indicated their preferred 

pronouns in their profiles, I use those out of respect for the author’s choice. 
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The Evolution of Fan Fiction 

 Though the spread of the internet has helped to expand the reach of fan fiction 

and make it more visible to non-fans, creative reimaginings of established texts have been 

circulating since before internet access was widespread. Sometimes, these texts were 

circulated through the publishing industry—novels based on Jane Austen’s characters are 

a notable example. The Jane Austen fandom may be one of the largest and most visible 

today with books such as Pride and Prejudice and Zombies by Seth Grahame-Smith 

published in 2009 finding its way to film in 2016. In a publication by the Jane Austen 

Society of North America, Janeite writer Andrea Coldwell expresses the tensions 

involved in such a long and diverse tradition of writing about Austen and her characters: 

“the plethora of made-to-order Austens—for plus-sized women, for vampire lovers, for 

mystery buffs, for coffee drinkers, and for non-readers (among others)—has evoked both 

excitement and incomprehension within the Austen fan community” (Coldwell). Even 

fan writings in a well-established fandom that have the merit of being published through 

conventional channels meet resistance, particularly when those writings are considered 

Young Adult. Coldwell writes about the resistance some older fans feel when they see 

younger fans transforming the texts they have become close to in new ways that may 

render them unrecognizable or illogical to older fans. They might wonder if coffee 

drinkers really need their own specialized version of Austen’s work in order to appreciate 

it. Other older Janeites feel as if they are part of a legacy, and proud that the next 

generation of fans will be carrying on their adoration of Austen, even if they do so in a 

different way. Tensions around interpretations of the source and what can be changed 

demonstrate differences in how people value literature. Some readers seek consistency in 
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interpretation and believe that the literature encodes a universal truth that can only be 

understood in one way. Other readers are intrigued and excited by the revelation of new 

perspectives in a text they know well; these readers value the individual’s reading 

experience even when it is not the same as their own. 

Reimagining and rewriting older stories has a history as old as the oral tradition. 

Rebecca Black, in her book Adolescents and Online Fan Fiction, traces the roots of 

“derivative or appropriative writing” to expansions of Geoffrey Chaucer’s literature by 

John Lydgate in the 15th century, sequels to Jane Austen and Daphne du Maurier’s 

novels by other authors, and a play based on Sherlock Holmes by William Gillette in the 

late 19th century (11)3. Though these works are not generally considered fan fiction 

because they existed before the term came into use, they may be seen as doing the same 

referential work fanfic does today. 

Unpublished fanfic was circulated in less conventional ways, such as through fan 

magazines (zines). Zines were written, edited, and distributed by and for fans. Many large 

fandoms created zines based on their interests, but Star Trek zines are probably the most 

studied. Media scholar Henry Jenkins was one of the first academics to see fans as more 

than fanatics; as a self-professed fan, he saw his fellow fans as creative individuals who 

produced work worthy of study outside the fan subculture. Jenkins describes Star Trek 

zines as “sometimes hand-typed, photocopied, and stapled, other times offset printed and 

commercially bound, [that] are distributed through the mail and sold at conventions,” 

containing “short stories, poems, and novels concerning the program characters and 

concepts” (Fans 42). Money received by the fan editors who distributed them was used in 

                                                
3 Black offers a more extensive literature review of appropriative writing through history. See 

Adolescents and Online Fan Fiction for more.  
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large part to cover costs of production, not to generate profit (Jenkins, Fans 143). The 

noncommercial nature of zines and the unpublished stories they contained rendered them 

small-scale productions limited to a small subset of readers. 

The Perks of Being a Wallflower, set in the 1990’s, includes references to a fan 

zine the high school kids run in their spare time. Based on The Rocky Horror Picture 

Show, the zine is called Punk Rocky and features various items each contributor is 

interested in: 

Craig included some of his color photographs. Sam included some 

‘underground’ news on some bands. Mary Elizabeth wrote an article about 

the Democratic candidates. Bob included a reprint of a pro-hemp 

pamphlet. And Patrick made this fake coupon advertising a free ‘blow job’ 

for anyone who buys a Smiley Cookie at the Big Boy. (Chbosky 109) 

None of these texts are focused on The Rocky Horror Picture Show, but the zine is 

created by Rocky fans to be distributed to other local fans. It contains a variety of 

materials—some artsy, some political, some humorous—that the group thinks will appeal 

to other Rocky fans. Though the novel does not mention the zine’s distribution, it is likely 

that its reach is not much larger than the contributors themselves and a few others they 

know from Rocky screenings. The zine is created for fun and as a way to communicate 

with other likeminded people. Chbosky’s fictional Punk Rocky may not be representative 

of many other zines, which often include fan fiction and letters to the editor, but it 

demonstrates how fans collaborate to create a product to be shared amongst the fan 

community. 



19 

 

 While fan zines still exist, fan fiction online can reach a larger audience more 

quickly and for less money. Jenkins sees lower costs and the ability of the internet to 

reach a wider reader base as the main reasons fans have moved to making fan fiction 

available online (Fans 143). In Kevin Roozen’s case study of the intersection of 

education and fan fiction, his subject Kate explains that access to the internet, and 

therefore a connection to other fanfic writers and an audience for her fanfic, was crucial 

to her decision to continue writing fan fiction (144). Notably, during this transition from 

print zines to the internet, fanfic has remained noncommercial. As previously stated, 

some published novels can be considered fan fiction, but these are the exceptions to a 

more general rule. The majority of fan fiction written is not commercially published for a 

number of reasons. Firstly, there is a tradition of fanfics being not-for-profit as modeled 

by fan zines. Secondly, it is often difficult to get fanfics published, largely because of the 

third reason: copyright issues (discussed more fully in the following sections). The 

internet allows more fans to participate and connect with one another than zines, as the 

issues of distance and cost are greatly reduced using a digital medium. 

 

FanFiction.Net and Contemporary Fandom 

The epically popular Harry Potter series by J. K. Rowling was one of the first to 

spark mass creation of fanfics in easily accessible online forums, as readers of the novels 

grew up at home with technology and ready to use it as fully as possible. Eighteen years 

after the publication of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, there are over three 

quarters of a million Harry Potter fanfics in just one archive, FanFiction.Net,4 as well as 

                                                
4 On November 2, 2015 there were 727K fanfics under the category “Harry Potter” listed on 

FanFiction.Net.  
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archives of fan works dedicated exclusively to Potter fanfics. Following in this trend, the 

Twilight series by Stephenie Meyer first published in 2005 has generated more than two 

hundred thousand fanfics on FFN alone.5 Given the popularity of this trend in fan-

produced writing online, much research has been done on the fans, fandoms, and fanfics 

of Harry Potter and Twilight.6 However, most of this research has been based on 

understanding what exactly fans were doing and focused on questions of infringed 

copyright and value judgements of derivative writing. To date, research on what fanfic is 

doing for fans has been limited. Research focused exclusively on fanfic based on literary 

texts and its effect on writers could be instructive, particularly for educators wishing to 

reach adolescents who are not engaged in traditional classroom writing. This thesis will 

focus on the online environment in which fan fiction writing takes place, including how 

internet archives function and how participants in the online space facilitate or hinder one 

another’s learning. 

 FanFiction.net (FFN) is the largest of many online archives of fanfics. It has over 

three million registered users, but curious readers are also able to browse its over six 

million works without creating an account (Sendlor). During the month of March in 

2016, FFN was visited over one hundred million times and users spent an average of 

twenty minutes on the site (SimilarWeb). Moderators maintain the site, fixing technical 

issues and handling disputes between members. Anyone may join FFN for free. A 

publicly viewable profile is created for each member, containing their username and any 

other information about themselves they wish to add. Users of the site may also 

communicate with one another in a variety of ways, including story reviews, forum posts, 

                                                
5 On the same date, “Twilight” had 218K stories on FanFiction.Net. 
6 See Tosenberger, Lehtonen, and Day for more on Harry Potter and Twilight fan fiction. 
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and private messages. The site is highly organized, utilizing an intricate system of 

categorizations that users may use to search the archive of stories and forums. 

The appearance of the site is plain; the homepage is white and grey with blue 

hyperlinks listing genres. Throughout the site, it is clear that functionality is privileged 

above aesthetics. Often the only graphics on a page are banner advertisements across the 

top or an advertisement in a sidebar. The pages are text-heavy and static, in contrast to 

many other popular websites that may have videos that play automatically and features 

that move around the screen as one uses the site. This barebones design allows for a 

neutral background with minimal distractions while one reads or writes. Fanfics on the 

homepage are classified by their authors according to the medium of the original text into 

one of the following categories: Anime/Manga, Books, Cartoons, Comics, Games, 

Movies, Plays/Musicals, TV Shows, or Miscellaneous. Stories may also be classified as 

Crossover, meaning that two or more original texts considerably influence the writing. 

After clicking a hyperlink of the desired category, the user is taken to another page of 

hyperlinks to narrow the search. Within each media category, there are subcategories 

named for the original text the fanfic is based on (e.g. Harry Potter, Pokémon, Frozen). 

Writers may create new categories to place their writing in, so categories can range from 

the popular Miscellaneous Wrestling with 39.5K entries to the obscure Marching 

Band/Bible Crossover with just one story. Similar to other works of fiction, fan fiction 

can also be divided into genres such as Adventure, Drama, Romance, and Tragedy. 

Works are further classified with a rating showing how appropriate they are for 

different age groups. K is rated acceptable for all audiences over 5 years old, while K+ is 

for slightly older children; T is for teens; M is for mature teens, whom the site defines as 
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being 16 years and older; and MA for mature adults, considered to be those who are 18 

years and older. MA stories are currently not allowed on FFN, and stories rated M are 

automatically filtered out of search results unless the filter is changed to allow them. 

Stories are usually rated for older audiences based on coarse language or for sexual 

and/or violent themes; explicitly sexual or violent scenes are not allowed, as they are 

categorized MA. This system does not make it impossible to find explicit sexual or 

violent acts in stories on FFN, but moderators, or mods, will often find and remove 

stories that have been incorrectly rated. Detractors of fan fiction frequently assume that 

most fanfics are pornographic, leading to a widespread fear of fan fiction as a corrupting 

influence. Admittedly, there is a large number of pornographic fanfics on the internet, but 

they are located in other archives (e.g. Adult-FanFiction.org). As a measure to restrict 

underage access to these stories, Adult-FanFiction.org requires users to press a button 

confirming they are eighteen years or older. Limitations of this system are obvious as 

anyone online may claim to be eighteen, but the extra step and necessity of telling a lie 

may discourage the most timid underage users from continuing to the site. FFN has tried 

to assuage fears of corruption worried parents voice by eliminating MA stories from the 

site. On FFN, authors may write a brief synopsis of their stories that is displayed with the 

title and other categorizations. These little notes may explain a rating, such as 

Ranibow2malfoy’s “The Perks of Loving Charlie” synopsis that ends with “Rated M for 

language and minor smut.” Smut refers to descriptions of sexual situations, though not 

necessarily to overt descriptions of a sex act. Sexual relationships are further classified as 

het for heterosexual or slash for homosexual. Het and slash may be considered subgenres 
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when the relationship is the focus of the story.7 Based on the rating of a story and an 

author’s explanation of that rating, readers are able to decide for themselves what is 

appropriate. 

The site has a number of features that allow writers and readers to interact. 

Readers may click a button to “follow” individual stories so that they get alerts when 

authors post new chapters, or follow authors to get alerts whenever the author posts. They 

may also “favorite” a story, which adds it to a retrievable list of favorites. When a story is 

displayed in a search result, the number of “favs” and “follows” it has are also displayed. 

Readers may take these statistics into consideration when they decide what to read. 

Authors can see how many people have favorited and followed their stories 

instantaneously, creating immediate feedback. Knowing how many readers are eagerly 

awaiting the next installment of a fanfic encourages writers to continue their stories. 

Getting follows and favorites on their stories builds writers’ self-confidence and provides 

them with positive reinforcement to keep writing, whether in the form of fanfic or 

otherwise. 

The most direct ways writers and readers interact is through reviews and private 

messages. Reviews can be posted by members of the site or by users marked as “guests,” 

are linked to individual stories, and publicly viewable. In a review, readers often 

encourage an author, ask for more of the story, say what specifically they liked or did not 

                                                
7 A simple dichotomy between het and slash may be useful to fans for classification of stories, but 

there are complexities involved in labeling a fanfic relationship either hetero or homosexual. In 

fact, in “Normal Female Interest in Men Bonking,” by Jenkins, his wife Cynthia, and Shoshanna 

Green, reasons why male characters having sex with one another may not be considered gay by 

fan readers and/or authors are explored. The stories may take place in another society without the 

concept of sexual orientation, or the author may have a negative perception of what it means to be 

gay and therefore resist such a term being applied to the characters they write about (Jenkins, 

Fans 81). Also, see Booth’s Playing Fans for more on slash and heteronormativity.  
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like, offer suggestions for improvement, or “flame.” When a reviewer flames, they leave 

an inflammatory remark that may insult the author rather than provide any sort of helpful 

feedback about the story. Even positive reviews may not be constructive to the writing, 

such as when they simply say “I loved it,” or “nice work.” Though these short reviews 

may not necessarily help a writer hone her craft, the reviewer has realized the importance 

of letting the writer know her story has been read and enjoyed. If a reader would like to 

contact an author privately and directly, the reader must have an account on FFN to 

access the private messaging functionality. Readers may choose to privately message an 

author to give more extensive feedback or write personal messages they do not want 

others to see. In order to write a private message to an author, one must give up a sense of 

anonymity. Though FFN profiles do not require real names, creating a profile gives one a 

persona on the site and theoretically more accountability. Users and guests to the site 

often use a combination of reviews and private messages to communicate with their 

fellow fans.  

 

A Challenging Genre 

Because fan fiction relies so heavily upon the work of others as a source of 

creative material such as characters and settings, anxieties have arisen in the television 

and publishing industries as well as fan communities about the legality of fanfic. 

Traditional authority over texts by writers and publishers is challenged when a large 

group of consumers decide they have the power to freely expand upon and reimagine 

texts to which the producers have legal rights. Generally, fan fiction is legally considered 

fair use or parody, so long as it remains unmonetized. Jenkins, an expert on fan fiction 
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but not a legal scholar, views all fanfics to be critical commentary of the source text, and 

so as falling under fair use exemptions from copyright. He also notes there is no case law 

classifying fan fiction as parody or fair use, and amateur fans who are threatened by 

media giants with lawsuits are more likely to cease-and-desist than fight it out in court 

(Jenkins, “Fan Fiction”). 

Authors of works that are often the inspiration for fanfic react in various ways to 

fans using their work. George R. R. Martin, Anne Rice, and Orson Scott Card have all 

spoken out against fanfics of their stories on the grounds of intellectual property 

infringement, and they encourage writers to create their own original works instead 

(“Book Post”). The objections of these authors represent a capitalist perspective: their 

novels are their livelihoods, so any writing that may threaten the money they could make 

is unacceptable. The underlying assumption in this disdain of fanfics is that writing 

original works is better for everyone because the creator is able to generate an economic 

gain from these works. This value system places emphasis on individualism and 

capitalism, while fan fiction does quite the opposite. Fandom highly values community 

and collectivism and does not concern itself with creating profit. Jenkins says that fans 

“want to appropriate [the dominant media’s] content, imagining a more democratic, 

responsive, and diverse style of popular culture” (Fans 150). Jenkins asserts that media 

are not just consumed but rather actively questioned, rearranged, and played with by the 

fan audience. In this system, individuals are able to make their own meanings from 

texts—including novels as well as other media, like television shows and video games—

and use them as means to their own ends. The value of fan fiction for its readers and 
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writers, therefore, is not measured monetarily but by what it can do for them in terms of 

connecting them to a community or helping them learn to write. 

Fan fiction does not devalue other literature or threaten authors’ livelihoods as 

some fear. In fact, Jenkins demonstrates the profitability of fandom: “Researchers are 

finding that fandom and other knowledge communities foster a sense of passionate 

affiliation or brand loyalty that insures the longevity of particular product lines” (Fans 

148). Here the brand may be thought of as any products featuring a TV show or novel. 

When these texts are copyrighted, companies must pay a licensing fee to the holder of the 

copyright to use their material. Producers strive to create brand loyalty and increase profit 

line lifespans through marketing and promotion because of the increase in sales this 

strategy generates. Booth points out that fans “tend to purchase more products, 

percentage-wise, than do other types of media audiences” (Digital Fandom 19), making 

them the most loyal and profitable audiences. When a Harry Potter fan wants to dress up 

as Hermione and purchases Hogwarts robes and a reproduction of her wand, the 

copyright holder (usually the author or publisher) receives a portion of the profits from 

this fannish activity.8 Even fan actions that do not directly cause a purchase, such as fan 

fiction, can be a valuable method of promotion through word of mouth. Fans of a text are 

its most active promoters, encouraging others to interact with it and depending upon a 

knowledge of the source text in order to participate in the fandom. 

Because fan fiction largely operates outside the market, it cannot be evaluated by 

how many copies it sells and for what price; instead, it is evaluated through fandom 

                                                
8 It is a common practice within fan communities to dress as a character from the canon, 

particularly when attending fan conventions. The practice is called cosplaying. Some conventions 

have competitions for the best cosplay, or the costumes that look the closest to the canon image or 

description.  
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opinion, which may be influenced by literary criticism. For most of the twentieth century, 

literary critics and scholars decided which works of literature were good or bad and set 

the precedent for what became canonical and what has been largely forgotten (Lauter 23). 

The authority for critics to do so came from their status as professionals and academics. 

They were often scholars of literary theory with carefully studied methods for evaluating 

literature and in positions to influence which works are taught in colleges and schools. 

More recently, Feminist, Queer, and Critical Race theory have all revised the canon in 

new ways as women, LGBTQ individuals, and people of color have gained widespread 

respect and authority in Western society. The power to decide the value of literature, 

however, remains in the hands of the learned elite. By contrast, in fan fiction 

communities, the authority to decide what makes a fanfic valuable is distributed to the 

masses. Anyone reading fanfic on FFN may review a work and criticize or praise it as 

they please. Reviews may or may not be based upon any sort of explicit criteria, let alone 

literary theory. Stories are promoted to the fanon, or fan canon, based on popular opinion. 

For instance, because Sam/Dean stories (the slash denotes a romantic or sexual pairing of 

characters) are so popular in the Supernatural fandom, it is considered fanon that the 

show’s protagonist brothers are in a romantic relationship. There is even a fan term for 

this pairing: “Wincest,” a play on the brothers’ last name, Winchester. Although writers 

of the show have responded to such a pairing by having the brothers discuss fan fiction 

about themselves within the show and reject the idea that there is anything but brotherly 

love between them, Sam/Dean stories persist (Booth, Playing Fans 140). In this example, 

canon has failed to supersede fanon in the fan community. While this occurrence is not 

common across fandoms, the example demonstrates the power of fans to dictate 
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collectively what is accepted and valued within the fandom, independent of what 

authoritative sources—including the writers of the source text—say. 

Fan fiction’s redistribution of authority is challenging to industry and critical 

conventions not only because it takes power from an educated elite, but also because that 

power is shifted to the young girls who make up the majority of fan fiction writers and 

readers. In a study conducted on FFN in 2010, researchers found only ten percent of users 

identified their gender on their profiles but of those, seventy-eight percent were female. 

Most members who revealed their age were teens; eighty percent identified themselves as 

between thirteen and eighteen years old, with the most reported age being fourteen 

(Sendlor). The lack of demographic information such as age and gender on FFN profiles 

is not surprising considering the site does not require any personal information to be 

displayed at all. Many users leave their profiles blank and let their stories and favorites 

describe them. Others post pictures of themselves or a short bio that may imply a gender 

and/or age to readers, but because of uncertainty were left out of the statistics above. 

Members who are not young women may feel they should not disclose their ages or 

genders for fear of drawing attention to their differences. The accuracy of these statistics 

is difficult to evaluate. Online identity is notoriously hard to relate to real life identity 

because of the freedom people have to claim to be anyone they want online. Sherry 

Turkle, a sociologist and an expert on how people use technology, has studied the 

construction of identity online extensively. Her findings indicate it is not unusual for 

people to gender-swap or otherwise try on new identities on the internet: “one can play a 

role as close to or as far away from one’s ‘real self’ as one chooses” (Turkle, Life 12). 

Therefore, one cannot say with certainty that any fan fiction authors are who they claim 
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to be. While fanfic writing is also popular among middle-aged women, FFN is geared 

specifically towards teenagers. The general trend of most users of FFN being teenage 

girls can be trusted, barring a worldwide conspiracy. 

The demographics of the powerful in the realm of fanfic—young and female—are 

incongruous with the demographics of professional critics who, for most of the twentieth 

century, were older and male. These differences indicate that less educated and less 

experienced readers are the ones who have the critical power within fan fiction 

communities as opposed to professional theorists and critics that hold the most sway over 

the traditional literary canon. The authority of fanfic writers to criticize and evaluate the 

work of others stems not from higher education learning as is often the case for critics, 

but from knowledge of the canon and fanon as well as experience writing fan fiction. The 

reviews by more established users may have more influence over writers if the writer 

admires the reviewer’s writing. In that scenario, the reviewer’s authority comes from a 

perceived level of expertise they have demonstrated in their past work. Reviewers can 

also gain influence by carefully describing what worked and did not work in the story and 

providing well thought out justifications for those critiques because authors often 

appreciate the time reviewers put into writing detailed reviews. However, even short 

reviews that simply say “good job” can gain influence if the sentiment is shared by many 

reviewers. This power of the masses is not always recognized as legitimate in the 

evaluation of literature. The converse is often true; when a work of literature is favored 

by lay people, it can be dismissed as merely popular by critics and academics. In fan 

fiction communities, amateurs who learn the norms of the community quickly may be 

considered equals to writers who have been around longer if they can perform as the 
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community expects. In society, amateur critics are not considered on par with 

professionals or academics before they have a great deal of experience. Perhaps the 

gender and age disparities between the judges of fanfic and literature in conjunction with 

the social structure within which they operate can help account for the larger culture’s 

dismissal of the subcultural practice of writing fan fiction. 

Some scholars and fan writers alike argue that mainstream culture dismisses fan 

fiction not only because fan writers are typically less educated or less critical than 

professional writers and critics, but also because of its reputation as a feminine practice. 

The demographics from FFN show that, indeed, many of its members identify as female. 

It is partially for this reason that fan writing itself is considered feminine, but its 

collaborative and noncommercial nature also distances it from the ideal of the self-

sufficient man. Some scholars consider fanfic to be so collaborative, in fact, that they 

may not attribute credit for a text to a single author (Busse and Hellekson 27). Francesca 

Coppa, reviewing Booth’s Digital Fandom, sees the erasure of a singular author in favor 

of the group (the fandom) as problematic from a feminist perspective: “Women have 

struggled to have their creative work recognized as art… rather than as a craft like 

quilting or sewing” and so worries that fan fiction will become another activity 

designated as belonging in the private sphere. Such a categorization is problematic 

because it denies fan authors—male or female—recognition for their talent. Coppa 

further suggests that “creativity has always been collaborative, but that in more 

traditional critical models, those collaborators (editors; cowriters and performers; friends, 

lovers, and wives) are suppressed, derided, or dismissed.” Her fear is that young, female 

fan authors in particular will not receive the individual credit they deserve because fan 
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fiction does not suppress the fact that it is collaborative. Beth E. Bonnstetter and Brian L. 

Ott assert: “Given the homology between social discourses about women and fans, 

popular culture, and women’s art, fan writing is frequently feminized and then disparaged 

as playful and trivial” (352). Fans are defined as being overly emotional, a quality 

generally associated with women; the word “fan” derives from “fanatic,” with its 

unflattering connotations. They also present a potential benefit arising from the gender-

based discrimination fans and fan writing face: “this perspective has allowed fan fiction 

to flourish, as it is not seen as a serious threat to the status quo” (Bonnstetter and Ott 

352). Although online fan writers have been threatened with legal action for copyright 

infringement, fan fiction has not been considered threatening enough to the market for 

published books to be shut down. Bonnstetter and Ott assume fan fiction and professional 

fiction are substitutes for one another, but they are more like complementary goods, each 

driving the consumption of the other. It could be that, as Bonnstetter and Ott suggest, fan 

fiction is not seen as threatening to the status quo because it is viewed as feminine and 

therefore lesser, but it could also be that it is non-threatening because fans do not intend it 

to be. Fan writers do not want to disrupt the market for books—books are often the 

objects of their fanaticism. Additionally, playful need not be coupled with trivial; play is 

an integral part of learning. As fan writers play with texts, they interact with and respond 

to them in a valuable manner.   

 

Fan Fiction and Reader-Response Theory 

Reader-response theory, as described by Louise Rosenblatt, values literature for 

how the individual reader responds to it. This theory replaces the literary critic with the 
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lay person as they read as the authoritative voice about the value of a text. The power 

shift from professional to amateur in this theory was revolutionary at the time of her 

writing in the late 1930s. As a teacher, Rosenblatt was concerned with instructing young 

people to appreciate canonical literature aesthetically, but believed that the way to lead 

them to this appreciation was through encouraging human connections with the text. She 

writes: 

The development of literary appreciation will depend upon a reciprocal 

process: An enlargement of the student’s understanding of human life 

leads to increased esthetic sensitivity, and increased esthetic sensitivity 

makes possible the harvesting of more fruitful human insights from 

literature. (Rosenblatt 324) 

The way to enlarge a student’s understanding of life was to introduce him to texts that 

present viewpoints and cultures different from his own. However, of particular 

importance to this project, Rosenblatt saw not just literary classics, but “any writings that 

elicit a vivid personal response from the young reader” (217) as being able to increase 

understanding of life and therefore literature. Of course, the student was expected to 

eventually reach the level of being able to appreciate the classics aesthetically, but lower 

forms of writing, even “cheap fiction,” can be useful in instruction (Rosenblatt 252). 

Though this thesis does not position fan fiction as work that necessarily has much literary 

merit, though some fanfics are written at a high caliber, fan fiction certainly evokes 

strong responses from adolescents and often is the personal, emotional response of a 

young reader. From a reader-response perspective then, reading and writing fan fiction 

can be instrumental for adolescents learning about the human experience and developing 
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an aesthetic appreciation of literature. This thesis proposes that fan fiction is valuable for 

its adolescent writers because composing and receiving feedback on it can help them to 

learn about themselves, social situations, and the art of writing. 

 

The Perks of Being a Wallflower & Its Fanfic: A Case Study 

 There are millions of fan fiction stories on FFN and hundreds of fandoms, but I 

chose to focus this thesis on fan fiction based on a young adult novel called The Perks of 

Being a Wallflower. Perks is an epistolary novel by Stephen Chbosky consisting of letters 

written by a high school freshman, Charlie, to an unidentifiable friend. Charlie is a 

wallflower, or more fond of observing people than participating in social activities, who 

is befriended by a girl named Sam and her step-brother Patrick, two outgoing seniors. 

The novel includes recreational drug use and alcohol consumption by all of the main 

characters; a homosexual relationship between Patrick and Brad, the school’s closeted 

quarterback; the suicide of a young boy; as well as multiple instances of physical and 

sexual abuse. For these reasons, it is one of the top ten most challenged books of the 

twenty first century (“Top Ten”). Attempts to keep people from reading it have failed; the 

novel has been a New York Times Best Seller for seventy-one weeks (“Best Sellers”) and 

was adapted by the author for film in 2012. 

 Fan fiction found on FFN based on the novel The Perks of Being a Wallflower 

makes for a useful case study of adolescent writing in fan fiction communities because of 

the novel’s appeal to young adults, the moderate size of the collection of fanfics, and the 

controversial topics both the novel and its fan fiction explore. The large audience of 

young adults that Perks has enjoyed since its publication in 1999 and recent resurgence 
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(due in part to the film version starring Emma Watson, famous for her role as Hermione 

in the Harry Potter films) has led to a moderate amount of fan fiction based on the novel. 

Because it has remained fairly popular in the YA genre but not gained a following as 

extensive as Harry Potter’s, it has a modest number of fans writing about it online. On 

FFN, there are 248 works classified as about the novel, and one based on the movie. Of 

these 248 works, 213 are in English. In contrast to the enormous troves of Harry Potter 

fan fiction, this number is a much more reasonable sample size given the time constraints 

of this writing, while being more representative of the writing that takes place in a fan 

community than novels which have fewer than fifty fan works. The size of the fan base 

could also be a limiting factor in terms of the variety of texts it produces. Perks does not 

have a fandom in the same way Harry Potter does; it does not sell as many commercial 

products, it is not a household name, and it certainly does not have its own theme park. 

There are simply fewer fans interested in dedicating time to Perks. Therefore, the 

community around Perks fanfic specifically is not as developed as Harry Potter’s, but 

instead is influenced by more general norms for fanfic on FFN. Examining a smaller 

fandom is useful because it can shed light on innumerable other small fandoms, even if it 

cannot account for the specific rules that may evolve in a giant fandom. 

 The controversial nature of the novel and its epistolary format also make it a 

prime candidate for a case study. The novel’s tendency to face intense issues head-on 

while other books might shy away from including so many controversial themes 

indicated that fans of Perks would be similarly ready to grapple with subjects that might 

be taboo in other fandoms. As predicted, many fanfics interact with the novel’s themes of 

growing up and identity crisis through explorations of homosexuality/homophobia, 
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sexual abuse, drug use, and suicide. Rather than being morbid, fans who write about these 

topics are being more realistic than other authors that may avoid such issues that are 

present to varying degrees in the lives of adolescents. Chbosky has said he wanted Perks 

to start a dialog in classrooms about these issues that, when removed from the 

legitimizing space of the school, become “dirty little secrets” but “they're not dirty little 

secrets; these are things young people face every day” (qtd. in Vo). Perks has generated a 

sizeable dialogue about these issues in an online space which may not be as legitimizing 

as a classroom, but certainly is validating as fans explore the issues together. Fan fiction 

that is posted semi-anonymously can serve as a safe place for adolescents to explore such 

issues as, for example, underage drinking, without the consequences of health and safety 

risks as well as parental displeasure and legal ramifications. Rosenblatt writes of “ideal 

experimentation” when a reader is able to live vicariously through reading literature: 

“Literature may thus offer us a means of carrying on economically some of the trial-and-

error elimination of patterns of behavior that might be disastrously expensive if carried 

on in real life” (237). As she is primarily concerned with the incorporation of social 

sciences in the teaching of literature, Rosenblatt’s terms here are economic and scientific. 

While experience that comes through reading literature may then be low cost, it has come 

through a low-risk, low-return process—making it more valuable to the adolescent’s 

learning. 

Similarly to the novel’s direct address of contentious topics, the epistolary format 

of the novel gives the illusion of a direct address to the reader. In an interview, Stephen 

Chbosky revealed that this impression was intentional: 
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I chose the letters because I felt it was the most intimate way I could talk 

to a reader. When you write a letter to somebody, it’s direct 

communication. And I was very interested in direct communication 

because I wanted the story to feel intimate. (Qtd. in “Screenwriter and 

Novelist”) 

The lack of a response from the addressee makes it even easier for readers to fill the role. 

Letters from Charlie are addressed to “Dear friend” (Chbosky 2), who is an unnamed and 

otherwise unheard of character within the universe of the novel. Though the addressee is 

not characterized beyond being someone to whom people look “for strength and 

friendship” (Chbosky 2), the reader has qualities in common with them. Both are 

ostensibly reading Charlie’s letters and are unable to respond. In these ways, the reader 

comes to identify as the friend to whom Charlie is writing. This format has given rise to a 

number of fanfics in which the writer assumes the position of the friend writing back to 

Charlie. The novel creates a call for this particular kind of response by constructing a 

silent recipient with whom the reader is encouraged to identify, and therefore an easy role 

for the creative reader to fill. 

 Fan fiction writers generate responses to Charlie and to the novel that explore 

issues that are meaningful to them and learn skills relevant to their lives as they write. 

Fan fiction, though it may destabilize or reject traditional power structures and 

expectations of writing, is nonetheless meaningful for the young adults who write it. 

From its roots in fan zines, it has branched out onto the internet, making the genre more 

accessible than ever before to audiences who wish to talk back to or about mass media. 

This chapter introduced fan fiction and the major controversies surrounding it, as well as 
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explained my focus on The Perks of Being a Wallflower. The next chapter will look more 

in depth at how fans see what they are doing when they write fan fiction and the 

environment in which they do so. Though most fan fiction may not have much to offer 

readers in the way of aesthetic value, it does have utilitarian value for its young writers. 
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CHAPTER 2: The Discourse of FanFiction.Net 

Context and Meaning 

 Similarly to how literature is produced in the real world, fanfic is produced within 

a context that strongly informs what is written and how that plays out. Formalist criticism 

seeks to examine only the internal characteristics of a text, without taking into account 

any outside influences. From a formalist point of view, most fanfics probably would not 

be judged to have much—if any—literary value. While some well written fanfics make 

effective use of literary conventions and form, the premise of fanfic is that it is heavily 

referential to a source text—sometimes to the extent that it is indecipherable without 

knowledge of the source. Fanfics that move too far from the source text must be more 

self-contained, or more self-explanatory, than fanfics that stay closer to the canon. 

Though self-contained fanfics many be judged as better from a formalist perspective, 

they are not always valued highly by the fan fiction community, who after all are looking 

to read stories directly related to a particular work. This project moves away from 

formalist criticism as an appropriate method for evaluating fanfic. A formalistic 

perspective may demonstrate the literary merit of some pieces, but it does not take into 

account the content of the canon or fanon upon which the writers rely to create value. The 

underlying premise of fan fiction is fundamentally at odds with formalist methods of 

evaluation, but fan readers may adopt aspects of formalism to comment on elements of a 

fanfic, such as symbolism. Reading fanfic in the context that produced it is essential to 

fully understanding the author’s intentions and appreciating its value in the community. 

An examination of the community, in this case as a Discourse, helps to contextualize and 

make sense of fan fiction in a way formalism does not allow. 
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FFN as a Discourse 

 FanFiction.Net works as a virtual community; its members do not meet on a day 

to day basis (and most will never meet), yet individuals see themselves as being 

connected to each other in a group through the internet. Members of FFN are united in 

purpose as each individual comes to the site with a similar intention: to write or read fan 

fiction. If one were not interested in doing either of these things, he would not spend 

much time on a website dedicated solely to these activities. Those people who do spend a 

great deal of time on FFN have an interest in reading and/or writing fanfic in common, 

and so they sense a bond of commonality with others in the virtual space. Each fandom 

may function as its own imagined community within the larger community of FFN, with 

even smaller subgroups within fandoms creating communities around a particular kind of 

fanfic—such as Star Trek slash fiction writers.9 Such communities have shared norms 

and values that are perpetuated by members. 

 Fan fiction writing on FFN can be described as a Discourse, as defined by James 

Paul Gee. He writes: “Discourses are ways of being in the world; they are forms of life 

which integrate words, acts, values, beliefs, attitudes, and social identities as well as 

gestures, glances, body positions, and clothes" (Gee 6-7). While fan fiction communities 

cannot perfectly fit Gee’s definition, viewing fan fiction writing on FFN as a discourse 

community yields insight into how the group dynamic functions. These communities 

certainly use their own value system, beliefs, and ascribe social identities to members. 

                                                
9 I mention Star Trek slash writing here because the stories and the community that produces 

them have been studied extensively by other scholars (see Jenkins, Bacon-Smith, and Booth). 

Slash fiction is outside the realm of this project because of its theoretical complexity and the 

relatively small amount of slash fiction in the Perks fandom. More work can be done to examine 

what young adults may learn about their identities by reading and writing slash fiction.  
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But, because they are largely online and non-image based, they are physically limited in 

the ways they can produce the movements Gee describes. For instance, there are no body 

positions, gestures, or clothes that can universally identify one as belonging to FFN. 

Members do, however, use the digital medium in certain distinct ways to signal their 

belonging. Though one cannot use a facial expression or gesture in a text-based medium, 

internet users have adopted systems to signal gestures and emotion to others. To indicate 

a user is happy, or would be smiling could the reader see their face, they might use an 

emoticon to imitate a smile. To indicate a gesture the user might make if the reader could 

see them, they might type the action between asterisks: *waves hello*. These signals are 

used extensively (though not exclusively) by the members of FFN. In the digital realm, 

they come to replace facial expressions and gestures to the extent that using them 

incorrectly on FFN would be equivalent to smiling as someone shares bad news in real 

life. In this way, emojis and describing gestures come to replace the bodily movements of 

a Discourse in a virtual space. The Discourse definition can be slightly modified in this 

way to describe online Discourses, including the one found on FFN. 

 The Discourse of FFN can be further described as a secondary Discourse by 

Gee’s definition. Primary Discourses are acquired at home as a child grows up and 

secondary Discourses come from interactions outside the home group (Gee 7-8). One’s 

primary mode of interaction and “being in the world” simply cannot be through fan 

fiction because one must learn basic skills such as reading and writing—not to mention 

more complex skills such as using a computer—before becoming immersed in fan 

fiction. Once a child acquires a primary Discourse, interactions with people other than 

intimates in settings other than the home (such as in schools or churches) lead to the 
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acquisition of secondary Discourses. Any single person has many secondary Discourses, 

which may conflict with one another or the primary Discourse to varying degrees (Gee 

8). When a person joins FFN, learns the explicit and implicit rules, and contributes to the 

community, he has mastered the secondary Discourse of FFN. As a secondary Discourse, 

FFN writing depends upon a person’s primary Discourse, but allows that person to 

belong to a social group outside of the family group: the fan fiction community. User 

pyrrhicvictoly says one of the reasons they write fan fiction is “community, connecting 

and sharing ideas with other fans. Sometimes this includes fangirl squealing about things 

like, ‘It would be so awesome/cool/hilarious if this happened!’ or ‘Aww~ They'd be so 

cute together!’”10 As pyrrhicvictoly makes clear, the FFN community permits certain 

types of actions, such as “fangirl squealing,” that does not fit within many primary 

Discourses. 

The Discourse of FFN can further be classified as nondominant. Gee defines a 

dominant Discourse as one that when mastered, “brings with it (potential) acquisition of 

social ‘goods’ (money, prestige, status, etc.),” while mastery of a nondominant Discourse 

“often brings solidarity with a particular social network, but not wider status and social 

goods in the society at large” (8). As previously discussed in the first chapter, fan fiction 

is generally not considered valuable in larger society, and so mastery of it as a Discourse 

is not valued by that society. It may be in part because fan fiction does not bring the 

potential for acquiring money or status that it is devalued, but its low esteem and inability 

                                                
10 Throughout this project, I reproduce fan texts exactly as they are written on FFN to give a more 

authentic representation of the writing on the site. As a result, many of the quotes are riddled with 

spelling mistakes and creative punctuation. I do not use sic to mark errors because using it so 

often would be more distracting than the errors themselves. Where I find spelling mistakes 

obscure meaning, I insert the correct word in brackets for clarification.  
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to produce social goods are intertwined in a feedback loop so it is difficult to determine 

which causes which. However, mastery of FFN Discourse does bring the user a sense of 

camaraderie within the fan fiction social network and may even provide prestige within 

that network. Fan authors can become widely read and renowned within the community, 

bringing them a cultural capital that may not extend into the world beyond FFN because 

the communities are so different. 

 

Discourse Community 

In order to master the Discourse of writing fan fiction on FFN, new members 

must be apprenticed into the discourse community of the website. Discourse communities 

are described by John Swales as “groups that have goals or purposes, and use 

communication to achieve these goals,” but may also be characterized as groups with 

common interests that use writing in patterned ways (Borg 398). While FFN as a whole 

may not have one goal that its members are trying to attain, members do generally try to 

write fan fiction that they consider good. FFN is a gathering place for people with similar 

personal goals, or a common interest in writing and reading fan fiction. Jenkins describes 

online fan communities as “expansive self-organizing groups focused around the 

collective production, debate, and circulation of meanings, interpretations, and fantasies 

in response to various artifacts of contemporary culture” (Fans 137). The goals and 

purposes of these communities as Jenkins describes are extensive, but certainly organized 

around common interests shared by all members of the community and fundamentally 

communicative. The self-organizing aspect of the community Jenkins describes is 

enacted by authors, who identify their writing as part of a larger pattern by tagging it as 
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belonging to a genre. If an author classifies their story as AU, the story will take place in 

an Alternate Universe that is different than the canon, but involves canonical characters.11 

If an author classifies their story as Hurt/Comfort, they are acknowledging it involves one 

or more characters being emotionally or physically hurt to some degree and then 

comforted. AU and Hurt/Comfort genres occur across fandoms and media. They are 

conventions and patterns that fan fiction writers follow and community members know to 

expect them. A fundamental characteristic of a discourse community is that its members 

communicate. Swales distinguishes between groups that communicate only through 

written texts and those that use written words and speech, an important distinction with 

implications about how new members are initiated (Borg 399). If a discourse community 

does not use oral communication, the implication is that new members must learn the 

Discourse by analyzing written texts. The FFN website does not support oral 

communication, but reviews on stories and private messages to other users function so 

dialogically that new members are able to benefit from informal, meta conversations 

about norms of the community instead of having to rely strictly on observations of how 

others write. 

                                                
11 AU is used in opposition to EU. The definition of EU varies across discourse communities as 

Extended, Expanded, or Established Universe. The Wiki Fanlore explains: “fandoms with a 

canon that spans different media the fandoms sometimes draw a distinction between the primary 

source material and secondary texts, such as tie-in novels or comics for a tv series,” so that the 

tie-ins are part of the Extended Universe. Expanded and Extended Universe are used largely 

interchangeably to refer to material that is considered canonical by some. For example, according 

to Wookieepedia (a Star Wars Wiki), the large amount of licensed Star Wars material that is not 

the films—including comics, novels, and television shows—belong to the Expanded Universe. 

The term Established Universe is more general and open for interpretation. The page 

/r/WritingPrompts (a subsection on social media site Reddit dedicated to providing writing 

prompts for users to respond to) defines EU as Established Universe and “based on existing 

fiction” (MajorParadox). This term can also be used to describe all of fanfic because it does not 

specify to what degree the story it describes is based on extant texts. When used within fandoms, 

EU is generally a descriptor for a story that takes place within the canon’s realm of possibilities. 
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Distributed Mentoring 

 Distributed mentoring is the mechanism by which new members are apprenticed 

into the Discourse of FFN. As members of the FFN community read and review each 

other’s fanfic, they see themselves as offering writing advice, but they are simultaneously 

participating in the FFN Discourse and teaching others how to be a part of the discourse 

community. In a recent study of informal learning on FFN and FIMFiction.net (an 

archive of My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic fanfic), Campbell et al. developed the 

term “distributed mentoring” to describe how members taught one another writing skills. 

They focus on how the internet and fan fiction archives facilitate mentoring and identify 

seven attributes of distributed mentoring, including aggregation, accretion, acceleration, 

abundance, availability, asynchronicity, and affect (Campbell et al. 7). While these 

attributes are shown in this study to help writers improve their stories, they are also used 

to model participation in the discourse community of FFN. 

 New members on FFN acquire the Discourse of FFN through both analysis of 

stories and comments that model how the community works and more dialogic moments 

that aim specifically to teach. New users can learn implicitly about what works well on 

the site by noting the characteristics of the most popular fanfics, based on the number of 

follows and favorites they have. By reading through works of other fan authors, they can 

pick up on popular tropes and styles within the fandom. New users can also read 

comments left by other members on fanfics they have read to gain a better understanding 

of what the fan audience likes and dislikes. While these fanfics and comments may not 

have been written for the purpose of instructing new users, they model expected behavior 

for writing fan fiction stories and comments. The review by fan reader my insides are 
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blue analyzed in this section illustrates how a review can reveal implicit expectations fan 

readers may have. Other comments are written specifically to teach a specific skill. 

Wildcard999’s exchange with ScopsOwl1922, examined later in this section, provides a 

clear example of one user reaching out to another to inform them. Because their exchange 

is viewable by anyone else on the page, other people with the same problem could also 

follow Wildcard999’s advice. In this way, one user has assisted another user directly and 

possibly many others indirectly. Users of FFN can learn the Discourse through observing 

modeled behavior or, more directly, through reading comments and documents that were 

written by experienced members for the purpose of instructing new members. 

Models of proper conduct on FFN are abundant but require readers to infer the 

implicit lessons from what is presented instead of being told directly. A review by user 

my insides are blue of a fanfic by keep my issues drawn titled “to make love,” 

demonstrates a moment of tacit community norming. My insides are blue writes: 

i just loved this, middy! it is flawless and absolutely amazing. damn, 

bradpatrick is the best pairing ever. i mean i've always loved them and i 

just loved the way you wrote this and you actually remembered the details 

from the book. brad was definitely IC [in character] with his denial and 

everything, and god. just gorgeous 'kay? and omg, i want more now. ;) 

The story “to make love” is a Brad/Patrick piece written from Brad’s point of view. The 

reviewer compliments the author, telling her that her story is “flawless and absolutely 

amazing” and “just gorgeous,” displaying affect. My insides are blue repeats the word 

“love” three times to emphasize her emotional response to the story and its author. The 

reviewer also praises the author for demonstrating expert knowledge of the canon by 
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recalling specific details (“you actually remembered the details from the book”) and 

writing Brad with the same tendencies he shows in the novel, such as his denial of his 

homosexuality. Additionally, saying “bradpatrick is the best pairing ever,” encourages 

the use of the slash genre for writing fanfic. The winking emoticon at the end of the 

review gives it a playful tone so that it reads like communication between two good 

friends. My insides are blue also indicates familiarity with the author by calling her 

“middy.” While the reviewer privileges the bond between them by referencing it, they 

also situate themselves as part of the fandom and discourse community by referencing the 

Brad/Patrick trend. This review rewards the author for writing in a way that FFN 

Discourse values (in the slash genre with details from the canon), demonstrating those 

values to others and therefore perpetuating them. User Bella J. Kate writes that “to make 

love” is “absolutely well-written, so realistic for Brad's POV,” and NekoKaigara concurs: 

“I think this really does encompass what Brad was all about.” The accretion, aggregation, 

and abundance of positive reviews about keep my issues drawn’s accurate to canon 

portrayal of Brad reinforce for the writer of the story and readers of the reviews that 

writing characters consistent with canon is desirable. The reviews’ availability and 

asynchronicity allow many users to view them and learn from reviews on other writers’ 

stories that they can use to improve their own. Distributed mentoring is thus used to teach 

new members about desirable types of writing within the Discourse of FFN. 

 On the forums side, meta conversations about the site and fan fiction help new 

users acquire the Discourse of FFN. The thread ScopsOwl1922 posted asking why people 

wrote fan fiction was originally posted incorrectly. Wildcard999, before answering the 

question, wrote to ScopsOwl1922 by posting in the thread to help. 
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Wildcard999: Hello, this is a against the forum rules. If you don't 

catagorize this thread in 24 hours one of the mods will come in here and 

lock it. Trust me, this happened twice last week. To the same person! 

ScopsOwl1922: @Darkwinter999: Hi, I'm new in here and don't know 

what you mean. Can you tell me how to catagorize my thread? 

Wildcard999: Change the title using the mod button on the first post 

(which shows what you wrote to start the thread). The mod button looks 

like a little gear. It'll say 'edit title' or something like that, among other 

things. Click on the edit title link. Then write a catagory (listed in the rules 

thread flagged at the top of this forum) and a : before the title you already 

have. 

ScopsOwl1922 was clearly unaware of the rules about categorizing threads and was 

unfamiliar with how the site worked on a technical level because they were new to the 

site. They wrote back to Wildcard999 (whose username at the time was Darkwinter999), 

asking for help. Wildcard999 demonstrated understanding of and experience with this 

particular rule by noting they had seen an uncategorized thread deleted twice in the past 

week, and created a more personal communication with the new user by asking for their 

trust. As shown above, Wildcard999 responded with step by step instructions to assist the 

new user, even providing examples of categories (not shown). To provide additional 

information, the phrase “rules thread” in the comment is a hyperlink to a page called 

“Newbies Guide to the Forum and Forum Rules.” The post is now categorized as 

“General/Research,” attesting to the fact that ScopsOwl1922 took Wildcard999’s advice. 

In this instance, a member of the community reached out to a new user in order to 

http://forum.fanfiction.net/topic/2872/4858/1/
http://forum.fanfiction.net/topic/2872/4858/1/
http://forum.fanfiction.net/topic/2872/4858/1/
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directly teach a specific skill. This one moment does not leave ScopsOwl1922 with all of 

the information they need to be a part of the discourse community, but when small 

lessons continue to come from many different users over time, their mentoring is 

distributed between users and across the site. 

 Areas of FFN, including the “Newbies Guide to the Forum and Forum Rules” 

page that Wildcard999 links to, are dedicated to helping new users learn the rules through 

meta-level knowledge instead of acquiring them through experience on the site. Pages 

such as the FAQs help new users learn to navigate the site more quickly by outlining how 

to do so, much like how Wildcard999 helped ScopsOwl1922. Unlike that one-to-one 

interaction (which was still public), the FAQs are many-to-many. They are often threads, 

or a conversation between users posted publically with each comment building off of 

previous comments. The “GENERAL FAQ: Got a problem? Check here first” page is a 

thread started by Kitsune no Tora, a forum moderator, that provides instructions for how 

to deal with common problems users have, such as how to upload fanfic, add a chapter to 

existing fanfic, find a beta reader, post on the forums, etc. Below the “how to” posts are 

questions asked by other users—mostly about technical issues—that Kitsune no Tora and 

other users respond to with helpful advice. This thread is a live one; the first post was on 

February 1, 2011, and the most recent post as of this writing was March 27, 2016. The 

thread extends over seventy pages, with multiple questions and responses per page. The 

space is informal, with anyone allowed to ask and answer questions that can be simple 

requests for instructions or solutions to more complex technical issues. 

The Guidelines page is another document that helps to promote community 

norms, though with a more serious tone. It includes the subsections “Community 
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Etiquette” and “FanFiction Content Guidelines.” This page is slightly more formal; 

posted by the mods of the site, it is not a dialog. It is a listing of the most definitive rules 

found on FFN. The Community Etiquette section’s five rules are prefaced with the 

statement: “FanFiction does not filter content and is an open system that trusts the 

writer's judgement. However, there is an inherent responsibility that falls to writers as a 

result.” This declaration places the power with the individual writers, instead of in a more 

hierarchical system where the mods have the power. Writers are expected to spell check 

and proofread their writing, accept critical reviews, be respectful towards other writers, 

and use proper textual formatting. Within such a large website, it would be nearly 

impossible for the mods to catch everyone that breaks a rule. When individual writers are 

held responsible for their own work, the community becomes self-policing. This policy 

does leave room for some writers to break the rules, either by accident because they did 

not know about the rule, or on purpose because they think they can get away with it. 

While writers are encouraged to look after their own work, members are also able to 

enforce community rules by pressing the “Report Abuse” button on stories and reviews. 

People tend to report abuses such as plagiarizing another author’s work and excessive 

flaming, which while they are not mentioned in the Community Etiquette section, are 

obviously opposed to the positive, constructive community atmosphere. While the mods 

of this page have laid out many of the ground rules for the site, it is not an all-

encompassing document and must be taken into consideration alongside other normative 

texts like reviews and forum posts. 

The Content Guidelines are likewise meant to protect the community atmosphere, 

not restrict creative freedom. For example, the guidelines state that all summaries of 
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stories should be rated K, or suitable for young readers, and that all stories should be 

rated and categorized properly. These guidelines acknowledge the presence of young 

readers and work to make the site inclusive of everyone. If someone does not want to 

read violent or sexual material, they will be able to avoid it if these rules are followed. At 

times, the guidelines do restrict what an author may write. For instance, works by certain 

authors and publishers may not be written about and stories rated MA (with explicit sex 

scenes or graphic violence) are not allowed. Some rules have legal bases; authors and 

publishers listed here have expressly asked that fanfic not be written about their stories, 

and may sue if FFN does not comply with their wishes. Some guidelines are more 

arbitrary and based on what the community is willing to consider a story. The types of 

entries not allowed include: 

1. Non-stories: lists, bloopers, polls, previews, challenges, author 

notes, and etc. 

2. One or two liners. 

3. MST: comments inserted in between the flow of a copied story. 

4. Stories with non-historical and non-fictional characters: actors, 

musicians, and etc. 

5. Any form of interactive entry: choose your adventure, second 

person/you based, Q&As, and etc. 

6. Chat/script format and keyboard dialogue based entries. 

These rules do limit how authors can write and/or format their entries. They exist to 

define what is considered appropriate and inappropriate within the community, thereby 

creating norms for what constitutes a story on FFN. With such rules in place, members 
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can know what to expect from the site. The shared goals of FFN includes writing fan 

fiction, but not fan fiction that breaks the above rules. The Guidelines page exists in order 

to teach these community norms to new members, and so apprentice them into the 

discourse community.  

The incorporation of pages such as the FAQs and Guidelines into the FFN 

website makes them available for anyone who visits the website to see, at any time 

(asynchronously). The information on the FAQ thread comes from a number of different 

users (aggregation) who interact with one another to form a permanent body of 

knowledge (accretion), while reinforcing or correcting previous comments (acceleration). 

The presence of these attributes demonstrate that distributed mentoring takes place on 

FFN not only to improve writing, but also to teach users how to be a part of the discourse 

community. 

 

Goals of the Discourse 

 When new members are apprenticed into the community through distributed 

mentoring, they are taught—either directly or indirectly—that it is desirable to work 

toward the purpose the community has created for itself: to write fan fiction well. Chapter 

Five explores how distributed mentoring also works to teach new writers how to write 

better. If the goal or common interest of members of the FFN community is to write good 

fanfic, two major questions arise. First, what is good fanfic? Second, why do participants 

want to achieve this goal? The answers to both of these questions cannot be answered 

exactly for each individual member of the community as opinions and motivations vary 

widely between different people. However, analyzing the common trends in how FFN 
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members answer these two questions demonstrates the role of the community in 

members’ lives and how they act within it. 

 Mastering the Discourse of FFN is no easy feat, requiring a lot of time reading 

both canon and fanon, observing how users interact, trying to show one belongs, and then 

adjusting one’s approach as needed. The time and effort required to do so makes one 

wonder what rewards members are seeking. FFN writing’s position as a nondominant 

Discourse that does not bring members social goods makes its attraction even more 

questionable. One way to find out why is to simply ask FFN members why they write fan 

fiction. On the Forums side of FFN (an area for users to have meta-discussions about fan 

fiction and fandom), user ScopsOwl1922 did just that. The result of asking such a 

question reveals that members identify both intrinsic and extrinsic rewards. 

 

Intrinsic Rewards 

Some members value writing fanfic because it is enjoyable for them to do so; 

these writers like to engage with texts they feel attached to, derive pleasure from giving 

characters the happy endings they never got in the canon, and use writing as catharsis. 

User Ayame Majikku responded to ScopsOwl1922: 

[I]t's easier to develop new ideas and a writing style with fanfiction... it's 

fun to put my favorite characters from things in new situations that their 

original author couldn't. As for writing in general, I write because I love it. 

Not just the writing part, but also the escape from reality... For something 

to do with my life, I've always wanted to give people something fun to do, 

to jump into a fantasy world... and writing is the way I can do that. 



53 

 

For Ayame Majikku, it is the act of writing itself that is the reward; writing fanfic is a way 

to facilitate creative writing because it is “easier” than other forms of writing. For this 

user, it is fun to interact creatively with a source text and to lose focus on reality. Writing 

fanfic online also allows her the opportunity to share her fantasy worlds with others. Her 

comment reveals both her motivations for writing in general and her motivations for 

writing specifically within the FFN community. The community aspect makes writing 

fanfic fulfilling because she is able to engage other people in her fantasy worlds, a task 

that might be more challenging in other contexts. As an amateur writer, finding as large 

of an interested audience for her writing offline as FFN provides online would be so time 

and money consuming that it would be impractical, if not impossible. Other users 

respond similarly, citing the availability of an attentive audience as one of the main 

reasons they write on FFN. 

The discourse community gives writers access to an interested audience and 

therefore can provide fan authors the satisfaction of sharing their work with others who 

care about it. FFN is a gathering place for people who want to read and/or write fanfic. 

Consequently, members are able to assume that writing they post on the site will be read 

by other members of the community as well as anyone on the internet who takes the time 

to search for it. User Ergoemos sees fan fiction writing as an easy way to find interested 

readers: 

There is an established audience for the universe in question. Writing pure 

fiction means you must convince others to be interested in your topic. That 

can be very hard. With a large collection of people already interested in 
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the topic, there is less need to search for an audience who might be 

interested. 

The canon text has already done the difficult work of catching the attention of an 

audience and creating an interest in that universe. Professionals have already spent the 

time and money creating an audience for works like Harry Potter, the HP fanfic writer 

simply needs access to that group of people. Instead of working to attract readers 

interested in the topic, the fan author can concentrate on satisfying them. FFN is able to 

link writers and audiences when both groups use the site to connect to one another. 

 Fan writers are not alone in expressing the desirability of having other people read 

their work. Wendy Bishop, quoting one of her students, asserts: “writing is never easy, 

but it is made worthwhile when we ‘publish’ in the writing classroom and when we are 

‘read by even a few people and enjoyed by at least one’” (235). The type of publishing 

Bishop is referring to happens when a student writer shares their work with their class. 

Posting a story on FFN is similar in its informality and relatively small scale. Fan authors 

may be just as satisfied with a favorite or favorable review on their fan fiction as students 

who have their writing read by their classmates and receive positive feedback. Students, 

fan writers, and scholars all like to know that someone out there has read and appreciates 

their work. 

 Many users expressed motivations to write fan fiction that focused on the 

emotional aspects of the writing experience. ConcreteAngelRoxHerHalo hesitantly 

admits: “I write to fill a void in my life... I know, stupid right?? I just feel... empty, and 

fanfiction helps fill it temporarily.” Though she does not elaborate on what exactly the 

void she feels is, another user chimes in to support her. Wildcard999 says: “No, it's not 
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stupid. I've got voids too. I have no RL [real life] friends that aren't also family, I can't 

talk to anyone about any of the emotions I feel, problems I have and worries that keep me 

on edge all the time.” Wildcard999’s voids are social and emotional. They lack the 

intimacy with a person they know offline to express feelings that press on their mind. 

Online, however, Wildcard999 is able to share personal emotions with a virtually 

unlimited number of strangers, bypassing their perceived need for intimacy to talk about 

their feelings. Wildcard999 felt a connection to ConcreteAngelRoxHerHalo after her 

confession that was facilitated by their use of FFN and shared interests in fan fiction. The 

risks associated with sharing emotions online, and in particular within such a supportive 

community as FFN, are perceived as less than in real life. The interface of the computer, 

rather than the face of a person, can be an easier outlet to which a person may share 

private feelings. In the early 1990’s, a computer program called DEPRESSION 2.0 was 

marketed as a psychotherapist to help with depression. People could type their problems 

into the program and it would respond with questions a psychoanalyst might ask. Turkle 

reports people were “happy to accept its help” and could “sit for hours at a stretch taking 

[talking] to this program about the intimate details of their lives” (Life 102). Reactions to 

this program were mixed, but the most common criticism of it was that the computer 

could not draw on experiential knowledge to respond as a person would (Turkle, Life 

103). Twenty years later, FFN is a virtual space in which people can share intimate 

details of their lives over the non-threatening computer and receive human replies. In 

person relationships usually must be built up before people feel comfortable being 

emotionally open with one another, while online there is a shared sense of commonality 

that stems from participating in the same group with implied values and purposes. 
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Furthermore, Wildcard999 has put little (if any) effort into building a prior relationship 

with ConcreteAngelRoxHerHalo; they have little to lose if their outpouring of emotion 

alienates her. ConcreteAngelRoxHerHalo, in return, has little reason to be discontent with 

Wildcard999’s reply because as they are supporting and reaching out to her, there is no 

obligation for her to respond. While these users clearly enjoy writing fanfic, they 

specifically see value in participating in a community with the ability to connect them 

emotionally to other people. 

The sense of belonging to a community—or a discourse community, in this 

case—has psychological benefits. Writing about the importance of adolescents feeling as 

if they belong to a group, Louise Rosenblatt relates the teaching of literature with 

developmental psychology. Her teaching methods and reader-response theory were 

entwined with psychology and sociology; she believed literature teachers had a 

responsibility to be informed about the work of modern psychologists and sociologists in 

order to help install a moral compass in their young students. Not a specialist, she was 

nonetheless considerably involved with these schools of thought. She writes: 

If the child has been given a feeling of being wanted and loved, if he has 

been able to feel that he is an accepted member of the family and social 

group, he will tend to develop the kind of inner security that will enable 

him to meet constructively much of the external insecurity and struggle of 

later life. (Rosenblatt 203) 

She posits that young people must develop a sturdy base of internal security so that they 

may deal with the uncertainty of life. Many of the writers of fan fiction on FFN are not 

exactly children, but they are still young enough that they are trying to develop the inner 
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security to which Rosenblatt refers. When young people such as 

ConcreteAngelRoxHerHalo and Wildcard999 are able to communicate with each other 

and a large group of their peers through FFN, they feel wanted and accepted by the 

community. The number of positive reviews and likes on their stories is a quantifiable 

way for members to gauge acceptance into the group. Even if a story is not well received, 

a number of constructive reviews will show the writer that other users care about their 

writing, and by extension, the writer. For ConcreteAngelRoxHerHalo and Wildcard999, 

the sense of belonging to the online social group helps to alleviate the pain of a lack of 

support in their real lives. The FFN community accepts a variety of different people with 

disparate experiences because it focuses on what all of its members have in common: a 

love of writing fanfic. 

 The fanfic surrounding Perks of Being a Wallflower in particular is useful for 

illuminating the intrinsic rewards of writing fanfic. The protagonist of the novel, Charlie, 

writes letters to his “friend” because it is an emotional release for him to write about the 

events going on in his life and healing to know that someone is reading about those 

events: “I just need to know that someone out there listens and understands” (Chbosky 2). 

Perks fan fiction similarly becomes an outlet for young writers to do the same kind of 

confessional writing the fictional Charlie does in the novel. Like Chbosky, some writers 

create characters with fictional lives to do the confessing. But for others, Perks fan fiction 

is a way to do some confessing of their own. It is impossible to tell without knowing the 

authors in real life how much of their stories are lived experience and how much is 

fictional. Trusting the author’s notes to identify what is real and what is not is a risky 

business because authors are able to create a persona online that may not align with their 
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offline selves in obvious ways. Regardless of if something is true to life or not, the fan 

fiction texts reveal their own truths. An examination of author’s notes and confessional 

style of writing in Perks fanfic reveals attitudes about the purposes of writing. 

Within the community of Perks fan writing, many fan writers use the epistolary 

format to write about their experiences in the same way Charlie does in the novel. 

Though user xoxoAsianChicaxoxo denies that her work “My so called life” is anything 

like Perks in her summary, the text hinges on the same premise as the novel: writing to be 

heard. The first chapter begins: 

Have you ever felt… unwanted… Stupid? Being treated like crap because 

of who you are? This is me, Lilly. This is probably going to be a weird… 

story? I don't know what this is. For me, I just want to know that someone 

out there understands. Understands the problems I'm going through. I don't 

want to feel alone anymore. I want to feel wanted. This is basically going 

to be a like a journal for me. (xoxoAsianChicaxoxo) 

This introduction signals to the readers that the fanfic is meant to be read as Lilly the 

author’s journal. The author is suggesting that the experiences communicated are 

personal, but she will share her private thoughts out of a desire to connect with others. 

Charlie uses the same language in the novel to express his feelings and motivations for 

writing as xoxoAsianChicaxoxo uses: to feel as if someone understands. He may not state 

it in the novel so openly, but Charlie also feels unwanted and outcast. The fan author and 

fictional protagonist both feel alone and both reach out to others through their writing. 

Both want to share their experiences with others, whether or not they get a response. 
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Similarly, user Anonymous Jenna summarizes her self-titled story: “Life is hard, 

no one can explain everything. I'm just trying to make my way through it one day at time. 

To help me keep my thoughts in order Much like Charlie, I've decided to start writing, 

anonymously, to a friend.” Anonymous Jenna is more aware of the connections between 

her writing and the novel, noting that what she is doing is much like Charlie’s letter 

writing. She also uses the Dear Friend/Love Always greetings Charlie does, making the 

story more explicitly similar to the style of the novel. Like Charlie, her purpose for 

writing is to help her think her way through her lived experiences. Following the novel’s 

model, she writes about events in her life and reflects on her feelings about them. The 

fanfic, like the novel, testifies to the cathartic experience of reflective writing. Each of 

Anonymous Jenna’s four letters that comprise the fanfic end by thanking the reader. The 

last letter concludes: “Thank you for listening friend. It really does help to talk to you 

when I feel this way” (Anonymous Jenna). The act of writing and sharing that writing is 

cathartic for the writer, even though she does not actually talk to anyone. Simply 

knowing that someone else has read about their experiences—and therefore, in the 

author’s mind, understands them—can be beneficial for writers. 

 

Extrinsic Rewards 

 One of the most common explanations FFN members gave for why they write fan 

fiction was to improve their writing with the help of the community. While some 

expressed the desire to write better fan fiction, others wanted help improving their writing 

so that they could write better original (and therefore commercially publishable) stories. 

Acquiring the nondominant Discourse of FFN can be used as a stepping stone to 
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acquiring the dominant Discourse of writing original fiction because both use similar sets 

of skills. Jenkins sees many benefits of writing fan fiction—including confidence 

building, which I call intrinsic—as preparation to enter the dominant Discourse: “Fan 

publishing has represented an important training ground for professional writers and 

editors, a nurturing space in which to develop skills, styles, themes, and perhaps most 

importantly, self-confidence before entering the commercial marketplace” (Textual 

Poachers 47). In this view, fan fiction is valuable to its writers not only for intrinsic 

reasons, but also as a means to an end.  

Many fan writers posted comments expressing their desire to use fan fiction 

writing as a stepping stone to writing commercially publishable fiction. User Jacob 

Lupo’s response to ScopsOwl1922’s question was: “I also enjoy writing and [writing 

fanfic] gives me a chance to hear feedback on my writing style for when I someday write 

original fiction.” Jacob Lupo plans to write original fiction sometime in the future, but in 

the meantime is looking for advice from FFN users on how to improve his style. The 

availability of a willing reading audience is attractive to this user not for an emotional 

connection, but for the skills they can help him acquire. In this way, Jacob Lupo is an 

apprentice to many masters. The community simultaneously teaches him how to acquire 

the Discourse of FFN and fosters skills (such as writing with a voice) that he can use 

when he goes on to learn the Discourse of writing original fiction. User pyrrhicvictoly 

goes into more detail about how they use the community of fan fiction writers to build 

writing skills: 

Fanfic has an established world, so I can skip the world-building and go 

straight to practicing things like dialogue or OC [original character] 
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creation and get feedback on that. Or I can write an AU with existing 

characters and focus on world-building, getting feedback for how well I 

did that... Or I can challenge myself to mimic the original tone and 

characterization of the series as closely as possible. 

Pyrrhicvictoly is able to leverage the conventions of fanfic writing to target specific skills 

they want to work on. By writing fanfic in different genres such as OC or AU, they can 

preemptively select what kinds of reviews and feedback they are likely to receive. If they 

are writing EU, users are extremely unlikely to critique the story for any setting 

descriptions it does or does not include because, as readers in the FFN community, they 

know the author is utilizing a setting they should be familiar with from canon reading. 

The exception to this rule is if they include a detail of setting that does not fit within the 

established universe of the canon; other users are likely to point this mistake out, as it 

allows them to demonstrate the desirable skill of having detailed knowledge of canon. 

Mistaking canonical information is a serious faux pas in fanfic and may—depending on 

the severity of the mistake—exclude the writer from the fanfic Discourse. Though a 

nondominant Discourse, writing on FFN may be used to help young people master 

dominant secondary Discourses they want to acquire, such as writing original fiction and 

acting properly in various social situations. 

It is a common assumption outside of fandom that fan fiction writers are 

practicing creative writing by writing fanfic and that they plan go on to become 

professional writers. There are value judgments inherent in this assumption with which 

writers of fan fiction may or may not agree. The first is that writing fanfic on its own 

cannot be fulfilling. The comments of Ayame Majikku, ConcreteAngelRoxHerHalo, and 



62 

 

Wildcard999 as well as the sentiments of many other fanfic writers show that it is, in fact, 

satisfying to just write. The second assumption is that professional writing that goes 

through the traditional publishing route is universally better. Admittedly, the benefits a 

good editor can provide a work are immense; published works are certainly much more 

polished than most fanfics. Generally, people are more willing to spend time and money 

on perfecting a book they hope will make a profit. The industry does its best to find 

stories that will sell and ideally only the best stories would be published, but sometimes 

publishers fail in their gatekeeping role. Books are published because the publishers 

perceive there is an audience willing to pay to read them, and popular demand does not 

always require the highest quality reading material. The stories one pays for are not 

necessarily better than others. However, the lax gatekeeping in fan fiction communities 

means that anyone who wants to may post nearly anything they want; as a result, there 

are likely more unpopular fanfics on the internet than there are unpopular commercially 

published books. But there are also fan stories with exciting plotlines, three-dimensional 

characters, and impeccable style. One does not have to pay for something in order to 

enjoy it; something does not have to provide an income for its creator in order to be 

valuable. 

 

Commercializing Fanfic 

It cannot be denied that some fan fiction writers intend to use the FFN community 

and the fanfics they create as practice for original writing that they hope to publish, and 

therefore, monetize. However, within the fan fiction community, there is resistance to the 

suggestion that fan fiction writing itself could be monetized. Amazon.com, the e-
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commerce giant and owner of Kindle e-readers and e-books, has found a way to 

commercialize fan fiction. The project is called Kindle Worlds, a confusing mashup of 

traditional publishing, licensing, crowdsourcing, and fan fiction. First, Amazon licenses 

the rights to a “World” (what fanfic writers might call a universe). Anyone may then 

write a story within that World and send it to Amazon. If it follows all of the rules set for 

that World and meets spelling, grammar, and formatting expectations, Amazon will 

publish the story. Kindle users can then buy the story for their e-reader, and authors 

receive a royalty of between twenty and thirty-five percent of the net revenue. With 

stories selling for between $0.99 and $3.99, writers receive mere pennies on the dollar 

per copy sold. While this pitiful royalty is still more than fanfic authors could hope to 

receive otherwise, they have to give up the rights to their stories. Because Amazon 

Publishing is granted an exclusive right to Kindle Worlds stories, in the Frequently Asked 

Questions section they “recommend that you do not incorporate an original character or 

elements unless you want them to become an exclusive part of that World.” It would 

seem that Kindle Worlds has tried to create an arena in which fanfic and profic (or fiction 

written by professionals) can be interconnected, with benefits for professional as well as 

amateur authors—though the lion’s share of profits are retained by Amazon.com.  

Kindle Worlds has not been well received by fanfic authors. Major reasons the 

project has not brought in a large number of fanfics are identified by Rebecca Tushnet in 

her examination of Kindle World’s use of copyright licensing. In attempting to monetize 

fanfic, Tushnet argues, Amazon is altering the way fanfic authors write and the way 

audiences read fanfic. She states, “organic, noncommercial communities that create 

transformative remixes cannot move into the commercial sector without being 
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fundamentally altered and diminished” (1473). One way fan fiction is altered and 

weakened through Kindle Worlds is through restrictions on the creativity upon which 

such writing thrives. Rules created by the owners of each World are confining to fan 

authors who are used to writing free-form, anything goes kind of fiction. Slash, one of the 

most popular categories of fanfic writing, is not allowed in some Worlds. Furthermore, 

anyone under the age of eighteen is not allowed to submit stories (Tushnet 1470-1). They 

have asked for fan fiction, then disallowed the majority of fanfic authors to publish and 

severely restricted the freedom of other authors. 

Another reason Tushnet describes for why Kindle Worlds has been so 

unsuccessful at obtaining fanfic to sell is that the commercialized, and therefore 

competitive, environment of Kindle Worlds is destructive to the sense of community that 

sites like FFN foster. The feedback—emotional or instructional—that so many fanfic 

writers have described as a major motivator for their writing is shut down. Readers of 

stories on Kindle Worlds have no motivation to provide constructive criticism to authors 

because they are outside of a dialogic community. Tushnet says, “we are rarely happy 

paying for someone else’s training, and we usually consider our money payment enough 

without additional feedback to assist artistic improvement” (1471). When money enters 

the transaction, the “gift economy” of reciprocity fan fiction usually occurs in is erased: 

“‘free’ triggers gift and reciprocity norms, which in the context of creative production 

support the development of community through feedback, discussion, and the 

encouragement of further participation as creators respond to each other” (Tushnet 1474). 

Kindle Worlds does not leave room for the development of a community and therefore 

cannot provide the rewards (described above) that come from a discourse community like 
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FFN. It attempts to motivate authors through extrinsic rewards—namely, money—which 

ultimately decreases the creativity of the fiction they create as well as the intrinsic 

motivations for writing (Tushnet 1474-5). The satisfaction and catharsis writers may 

experience from the writing process may still exist. But, the pleasure of being read by 

other people may be diminished if fewer people have access to the text. For the authors 

who simply want to write and do not care much about getting feedback or monetary 

compensation, Kindle Worlds may be a good option. The proportion of FFN writers who 

feel that way is small. The amount of money fanfic authors on Kindle Worlds can earn is 

so minimal, that combined with the absence of intrinsic rewards, it provides hardly any 

incentive for most authors to write for them. Particularly when contrasted with FFN, 

which provides a rich, discursive community operating within a gift economy, Kindle 

Worlds is an unrewarding avenue through which to write fan fiction. 

In this chapter, I have explored FanFiction.Net as a Discourse, explaining the 

characteristics of the discourse community, how new members become a part of it 

through distributed mentoring, and the intrinsic and extrinsic rewards members gain from 

being a part of the community. I have tried to show that the feeling of community is of 

the utmost importance to many members of FFN. Most writers value the community 

aspect of the site more than the possible profits they could make by writing fan fiction on 

another platform, as demonstrated by fans’ lackluster response to Kindle Worlds. In the 

next chapter, I will return to the concept of distributed mentoring to explain how young 

adults learn about socializing with others on the site. This chapter focused on the world of 

FFN, the next will show how young adults relate their experiences on FFN to the wider 

world in which they live.  
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CHAPTER 3: Learning about Oneself and Others: Socializing on FFN 

 

“I have been trying to ‘participate’ like Bill said. It’s strange because sometimes, I read a 

book, and I think I am the people in the book. Also, when I write letters, I spend the next 

two days thinking about what I figured out in my letters. I do not know if this is good or 

bad. Nevertheless, I am trying to participate.” 

–Chbosky, The Perks of Being a Wallflower 28 

 

One of the key benefits of joining a discourse community is the chance to interact 

and converse with like-minded individuals; when young adults are mentored into the 

Discourse of FFN, they can experience social and emotional growth. Chapter Two 

describes the ways in which fanfic writers are mentored into the discourse community of 

FFN. This process of distributed mentoring performed collectively by the members of 

FFN teaches new writers how to use the website, write quality stories, and interact within 

the Discourse of FFN. Members of the community practice socializing when they 

communicate online, governed by the rules of the discourse community. Distributed 

mentoring can take on another aspect as well as teaching new writers about the FFN 

Discourse: it sometimes plays a role in users’ social development outside of the website. 

Every user has experience with the primary Discourse of their homes, and most have 

acquired additional secondary Discourses of school or other social groups. In the 

aggregate, users can teach one another about other secondary Discourses as they provide 

feedback on stories. Additionally, the abundance and availability of models of 

successful—and occasionally unsuccessful—interactions on the site demonstrate 

appropriate ways of interacting with others. On the site, young members may practice 

interacting with a virtually unlimited number of people; the consequences of an 

unsuccessful interaction between individuals online, who are unlikely to know each 

other, are lesser than unpleasant interactions in real life that may alienate important 
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people or even turn violent. This chapter will focus on the personal growth young fanfic 

writers experience, specifically in the areas of identity and socializing with others. 

 

Confidence 

When adolescents feel they are a member of a social group, Rosenblatt asserts 

they then develop an inner security which helps them to face the instability of life (203). 

Previous chapters describe the multi-faceted process by which young authors on FFN 

come to feel they are a part of the online community, and thereby gain the self-

confidence Rosenblatt describes. Even as members try out different self-presentations 

online, they are always a part of the community if they choose to be. FFN writers’ 

growing confidence in their own writing may be demonstrated by the author’s notes 

preceding their stories. For example, author saintwithoutacause was inspired by the 

encouraging reviews on the first chapter of their Charlie/Patrick fic, “We Could Be 

Heroes.” The author’s note for the second chapter reads, “Thank you so much for the 

positive feedback! c: Here's chapter 2 for ya. Hooray :D” Saintwithoutacause can hardly 

contain their enthusiasm, writing “hooray” and including two smiling emoticons. Self-

confidence can also be evidenced by a member’s willingness to state their own comments 

and/or opinions online. By contributing to the website—through writing stories, leaving 

reviews, asking and answering questions on the forum—participants reinforce their status 

as members and demonstrate self-confidence. 

Occasionally, members will leave a comment that demonstrates that they feel self-

conscious or unsure of themselves. These members may feel the urge to help other users, 
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but are not yet ready to assert themselves because they lack confidence in their 

knowledge of the site or ability to answer questions. User The Owlish Olympian reviewed 

a story by WallflowerWeasley to answer a question they had asked: “yeah, colleges do 

have summer breaks, but you don't always get them. I'm only twelve, and have never 

been to college, though, so I wouldn't take my word too seriously :).” The Owlish 

Olympian reached out to try to help WallflowerWeasley even though they were unsure of 

the answer, demonstrating a willingness to be helpful and uncertainty they can be. FFN 

has many areas in which a member may participate, according to their interests and skills. 

For example, members with grammatical skills may become beta readers to help authors 

improve their grammar and use of narrative elements in a story. New members may 

prefer to read stories and leave brief reviews, thereby learning how others on the site 

write while also giving back to the community (Chapter Five will discuss the processes of 

beta reading and reviewing in relation to distributed mentoring). There are many ways 

members participate in the FFN community, which strives to be inclusive and helpful to 

all members. When users feel that they members of the larger, collaborative community, 

they build their own self-confidence as they help others gain confidence. 

Interviews with fans who have written prolifically on FFN and other fan fiction 

websites record the fondness authors feel towards their readers. Subjects in Campbell et 

al.’s study cherish the many responses to their work they received, demonstrating the 

researchers’ concept of affect that is involved in the distributed mentoring that takes 

place on FFN and similar websites: “writers repeatedly mentioned positive affect or 

emotion generated by the encouragement and inspiration they received from reviews and 

feedback” (Campbell 8). Such positive reactions and encouragement from others help to 
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build the fanfic writers’ confidence in their writing as well as their self-confidence. An 

interview from Campbell et al.’s study demonstrates how a fanfic author feels about the 

connection between fanfic writing, confidence, and writing professionally: “Author 11 

has already produced an original fiction and attributed its existence to the confidence 

gained from writing fanfiction: … ‘If it wasn’t for the confidence I got from writing my 

fanfictions, I would never have even dreamed of self-publishing my own work’” (6). This 

writer had written fan fiction before going on to publish original fiction, as Jacob Lupo 

and pyrrhicvictoly (discussed in Chapter Two) intend to do in the future. Author 11, as 

the study calls the writer, sees the value in writing fan fiction differently than Jacob Lupo 

and pyrrhicvictoly; Author 11 valued the personal, emotional development they 

experienced as a result of writing fan fiction. Writing fanfic and then receiving positive 

feedback on that work built Author 11’s self-efficacy so that they felt confident enough to 

self-publish original fiction. Even reviews that provide constructive criticism on the 

author’s story may foster a sense of belonging because they are being engaged in a dialog 

with other users who cared enough to read and comment on their work. Constructive 

criticism may give writers confidence that they can handle an issue better in the future 

because they have received advice on how to do so. Negative reviews that are not 

constructive (flames) are not allowed on FFN. They are frequently removed or negated 

by other reviewers who tell the author that the flamer was wrong (Campbell et al. 10). 

Favorites, follows, positive and constructive reviews all may bolster a young writer’s 

confidence and sense of belonging to the FFN community. 
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Moratorium 

Identity formation is central to the adolescent experience; there is an implicit 

understanding in Western culture that young people will experiment with different 

attitudes, styles, and life experiences like drugs and sex. In real life, experimenting with 

drugs can lead to dependencies or dangerous situations and sex can lead to STDs or 

accidental pregnancy. Online, many such physical consequences do not apply. Sherry 

Turkle suggests that virtual communities can offer adolescents a moratorium, or freedom 

to experiment with a “time out” on consequences because they “offer permission to play, 

to try things out” (Life 203-204). Turkle draws on the concept of moratorium that helps 

one to develop a personality as described by psychoanalyst Erik Erikson in the 1950s and 

60s. Turkle writes that Erikson saw one’s college years as a moratorium on consequences 

and “a time of intense interaction with people and ideas… a time of passionate 

friendships and experimentation” (Life 203). In Perks, Charlie experiences a moratorium 

on consequences as he participates in fannish activities surrounding The Rocky Horror 

Picture Show with his friends. One night, he is called onto the stage to play the part of 

Rocky. He writes, “[a]ll I could think was how nice it was that everyone applauded for 

me and how glad I was that nobody in my family was there to see me play Rocky in a 

feather boa. Especially my dad” (Chbosky 111). Charlie’s performance of Rocky wearing 

a feather boa might challenge his masculinity in his father’s eyes, so he is happy he was 

able to experience playing a different role without his family knowing. With the spread of 

the internet, online spaces that provide anonymity became a new arena in which people 

could experience a moratorium on consequences. By the mid-1990s, Turkle felt virtual 
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communities in the form of MUDs (Multi-User Domains)12 better allowed for 

experimentation without grave real-life consequences than college because of the risks 

associated with alcohol and unprotected sex (Life 203). Twenty years later, the MUDs 

Turkle studied are no longer popular, as they have been outstripped by video games with 

more visuals. But the concept of a virtual community allowing members to play and 

experiment is relevant today in the form of websites like FFN. Users of FFN experiment 

and play with identity on two levels: by creating an author persona and while writing fan 

fiction. 

 

Author Persona 

Both MUDs and FFN afford users anonymity to most of the people with whom 

one interacts. On FFN, as on a MUD, members are able to create a persona (or multiple 

personas) that is as similar or dissimilar to their lived experience as they desire. The 

absence of a physical body online frees users from the constraints of appearance, 

allowing them to alter, emphasize, or disregard their gender, age, ethnicity, and other 

bodily characteristics as they choose. On FFN, members can supply as much or as little 

information about themselves (or their online persona) on their profiles as they want. This 

affordance of the site permits members to play with alternate ways of defining identity. 

Many members include lists of their favorite books and music. These lists may be 

intended to connect members with others on the site who share similar preferences, and 

                                                
12 At the time of Turkle’s writing, MUDs were popular online computer games. They were text-

based and “put you in virtual spaces in which you are able to navigate, converse, and build” 

(Turkle, Life 11).  
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therefore the larger fandom to which they belong. Defining oneself as part of a group can 

make one more confident, as previously stated. A list of favorites may also offer insight 

into the writers’ influences. Many authors write fan fiction about their favorite stories. 

For example, NiftyNena’s author profile says that The Perks of Being a Wallflower 

sparked their interest in books and that it “saved me from a lot of stupid stuff i was 

getting myself into, so i have to devote most of my inspiration on [to] that story, and 

anyone afflicted with the title [of wallflower].” NiftyNena’s author profile, along with the 

profiles of other authors who have written fan fiction about Perks, illustrate different 

ways FFN users play with online identity. 

Some users, like NiftyNena, do not include any physical descriptors but instead 

focus on descriptions of personality to define themselves. NiftyNena’s profile includes 

this information the author thinks readers might be interested in: 

I'm a Virgo (although I'm not big on Zodiac.) 

I'm an INFJ 

Enneagram Type 4 

I was placed in Gryffindor 4 out of the 9 times I tested. I also tested 

Slytherin. I like to think of myself as being both because both houses 

really interest me, but if I were to place myself in only ONE i would pick 

Gryffindor. I value bravery a lot, but i also like my determination. I can't 

really say more without going into thorough detail of how i feel towards 

both houses. 

Wand: Aspen 12 & 1/4 in. Phoenix Feather, Reasonably Supple. 

Patronus: I don't know. I took a test and got a Wolf and i like it so i'm 
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staying with it for now, but if anyone out there can analyze me, Hit me up 

I'm open to any interpretation. 

Interestingly, the lack of gender and age listing shows a disregard for what many people 

would expect to find in a description of oneself. This user may be counting on the reader 

to infer a gender and age range based on the demographics of the website (mostly female 

and young people) or be making a point that these are not important characteristics to 

them. The first piece of information NiftyNena writes is that they are a Virgo according to 

the Zodiac calendar, but also that they are not concerned with the Zodiac. Perhaps they 

want to appear less invested in it than they are or feel that others would expect to be told 

this information. The second piece of information signals that NiftyNena is introverted, 

intuitive, feeling, and judging according to the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. The 

Enneagram Type 4, according to the Enneagram Institute’s website, is “The 

Individualist.” These three methods of characterizing one’s personality are widely 

known, if not always accepted as accurate. The Zodiac may be found commonly in 

popular culture, while the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator and Enneagram are more 

common in psychology and business management. NiftyNena does not elaborate on their 

results, showing that they expect their readers to be familiar with these personality types 

or else that curious readers will seek out an explanation. Instead of focusing on 

conventional descriptors based on the body, this user chose instead to describe their 

personality—implying they find such a description more meaningful and relevant to FFN. 

The last three methods of self-description the author uses are derived from J.K. 

Rowling’s Harry Potter, positioning them as a part of that fandom. Using a Hogwarts 

house, wand type, and patronus figure based on the fantasy novels to describe oneself 
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marks one as a fan and requires others have some knowledge of canon to understand such 

labels. For instance, NiftyNena’s self-description as both a Gryffindor and Slytherin 

signals to their fellow Harry Potter fans that NiftyNena is both courageous and ambitious. 

The description of a wand probably does not mean that they literally carry around a stick 

they believe to be magical, but instead is used as a symbolic descriptor of their 

personality, likely generated on the website Pottermore (a site with extra content about 

the Harry Potter universe written by J.K. Rowling). A patronus is an animal guardian a 

wizard can conjure that takes the form of a creature with which the wizard most 

identifies. Because NiftyNena says they “took a test” to get a wolf as a result, it is likely 

this information also came from Pottermore, which offers quizzes to reveal one’s 

patronus. NiftyNena effectively performs their status as a HP fan by using definitions 

fellow fans would recognize as significant on a website full of fans, signifying that they 

are part of the group. 

All six of the descriptors NiftyNena employs seem to come from the results of 

outside tests, suggesting that they are more accurate than self-descriptions such as “I am 

kind.” They modify their results, however, by adding notes where they disagree or feel 

uncertain. NiftyNena has tried to define their identity by taking various personality tests 

and assessing them for accuracy against their already extant self-perception. The use of 

personality descriptions from novels is a playful look at who they are. NiftyNena does not 

feel bound by any of the results of tests they have taken, but believes their personality is 

up for interpretation by not only themselves, but by others as well. They must have some 

sense of self against which they are comparing the results of the tests to determine their 

accuracy. Their sense of self is fragile as it can be influenced by the observations of 
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others. The online tests and thoughts of others are offered as possible interpretations of 

who NiftyNena is; they take these results into consideration, but remain the ultimate 

authority of who they are, even if they are uncertain about some aspects. They value their 

subjective opinion over the purportedly more objective test results. The moratorium 

online allows users this freedom to experiment and play with the way they define 

themselves without having to commit to any one descriptor, and thus they can avoid 

many of the consequences for having chosen one. NiftyNena, like other users on FFN, 

uses a playful, experimental method of self-description that demonstrates their search for 

their own identity through personality tests and a vague knowledge of themselves that 

becomes evident when they disagree with the results. 

 While NiftyNena used their writer profile to help define their identity online, not 

all members are as forthcoming with personal information and many embrace the 

anonymity the website affords them. Wallflower0kay’s profile reads: “NO NO NOPE NO 

NOPE NOPE YOU WILL NEVER KNOW MY REAL NAME.” This adamant denial of 

personal information may keep users from learning wallflower0kay’s name, but 

nonetheless it characterizes an online persona who is a fan of The Perks of Being a 

Wallflower and who (like the fictional protagonist, Charlie) wishes to remain unknown. 

One user calls herself Anonymous Jenna; though she provides a name, she is otherwise 

anonymous because of her blank profile. Authors who have written only one or two 

stories often leave their profiles completely blank. This reluctance to provide any 

information about themselves in combination with the fact that they have not done a great 

deal of writing on the site could mean that they do not intend to dedicate a lot of time or 

effort to FFN, or are simply trying it out before deciding if they will get more involved. 
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Users Purple Roses Poetry, TheMysticalColor, and GayFlower have blank profiles and 

have written two or fewer stories. By contrast, more prolific authors tend to have longer 

profiles that include blocks of texts that have been passed from user to user, as in a chain 

email. For example, MissingMommy, a user who has written over two hundred stories, 

has a profile that is over 1,300 words long. MissingMommy has tried to characterize 

herself by including details about the ships (relationship pairings in fanfic) she enjoys, 

who her friends on the site are, and ten quotes from Oscar Wilde. She also writes: 

“daughter. sister. friend. writer. leo. slytherpuff. daughter of poseidon. tenth doctor…” 

This list situates her within a family, a social group, and an occupational group, as well as 

the Harry Potter, Percy Jackson and the Olympians, and Doctor Who fandoms. The trend 

of writers with more stories also writing more on their profiles than less productive 

writers does not always hold true, but may suggest that writers who are more comfortable 

with and confident in their writing are generally more willing to be personally recognized 

for it, or are more experienced with developing a persona. Unwillingness to disclose 

one’s real-life identity online protects writers from being connected to their stories and 

author personas in real life. Anonymity may allow timid users to take more risks in their 

writing for which they would not want to take responsibility. They can play around with 

their stories or experiment with their writing style while being shielded from real-life 

consequences. Only their online readers, whom they most likely do not know in person, 

will know if a risk they take does not work out. Therefore, the risk is contained to the 

virtual realm, which fan authors can leave whenever they want. 
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Writing, Imagination, and Role Rehearsal 

Because the virtual realm provides this separation from the real for users, it also 

prevents those wishing to study the stories on FFN from learning about the real users 

(without conducting interviews) and thus problematizes claims that fan authors write 

from points of view different than their own. Therefore, it is outside the possibility of this 

project to make authoritative statements about an author being male or female in their 

lived experience and writing a story from the point of view of the opposite gender based 

upon an author profile and a single story. Previous chapters discuss the demographics of 

FFN, showing that most users of the site identify themselves as young and female, though 

the relation of these statistics to the actual composition of the site’s membership is 

uncertain. When users describe their physical bodies on their FFN profiles differently 

from how they exist in real life, it is extremely difficult for readers to know what the 

author actually looks like. So while a young man might set up an FFN profile claiming to 

be female—because he is trying to act as a female, because he wants to feel more 

included in a female-dominated community, or for any number of reasons—it would be 

difficult if not impossible to identify by studying the texts he has produced. However, one 

may study distinct characters that authors create in one or more stories to see how authors 

imaginatively place themselves into the minds of people who are different from 

themselves. A story that provides contrasting perspectives or multiple stories by the same 

author that have different focalizing characters can be used as evidence for the author 

imagining differing viewpoints. The lack of a connection between author personas and 

real people necessitates the analysis of multiple stories or a single story with multiple 
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viewpoints in order to claim that an author is writing perspectives different than their 

own.  

 The act of writing fiction, like the act of reading, is an imaginative process during 

which authors must place themselves into the minds of their characters to determine what 

motivates them, what they want, and how they would act. In turn, the writers consider 

their own motivations, desires, and actions. While writing fan fiction, authors 

imaginatively embody and rehearse various roles that they may or may not experience in 

their real life. The role of imagination in reading has been studied from a variety of 

disciplinary perspectives. This project will examine the benefits of imaginative reading 

and connect them to the process of composing fan fiction to demonstrate how that 

process yields similar benefits. To explain what I mean by imagination, I draw on Shirley 

Brice Heath and Jennifer Lynn Wolf’s “Brain and Behavior: The Coherence of Teenage 

Response to Young Adult Literature,” which combines anthropology and neuroscience to 

study what happens when adolescents read Young Adult literature. Paul B. Armstrong’s 

How Literature Plays with the Brain also provides insight into the intersections of 

literature and neuroscience, though without a focus on young adults. I use Armstrong to 

elaborate and clarify claims Heath and Wolf make. I reference Louise Rosenblatt to 

provide a more sociological angle to the benefits of imagination and to reconnect 

imagination to learning. Through imaginative processes triggered by reading and writing, 

young adults come to a deeper understanding themselves and others. 

Although neuroscience is not yet advanced enough to prove irrefutably how the 

human brain functions and drawing on contemporary understandings of neurological 

processes is controversial, I do so in an attempt to broaden thought about the experience 
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of reading. As is the case with most science, contemporary neuroscience may be proven 

flawed in the future, but this should not stop scholars from trying to understand it. As 

Raymond Tallis points out, neuroscience cannot, at this time, fully account for how 

humans experience literature. The inclusion of recent neurological research in this project 

is not intended to “reduce the reading and writing of literature to brain events that are 

common to every action in ordinary human life” (Tallis 2), but instead start to locate 

activities such as imagining in the body. The abstract working of the mind cannot be 

defined with humanity's current understanding of the physical brain, but expert studies on 

the intersection of neuroscience and reading processes provide possible explanations and 

useful vocabulary for describing that intersection. More research must be done to confirm 

or deny the veracity of Armstrong, Heath, and Wolf’s claims, but in the meantime, they 

provide inroads to concretizing concepts such as imagination. In order to show how 

writing fan fiction can help young adults to practice situations that may occur in their 

lives and therefore develop socially, this section will extend these theorists’ arguments 

about reading to writing, and in particular to writing fan fiction, as the way imagination 

functions in reading and writing can be linked. 

 Reading about a character experiencing an emotion or performing an action can 

cause the reader to feel as if they were also feeling or acting as the character does, 

expanding their experiences. It may be said that the reader is empathizing with the 

character, or simply imagining what a person in that scenario would be feeling or doing. 

The neurological basis for this imagining is broken down into envisionment, 

embodiment, and empathy by Heath and Wolf. These processes usually happen 

subconsciously during attentive reading, but may also be done actively by a reader. 
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Envisionment means that a reader creates a mental picture of what they are reading as 

well as foresees what might happen next, and “facilitates the use of mental models in 

problem-solving and reasoning through abstract ideas” (Heath and Wolf 143-144). 

Reading causes the attentive reader to visualize a situation, creating a mental model that 

can then be manipulated to predict future outcomes and solve problems. In order to write 

a scene, an author must also envision it, filling in details and foreseeing possible 

outcomes. Fan fiction writers can then take a scene from a novel that they have visualized 

and envision new possible outcomes of that scene. This process gives rise to the fan 

fiction trope of alternate endings or alternate storylines that branch off from the original 

story. Imagining—or envisioning—alternate scenarios allows writers to explore those 

outcomes, which they may feel are more true-to-life, or better reflect how they would 

react or expect others to react in the given situation. Exploring decision making in this 

way gives writers insights into understanding other people’s choices so that they may be 

more compassionate in real life scenarios. 

Imagining oneself or others in a situation is a type of role rehearsal. Rosenblatt 

says that in our imagination: 

[W]e rehearse various possibilities of action in a given situation. We go 

through a process of imaginative trial and error, trying out various possible 

modes of behavior and working out their probable effects. When the 

situation arises in actual life, we are better prepared to act successfully. 

(237) 

When fans write alternate endings to scenes from a novel, they are putting into words 

their imaginative process of what would happen if a character or characters acted 
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differently in that scene. User OwenHarpersGirl rewrites a particularly sad scene from 

Perks to have a happier ending. In the novel, there is a confrontation between Charlie’s 

friend Patrick and Patrick’s secret lover, Brad, in the high school cafeteria. Brad’s father 

had recently learned that his son was homosexual when he caught Brad and Patrick 

together, and reacted by beating Brad. The confrontation in the cafeteria is the first time 

Brad and Patrick have seen one another after they have been found out. Brad mocks 

Patrick for being homosexual, causing Patrick to punch him. The two fight, joined by 

Brad’s football playing friends and then Charlie (Chbosky 150-151). Brad and Patrick 

never reconcile and Brad continues to deny his homosexuality. In the 2012 movie 

adaptation, Brad’s friends instigate the fight, but after that the scene follows the book. 

The summary of OwenHarpersGirl’s story, “Walk Away,” asks “What if Brad had stood 

up for Patrick in the cafeteria?” She has Brad’s friends start the fight by tripping Patrick, 

as the movie does, but then has Brad tell his friends not to push Patrick around anymore. 

His friends mock him for being a homosexual, causing Brad to punch them. The boys 

fight, but at the end, Brad walks away from his teammates, supporting an injured Patrick. 

This fan fiction version of the scene features an honorable Brad who cares more about his 

boyfriend than the friends who mock him and is willing to fight them to prove it. The 

story ends on an optimistic note, hinting that Brad and Patrick will stay together, despite 

resistance to their relationship. Recognizing that within the canon, Brad chooses his 

father and friends over his boyfriend, OwenHarpersGirl writes an endnote: 

So, I'm not crazy about the ending, but I hope you liked it! I read the book 

and loved it, definitely my favourite novel aside from the Harry Potter 

series, and then I saw the mvei [movie] and it is my all time favourite 
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movie. I love Patrick and I love Patrick and Brad together so when I saw 

the cafeteria scene this popped into my head. Maybe it's not the most 

realistic thing that would happen, but I couldn't help but hope that they 

would stay together. 

Clearly a fan of both the novel and film adaptation, this author envisioned the scene in 

the cafeteria from reading about it, adjusted it after seeing the film by adding in the 

tripping, and then envisioned a new possibility for how it could have happened. She 

created a new mode of behavior for Brad to follow so that Brad and Patrick could stay 

together. Trying out this new ending lead her to realize, “it’s not the most realistic thing 

that would happen,” and therefore not feel satisfied by it. Yet she was able to 

imaginatively experiment with the situation to create the hopeful outcome she desired. 

Having thought through alternate outcomes of a bullying situation and preferring the 

scenario in which Brad stood up for Patrick, it is possible that OwenHarpersGirl would 

try to stand up for a friend in a similar situation to achieve that positive outcome. One 

cannot say for certain what she would do, but she certainly knows that speaking out 

against a bully can be beneficial. User Glynna reviewed the story, saying, “I really 

enjoyed this, thank you. It gave me hope that in alternative worlds better decisions are 

made and lives are not destroyed my [by] intolerance and cowardice.” It is unclear what 

exactly Glynna means in reference to alternative worlds. She could be implying that such 

a scenario is only possible elsewhere—be it an alternate dimension or fictional 

universe—and not in real life. It could also be that she sees this scenario in an alternate 

world as the goal to aspire to in reality. Whichever is the case, OwenHarpersGirl’s story 

revealed to at least one other user an alternative way of acting instead of out of 
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intolerance and cowardice. Envisioning the scene repeatedly allowed this author and 

reviewer to try out divergent storylines, and as Rosenblatt suggests, may help them to 

better assess a similar situation should it occur in their real lives. 

 While envisionment is mentally seeing something, embodiment is when readers 

mentally do an action as they read about a description of that action. Heath and Wolf 

write that when readers read about an action, their brain simulates that action in their 

minds. This is because people “have mirror neurons that enable motor neurons to register 

or simulate an action either physically seen or mentally envisioned while reading about or 

hearing descriptions of actions” (Heath and Wolf 145). Similarly to how one can “see” 

something inside one’s head, one can also “feel” action without physically moving. 

Understanding a text is due in part to “sensing the bodily states of characters behind and 

within actions” (Heath and Wolf 146). Readers can mentally put themselves into 

characters’ shoes, moving as they move. Not all novels, or even all scenes within a novel, 

have the same level of detail about movement, but young adult literature tends to 

incorporate it as young adult readers respond well to it. Such an experience likely helps 

readers to identify with the characters better than when they feel they are outside 

observers of the characters’ lives. 

Although the processes of embodiment and empathy usually happen 

subconsciously during attentive reading, they alone cannot account for the social benefits 

such as better communication skills that come from understanding other people. 

Embodiment allows one to feel physically what a character is doing, and empathy allows 

one to feel emotionally a character’s mental state, but more active thinking must occur in 

order for this identification to be translated into meaningful information about others that 
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can be utilized in a reader’s real life. One of the ways this translation occurs is through 

the mental comparing and contrasting of viewpoints. As adolescents identify with a 

character, “they benefit from the ‘double exposure’ of reading about what someone else 

does, thinks, or feels and seeing this as being ‘the same as me’” (Heath and Wolf 146). 

Therefore, they are both aware that they are seeing another person’s point of view and 

perceive it as being close to their own. Other people simultaneously seem more similar to 

oneself and yet still separate, independent beings. Armstrong expands on the idea of the 

doubling that occurs as one reads by discussing the paradox that while we can never truly 

know what it is like to be another person, we assume that other people are like us. He 

says that when one identifies with a character: 

[T]his is not simply a transcendence of the boundaries between the self 

and other but a doubling of me and not-me, through which my acts 

paradoxically involve me intimately in another world that both is and is 

not my own and that I animate with my own powers of meaning creation. 

(Armstrong 136) 

Even when reading, one is not truly experiencing what it is like to be someone else 

because one always experiences someone else’s reality through the filter of one’s own 

mind. The world of the story belongs to each reader as they uniquely render it in their 

own minds, but another person’s words have triggered this world creation. The author has 

written the words to make it happen, but the reader must interpret the symbols and use 

their own powers of mind to perceive the visuals the words invoke. Reading does not 

cause an automatic understanding of one’s social relationship to others. Though 

envisionment, embodiment, and empathy may happen nearly automatically, readers must 
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interpret such experiences in terms of themselves and translate the fictional scenario into 

a pattern useful in the real world. 

As one imagines that one is another person or empathizes with them, embodies 

their actions, and envisions the situation they might be in, the individual practices vital 

social skills that enable people to communicate and cooperate. The studies of the brain 

Armstrong, Heath, and Wolf examine provide a neurobiological basis for the assertion 

Rosenblatt makes that literature, “makes possible rehearsals of the struggle to clarify 

emotion and to make it the basis of intelligent and informed thinking,” and therefore, 

“provides an educational medium through which the student’s habits of thought may be 

influenced” (281). More than half a century after Rosenblatt’s writing, Heath and Wolf 

applied studies using new technology, such as fMRIs, to describe the mechanisms by 

which the brain rehearses scenarios readers encounter in literature. They suggest that 

while reading, “teenagers ‘rehearse’ the talk of hard choices, [deliberate] decisions, and 

rough challenges in forming and sustaining the most common relationship—that between 

parent and child” (Heath and Wolf 153). The emotional struggles teens are most often 

seeking to clarify, according to Heath and Wolf, are making tough choices and 

maintaining a positive relationship with their parents. Through mental rehearsal, teens are 

able to try out alternate scenarios, which allows them to make decisions that are not as 

impulsive and clouded by strong emotion as they might be when a person first encounters 

a choice. Armstrong broadens the scope of what readers rehearse and employs a scientific 

metaphor when he states that reading and discussing literature with others, “provides a 

laboratory in which in the brain can experiment with its social skills—testing, 

challenging, extending, and scrutinizing habitual practices for knowing others that may 
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go unnoticed or seem simply ‘natural’ in our everyday engagement with other people” 

(144). He suggests readers not only seek to clarify emotions, but also examine their social 

skills and habitual practices. The scientific metaphor of a laboratory recalls Rosenblatt’s 

mental “process of imaginative trial and error” to try out various behaviors in a situation 

(237). Like Rosenblatt, Armstrong sees reading literature as a way for individuals to gain 

some objectivity in order to see their own actions more clearly by simulating an 

outsider’s perspective. Rosenblatt, Armstrong, Heath, and Wolf agree that reading 

literature can be a useful tool for individuals, particularly young adults, to imaginatively 

rehearse fictional and real life scenarios to gain a clearer understanding of social 

situations.   

If reading provides these benefits to readers, writing fictional stories based upon 

reading literature—as in fan fiction—concretizes the imaginative work that goes on in the 

reader-turned-writer’s head. In fan fiction, readers transform their speculative work into a 

document that others can read, review, and talk about. When writers post fanfics to FFN 

that tackle “what if” questions about a literary work they read, they demonstrate and 

refine the imaginative work that reading sparked in their minds. Their rehearsals have 

become dress rehearsals—they are presented to a limited audience but may still be 

adjusted and do not have nearly the consequences a live performance would. Fan fiction 

allows readers/writers to make their speculations available to others and receive feedback 

in a relatively sheltered environment. Online, readers and writers may experiment as they 

would in their imaginations, but with the added benefit of being able to receive input 

from other people. They are given assistance with their thought experiments as others 

point out strengths or weaknesses of their imagined scenario, provoking further thought. 
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Computers provide the benefit of allowing people to experiment and get feedback from 

others, but also provide the protection from many real life consequences. It is for these 

reasons Turkle declared: “it is computer screens where we project ourselves into our own 

dramas, dramas in which we are producer, director, and star… Computer screens are the 

new location for our fantasies, both erotic and intellectual” (Life 26). Onscreen dramas 

are rehearsals for real life. Turkle was thinking of MUDs when she wrote Life on the 

Screen, but the applications to fan fiction are astounding. For instance, online slash 

fiction is home to millions of peoples’ erotic fantasies and sci-fi fan fiction houses many 

intellectual fantasies. Each fanfic story provides the optimal space for producing, writing, 

and starring in dramas of the author’s own creation. 

 

Feeling Infinite: Envisionment, Embodiment, and Empathy 

The fan fiction based on The Perks of Being a Wallflower and accompanying 

author’s notes on FFN demonstrate readers’ imaginative interaction with Chbosky’s 

novel. Fanfic authors frequently choose the most poignant passages to rewrite or 

otherwise inspire their writing. One of the most quoted lines from Perks comes from a 

scene that revolves around feeling with the characters: 

Patrick started driving really fast, and just before we got to the 

tunnel, Sam stood up, and the wind turned her dress into ocean waves. 

When we hit the tunnel, all the sound got scooped up into a vacuum, and it 

was replaced by a song on the tape player. A beautiful song called 

"Landslide." When we got out of the tunnel, Sam screamed this really fun 



88 

 

scream, and there it was. Downtown. Lights on buildings and everything 

that makes you wonder. Sam sat down and started laughing. Patrick 

started laughing. I started laughing. 

And in that moment, I swear we were infinite. (Chbosky 38-39) 

Seeing the lights of the city, feeling the wind blow, hearing the music, and laughing 

together makes Charlie feel “infinite.” This passage evokes the sensations of movement, 

sight, and sound to help readers envision and embody the moment. At the end of the 

novel, in Charlie’s final letter, he describes how they drove through the tunnel again, but 

this time Charlie is the one standing in the back of the truck. He writes, “I was crying 

because I was suddenly very aware of the fact that it was me standing up in that tunnel 

with the wind over my face… And I was really there. And that was enough to make me 

feel infinite” (Chbosky 213). Throughout the novel, Charlie is encouraged by his friends, 

family, and teacher to participate in life instead of being a wallflower, observing the 

action from afar. As he stands in the tunnel at the end of the novel, he is no longer 

laughing because his friends are, but experiencing the rush, the joy of it for himself. 

Though the feeling of being infinite comes up multiple times in the novel, none of the 

characters ever attempt to define it. Nevertheless, the trope of feeling infinite resonates 

with readers, as demonstrated by the number of fanfics that invoke it on FFN as well as 

the enormous amount of artwork online fans have created quoting the line, “And in that 

moment I swear we were infinite.” The sentence does not make logical sense; something 

cannot have been infinite in the past or confined to a moment—infinity is forever. Yet 
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fans do not quote it mockingly.13 On the contrary, it is often treated with a sense of 

reverence, as a beautiful, wise sentiment. Because it is so vague, each reader defines for 

himself what it means to feel infinite. The metaphors and sensory descriptions make the 

scene with Sam standing in the back of the truck immersive, especially when compared 

to Charlie’s usual basic descriptions: “We got home, and my mom made me some tea, 

and my dad asked me if I wanted to sit and watch the game, and I said yes” (Chbosky 

99). When readers become immersed in the scene, they are envisioning the surroundings 

as facilitated by the descriptions, mentally moving through and out of the tunnel along 

with Charlie, and empathizing with the collective joy the friends experience. When 

Charlie then describes his feeling as “infinite,” it becomes an easy descriptor for readers 

to adopt for their own emotions as they identified with Charlie. While feeling infinite 

may not make logical sense, it makes sense emotionally to readers who imagined 

themselves into the moment through and with Charlie. 

 Fan writers on FFN frequently employ the trope of feeling infinite in their Perks 

fanfic. User Forfun100 entitled one of their stories “To Be Infinite.” Their summary of 

the story explains that it is a “letter composed by me to Charlie with love and admiration. 

I feel everyone should write to Charlie just because I know he has changed everyone's 

life like he changed mine. Charlie this is for you.” They write in the format of a letter to 

Charlie, signing it “Your Friend.” This author has assumed the role of the person to 

whom Charlie writes his letters. The summary of the story reveals that the letter is written 

from the point of view of the author persona when it says “by me.” They also say that 

                                                
13 Some internet users, tired of seeing the quote repeated, do use it mockingly. For instance, a 

meme that became popular after the release of the film in 2012 features a twisted onion ring with 

the overlaying text, “And in that moment, I swear we were onion rings” (Teh Brawler, Brad).  
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reading Charlie’s letters has changed their life, and that they have an emotional 

connection to the character so that they write “with love and admiration.” Their fanfic 

provides further evidence that they have empathized with Charlie. They write: “I want 

you to know that I cried with you and laughed with your friends… I want you to know 

that I did care about you and I did feel for you” (Forfun100). This fan author felt the 

same emotions as Charlie and his friends did, when they did. They identified with Charlie 

so much that their own emotions mirrored his and they came to care about him, almost as 

if he were a real person. Describing their connection to Charlie in bodily actions—crying 

and laughing—implies that they may have experienced embodiment as they were reading 

the scenes in which the characters laugh and cry. Forfun100 also imagined what it was 

like for Charlie feeling infinite. Their letter ends with the lines: “And Charlie one last 

thing, you gave me my new life goal. To be infinite.” They imaginatively experienced 

Charlie’s feelings, actions, and surroundings and came to define what being infinite was 

in their own mind. The conclusion of the letter implies that after experiencing feeling 

infinite through Charlie, Forfun100 wants to experience that feeling in their real life. 

 

Moral Panic 

 Though wanting to feel the mixture of peace and happiness that “infinite” seems 

to represent in real life after reading about it in a book may be harmless, desiring to do 

some of the other things Charlie does could be more harmful. He chain smokes and uses 

drugs; even standing up in the back of the truck in order to feel infinite is dangerous. It is 

the fear of young readers mimicking such behaviors that caused many adults to call for 

Perks to be banned. However, as much as Forfun100 wants to feel infinite, experts 
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suggest that they are unlikely to reenact an unsafe feat in their real life simply because 

they read about it. Rosenblatt writes: “the human being is not plastic enough to be easily 

moved to any new action simply by reading representations about it” (232). Even young 

adults, who are considered extremely impressionable and whose literature is often full of 

characters engaging in risky behavior, are not motivated to do something merely because 

they have read about it. Rosenblatt continues, “literature can be only one of the many 

elements that help to channel that intensely dramatic process which is so casually called 

‘growing up.’ Books contribute merely an additional influence that must take its place 

beside the others” (233). Even as a reader envisions a scenario, they test many possible 

outcomes for their viability, including negative ones. Though young adults do tend to 

take more risks and be more impulsive than adults, the vast majority does consider 

factors other than how events happen in books when considering taking action. These 

other factors include perceived risk and reward as well as social acceptance or rejection. 

Rosenblatt’s social science perspective is reaffirmed by Armstrong’s neurological insight. 

He admits that repeated reading can alter a reader’s brain, but that it “takes a long time 

for neural structures to get established, and a single reading of a particular book is 

unlikely to transform them” (119). Furthermore, like Rosenblatt, he acknowledges the 

importance of influences other than reading that affect individuals: 

[R]eading competes with many other activities and experiences in our 

daily life to form our brains, and so the consequences of our encounters 

with literature are likely to be buffered and diminished, if not necessarily 

overwhelmed, by other nonliterary influences. (Armstrong 120) 
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It is rare that anyone receives a unilateral message from the variety of literature, other 

media, and other people they come into contact with in the course of their lives. 

Therefore, it is left to the reasoning of the individual to evaluate possibilities and make 

choices about their own actions. 

Instead of being the corrupting influence some fear it might be, reading and 

writing literature and fan fiction may actually be a safe way for adolescents to 

experiment. Heath and Wolf see the effect of doubling “me” and “like me” while reading 

permits young adults to experience risky behaviors virtually: “behaviours in the textual 

world that they perceive as ‘like me’ serve as proxy for their own behaviours without the 

inefficiency and dangers involved in their actually taking the risks that literary characters 

may pursue” (146). When young adults read about a character they perceive to be similar 

to themselves, they engage their powers of imagination to live vicariously through that 

character. In this way, they are able to almost experience what the character does without 

the risks that would accompany those actions in real life. Reading about sex, as much as 

one might envision, embody, and empathize with the characters, will never give the 

reader a sexually transmitted disease or get anyone accidentally pregnant. But not all 

risks a young person considers taking can be easily found in readily available fiction. 

When the literature they have access to is not specific enough to provide a scenario that 

fans would like to experience vicariously, and therefore with decreased risk, they turn to 

writing fan fiction to write that scenario into being. In this way, online fan fiction offers a 

moratorium on consequences; fans can write about situations they imagine, on a 

website—and within a universe—in which they are comfortable. 



93 

 

 Imagining the perspectives of others and potential outcomes for different 

situations as they read is beneficial for young adults as they mature emotionally and 

increase their social skills. Fan writers externalize their inner thoughts about a source text 

when they compose fan fiction. The envisionment, embodiment, and empathy they go 

through while reading the canon is concretized as they record their own interpretations in 

fan fiction. By empathizing with characters in novels and in fan fiction, young adults 

benefit from the definition of traits they see as similar to and different than their own. 

They can come to know themselves as they ponder character motivations, comparing and 

contrasting them to their own impulses. They can also learn about what drives other 

people as texts help expose other perspectives. As they make their personal thoughts 

public in the form of fan fiction, they open up their interpretations for review by other 

people. Members of the FFN discourse community can react negatively if they feel a 

writer’s worldview is too self-centered. Fan fiction readers tend to dislike stories in which 

writers insert themselves as the primary focus of the story. The next chapter explores the 

limits of role rehearsal on FFN by analyzing reactions to egocentric fanfics often called 

Mary Sues. 

  



94 

 

CHAPTER 4: Self-Insertion Narratives 

Enter Mary Sue 

 In Chapter Three, I suggested that writing fan fiction can be a valuable method of 

role rehearsal for young adults to try out ways of interacting with others and being in the 

world; in this chapter, I show what happens when fans are too obvious about writing 

themselves into different roles. When it becomes clear to readers that an author has 

written themselves into a story in order to play a role, the author’s character is deemed a 

Mary Sue. As a whole, the Discourse rejects Mary Sues because they break the illusion of 

the story and draw attention to the author. Authors who write Mary Sues may do so 

purposefully or accidentally; actively rejecting the Discourse’s norms or unwittingly 

writing against them. Mary Sue stories and their reception often offer insight into how the 

Discourse teaches new members its values, but can also show where—and why—some 

members do not conform to the Discourse. Although the Discourse may not value Mary 

Sues, authors who write them find other values in such stories. What readers and writers 

want out of a text are sometimes at cross purposes in fan fiction, creating a tension 

highlighted by the controversy over Mary Sues. While joining the Discourse can teach 

young adults valuable lessons about cooperation, young adults writing Mary Sues can 

also learn the effects of not conforming. 

 When fans seek a vicarious experience that is not provided in the canon and 

choose to write a fanfic to supply that experience, they may write a Mary Sue. Usually a 

type of original character in fanfic, Mary Sue may also refer to the genre of fanfic writing 

that features a Mary Sue character. There is disagreement within fan communities about 

what exactly constitutes a Mary Sue character, but the name is generally used to describe 
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a character that is an author’s highly idealized self-insert into the canonical universe. 

Notably, the Mary Sue character represents a failing of the fan writer to effectively 

replicate another’s point of view; she has succeed only in producing her own idealized 

worldview. For this reason, Mary Sue writing is considered a rookie mistake and the FFN 

community tends to react negatively to correct it. Many writers feel ashamed of their 

Mary Sue stories when they have received negative attention and may remove the stories 

from the site, making it more difficult to study Mary Sue stories. 

 

The Birth and Growth of Mary Sue 

The name “Mary Sue” originated in Paula Smith’s Star Trek fanfic called “A 

Trekkie’s Tale,” published in a fan zine in 1974 (Bacon-Smith, “Training” 139). Smith’s 

tale stars Lieutenant Mary Sue, the impossibly talented and improbably young woman 

who saves the day before tragically perishing, surrounded by her adoring, grateful 

friends. This story did not begin the Mary Sue genre, but was instead a mocking 

exaggeration of a character type and plot Smith recognized in a number of recent fanfics 

(Bacon-Smith, “Training” 139-140). Though the condemnation of Mary Sue began in the 

1970’s in fan zines, she continues to haunt online fan fiction archives like FFN today. 

Many fans vehemently oppose fanfic that may be deemed Mary Sue, criticizing authors 

who (intentionally or otherwise) write such a character and even creating forum posts to 

purge Mary Sues from the website. The reasons fans both write and hate Mary Sue, as 

well as why academics have tried to save her reputation, are numerous. This chapter will 

examine the controversy over using the Mary Sue formula as a way of inserting oneself 
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into another’s story and analyze instances of Mary Sue in The Perks of Being a 

Wallflower fan fiction. 

 From its origins in zines to the rebirth online, the definition of what exactly 

constitutes a Mary Sue has grown. The Mary Sue that Bacon-Smith identifies—

exemplified in Paula Smith’s fic—implies an entire plot formula that writers used. In 

2016, any female original character (OC) in fan fiction comes under examination by fan 

readers for Mary Sue-esque qualities.14 Because of the disparate definitions of a Mary 

Sue, it is necessary to clarify the qualities this project considers important to the 

classification of such a character. Bonnstetter and Ott, scholars with personal experience 

writing Mary Sue characters, provide three guidelines to describe a Mary Sue: “Mary 

Sues (1) introduce entirely new characters into the canon universe, (2) function as 

personalized stand-ins for the author/fan, and (3) are at the center of the stories they 

inhabit” (349). Citing Jenkins’ Textual Poachers, they add: “Mary Sue characters share 

one overriding feature: they reflect ‘idealized’ images of their creators” (Bonnstetter and 

Ott 349). The first and third criteria are easy to evaluate by reading the canon and fan 

work. The second can only be assumed without a personal statement by the author 

conveying that they put themselves in the story. Furthermore, idealized characters are 

easily identified when reading the story. Proving that they are images of their creators is 

harder to do. It can, however, be assumed that original characters that fit the other Mary 

                                                
14 Not all female OCs are Mary Sues, and not all Mary Sues are female OCs. Male OCs that are 

criticized for being too good to be true do exist, but they are not as common as females. There is 

no consensus on what to call a male Mary Sue; some refer to them simply with the same name as 

females, but others play on the name to masculinize it, resulting in the names Gary and Marty 

Stu. The gender imbalance here could be due to the demographics of the fan fiction writers 

themselves. Fan writers tend to be female; the original characters they create to represent 

themselves tend to be the gender with which they most identify, leading to the abundance of 

Mary Sues and relative lack of Gary/Marty Stus.  
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Sue criteria are stand-ins for the fan author. The same imaginative work that takes place 

when a fan reads about a character is done when they create and write about one. The 

doubling of me and not-me becomes explicit as they decide what aspects of themselves to 

embody in the character, which to reject, and which to enhance. There is then an 

awareness in the author’s mind of a self and of a modified, or in Mary Sue’s case, an 

idealized self. Bonnstetter and Ott’s criteria are useful guidelines to identify a Mary Sue 

character in a story, but are not sufficient to describe the range of additional traits these 

characters can have. 

 Though all Mary Sues may fit the three criteria listed previously, each character 

takes on other attributes according to the fan author’s desires. In order to describe 

different types of Mary Sues, this project will refer to the “Official Mary Sue Manual.” 

This piece appears on FFN’s sister site, FictionPress.com. The two sites are nearly 

identical in appearance and functionality with the key difference being that FictionPress 

hosts only original fiction, while FFN is the designated site for fan fiction. The “Official 

Mary Sue Manual” (OMSM) was written by user TA Maxwell, who summarizes it as 

follows: “Mary Sues. We all know them, the perfect character we all have made at one 

point. This manual is for the growing fiction and fanfiction community on how to 

recognize and avoid creating a Mary Sue.” Interestingly, TA Maxwell assumes not only 

that all writers likely to be reading his piece know what he is referring to by the term 

Mary Sue, but also that they have all written such a character. It is clear that he believes 

his audience to be the fiction and fan fiction writing communities online (likely members 

of FFN and/or FictionPress), and thus that he assumes that all writers have written a Mary 

Sue. The manual rejects the Mary Sue character, but the author admits that he, too, has 
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written a Mary Sue and implies that it is a phase that must be overcome. His summary 

situates him as a member of the community (through the use of “we”) and positions him 

as an authority on better writing when he claims to be writing an “official manual” to 

overcome the urge to create a Mary Sue.15 This piece can be seen as part of the 

distributed mentoring that introduces users to the FFN Discourse. Although the OMSM is 

located on a separate website, it is linked to FFN by the explicit references to fanfic 

writing, the close relationship between the websites, and the user himself as he has posted 

sixty-one stories on FFN. Fanfic writers on FFN may come across the OMSM when a 

fellow user links them to it, or independently if they search the internet for ways to avoid 

writing a Mary Sue (for instance, after they have been criticized for doing so). Not all 

fanfic writers—or even all writers who have been directed to the page—read the OMSM. 

They may learn about Mary Sues in other ways, or else ignore all references to Mary 

Sues. It is significant that the OMSM is located as a story post on FictionPress rather than 

in the forums on FFN; after all, fanfic writers might be more likely to come across it on 

FFN where they are spending time posting, reading, or browsing. The effect this choice 

of location has is that the OMSM does not have the same dialogic feel a post on the FFN 

forums has. It is set off on its own page which merely has a link to its reviews instead of 

being the first in a chain of comments as it would in the FFN forums. The placement 

contributes to the sense of authority with which TA Maxwell attempts to imbue it. This 

project will refer to the OMSM for classifications of Mary Sue types for a number of 

                                                
15 Further evidence that TA Maxwell sees fan fiction writing as mere step in the process of 

becoming a better writer can be found on his FFN author profile page, where seven years after his 

profile was created he wrote: “The simple story is I no longer have interest in fanfiction...I'm in 

college now, and I'm focusing on bigger things…real novels…Fanfiction was the best training I 

could have gotten for my writing, and I thank everyone who has supported me throughout the 

years I spent writing these stories here.” 
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reasons: its popularity on FictionPress (it has been favorited by 220 users) demonstrates 

that it has relatively high visibility within the FictionPress and FFN communities as they 

overlap; its previous use in fan fiction scholarship (see Bonnstetter and Ott); and its 

thorough and various descriptions of Mary Sues as well as how each can be avoided. 

The “Official Mary Sue Manual” recognizes five general types by which Mary 

Sue characters can be classified: “There exist currently the pity-beggar Mary Sue, the 

god-moding Mary Sue, the plot-stealer Mary Sue, the man-hunter Mary Sue, and the 

‘perfect’ Mary Sue” (TA Maxwell). Of these five, the plot-stealer and perfect Mary Sues 

are the most similar to the definition Bonnstetter and Ott develop; the plot-stealer warps 

the story to revolve around herself while the perfect Sue is the idealized vision of the 

author. The other three categorizations emphasize different aspects of the core Mary Sue 

character and represent some of the various ways fan authors write her. The man-hunter 

type of Sue exaggerates the romantic and sexual allure of the character so that “the writer 

can imagine him/herself as the character and put him/herself into the circumstances in 

which they can end up with their dream date” (TA Maxwell). The God-moding Sue has 

magical powers that make her more powerful than any of the other characters. The term 

God-moding comes from video game design, but has become widely used in roleplaying 

and is a reference to “God Mode,” which describes “when a player refuses to allow any 

random chance to negatively impact their character” (TVTropes.org). They are 

essentially “playing God” as they make up rules that make their character so powerful 

that they are invincible. The God-moding Sue exaggerates the ability of the character to 

be effectual and useful. The pity-beggar Sue, by contrast, leads a miserable life wherein 

she is seen as insignificant and seems to beg for the reader’s pity. She is then rewarded 
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for her suffering when she is introduced to the canon universe where she lives happily. 

These categories are useful to further classify a Mary Sue and focus on what aspect of the 

fan writer’s life they are trying to work out and the kinds of wishes the story intends to 

fulfill. 

 It is important to note that not all self-insertion characters are Mary Sues. A story 

in which the writer creates a self-insert character that is successful is not classified as a 

Mary Sue because the character does not bend the universe to their will and others can 

relate to them. In Perks, Charlie runs the risk of being called a pity-beggar Sue for all of 

the terrible things that happen to him. In an interview, Stephen Chbosky has admitted, 

“the book is very personal to me, but it isn’t necessarily autobiographical – not in the 

literal sense of the word anyway. I do relate to Charlie. But my life in high school was in 

many ways different” (qtd. in Beish). Charlie is not a stand-in for the author, but Chbosky 

sees a part of himself in his character. Chbosky makes Charlie a successful character by 

giving him a range of experiences, both good and bad, and flaws as well as strengths: 

Charlie gets the girl, he gets bullied, he has rage issues, and he is intelligent. Fan authors 

who see themselves in their characters are not totally misguided, but their mistake is not 

giving their characters any weaknesses.  

 

Like Playing with Dolls  

 When fan authors write a Mary Sue character, they (re)write themselves; given 

total control over the world, they create a character that represents themselves and their 

story as they wish it could be. When the fan is able to control every aspect of Mary Sue’s 

life, they can create the perfect world, perfect body, and perfect mind for Mary Sue and 
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live vicariously through her. If a writer feels powerless in real life, they may create a 

God-moding Sue character through which they can imagine what it is like to be 

powerful—and no one can tell them that they are not. The act of writing oneself into 

one’s own story provides a sense of freedom for the fan writer: 

In becoming a character, the author alters her relation to the text and to the 

social world. She is no longer simply writing a story; she is performing a 

sense of self. She appropriates a dominant media text to produce a 

discursive space where she can freely express her opinions, demonstrate 

her knowledge, and exercise her talents. Moreover, it is a space where she, 

and her body as she defines it, is accepted and acknowledged, celebrated 

and loved, not by strangers, but by people (media characters) she respects 

and values. (Bonnstetter and Ott 353) 

A Mary Sue story is a place wherein a fan may use writing to create a persona, much like 

in the creation of an author profile. Like the author profile, a Mary Sue is not an accurate 

(true to life) representation of the writer, but rather exhibits select elements of the writer’s 

personality. The writer will have opinions, knowledge, and talents in real life which may 

or may not correspond exactly with the character’s, but the character represents aspects of 

the writer they see as the most valuable. The author rewrites the canonical characters so 

that they approve of, and even adore, the author’s persona embodied in the Mary Sue 

character. They create for themselves a group of people who accept and appreciate them 

(and/or their persona), which gives them a sense of belonging and reinforces their values. 

Self-insertion narratives provide a fictional world in which the writer feels comfortable, 

valuable, and part of an affectionate group, which Rosenblatt says can be beneficial for 
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young adults. Though a sense of belonging by proxy alone can be cathartic for the fan 

writer, Mary Sue fanfics are more than simple wish fulfillment. 

 Mary Sues, more so than other forms of fanfic because the connection between 

character and writer is so direct, allow writers to live vicariously through another to do 

things that may not be possible for them in real life, but may also have more practical 

results. The opportunity for role rehearsal that exists in all fanfic is foregrounded in Mary 

Sue stories. A Mary Sue, after all, is the result of writers putting themselves into the story 

and then describing what happens. This written form of role rehearsal is described by 

Sanna Lehtonen in an article entitled, “Writing Oneself into Someone Else’s Story—

Experiments with Identity and Speculative Life Writing in Twilight Fan Fiction.” 

Lehtonen writes: “‘what if this happened to me’ story-telling is immensely meaningful 

for people not only in terms of practicing for a specific future event but also more broadly 

in terms of constructing their sense of self” (10). Her phrase “speculative life writing” 

describes the role rehearsal that goes on in Mary Sue stories as writers imagine what 

could happen in their own lives as well as in their Mary Sues’. When an author writes a 

Mary Sue, they have a sense of self that is put into the story, but that sense of self is not 

yet fixed and is open to interpretation. As exemplified by NiftyNena’s author profile, a 

writer puts forth a persona that represents them, or an aspect of themselves, and plays 

with it. When fan authors think about how they would handle a certain situation, they are 

rehearsing that specific event and considering how that reaction would define them. 

OwenHarpersGirl, in her story about Brad standing up for Patrick, imagines a scenario 

that would characterize Brad as benevolent and brave. Though not a Mary Sue story 

because it lacks self-insertion, it demonstrates the way writers think about how characters 
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act in situations based on their personalities. Likewise, when authors imagine a future 

event and their Mary Sue’s reaction to it, they are creating an idealized reaction. If they 

imagine themselves (or their Sue) as a particularly kind person, they will write a story in 

which the character acts out of kindness. Thus, they model for themselves an appropriate 

action to take in real life based on their intention to be kind. Therefore, a Mary Sue story 

can serve as more than wish fulfillment or catharsis, but has relevance to an author’s real 

life when they practice ideal ways of handling situations. 

 The suspension of consequences online and in fiction makes FFN a safe space for 

writers to rehearse roles; Mary Sue authors take advantage of this moratorium to get 

measured feedback on their performances of self. While an author is sheltered from 

backlash that may come of certain actions by being online, most are seeking out those 

reactions in a less threatening form. Writers are often curious about how others react to 

their idealized selves online as a way to evaluate their viability in their real lives: 

[T]he likeability of the character—and, thus, in self-insertion texts the 

likeability of (part of) the author’s persona—is negotiated together with 

readers, which makes the whole process rather different from private day 

dreaming and more like other public interactions where we learn to 

construct our identities in relation to other people and social norms. 

(Lehtonen 16) 

Lehtonen points out that speculating about future scenarios does not have to be shared 

with others—it happens frequently within the privacy of one’s own mind. Moving 

speculation from private thought into writing, and then sharing that writing, is a 

deliberate act with intended results. It falls somewhere between public interactions and 
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private daydreaming; it is both removed from real life and yet brought out into the open 

for others to inspect. It is, as Lehtonen puts it, “identity building in collaboration rather 

than isolation” (16). For the writer of a Mary Sue story, praise for the story is translated 

into praise for the actions of the Mary Sue (and thereby the author) because of the way 

the story focuses on that character and her actions. The authors feel appreciated in the 

FFN community when other members respond positively to a story featuring a self-

insertion character. Acceptance of the story directly translates to acceptance of the writer 

in the case of a Mary Sue because the writer feels as if they are their Mary Sue. The 

inverse is not necessarily true, however; rejection of a Mary Sue by members of the FFN 

community does not always make the writer feel rejected, in part because of the 

moratorium concept. When a Sue is criticized, the writer may simply cast her off as a 

failed experiment; there is nothing tying the persona to the author other than the author’s 

own will. Rejection of a Sue may cause the author to feel upset and disliked, but the 

online moratorium means that they can simply try again to define themselves in a way 

that the community sees as more satisfactory. Conversely, if authors define themselves as 

outside the mainstream—as some do when they identify as goths or rebels—they may 

feel validated by the discourse community’s rejection. More is at work in the FFN 

community to make Mary Sues unacceptable than the pure likeability of the character. 

 

Rejecting Sue 

Rejection of a Mary Sue character is not always taken as an affront to the author 

who has created the character because the criticism is usually based on the writing and is 

not personal. Writers may of course be offended that their writing is being criticized, and 
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the reviews are not always as helpful or constructive as one might hope (flame reviews 

are purposefully insulting to the writer). The major reason FFN members in general reject 

Mary Sue stories is because they are often not interesting to read. Comparing Mary Sue 

fanfics to the experience of playing an RPG (role playing game) and narrating it for 

someone else, Julia Beck and Frauke Herrling demonstrate that while living the story 

through writing or gaming is fun for the author/player, it can be dull to an outsider 

listening to an account of the story/game they were not a part of: “You, the listener, 

cannot relate to this text: neither a collaborative simulation nor an accessible narrative, it 

is closed to you.” Sue stories do not function efficiently as enjoyable reading for others 

because the writer is focused on fulfilling their own desires within the simulation, at the 

expense of the narrative. The writer’s priorities are at odds with the listener/reader’s; 

Mary Sue stories are writer-based texts that often do not fulfill readers’ desire to be 

entertained. Beck and Herrling say, “[i]t is not the output—the narration—that is 

important to [the Sue writer],” but “the simulation, the state of playing, a game of make-

believe that is at the heart of a Sue experience.” Because the goal of Mary Sue authors is 

to imaginatively place themselves into the story and rehearse a scenario, they are 

primarily concerned with their own experience, not any future reader’s. They often fail to 

create exigence for the reader; the character may not be relatable or the story may not 

provide enough description or context for someone else to follow. In some cases, the 

Mary Sue persona a writer creates may resemble a reader’s imaginative persona. This 

similarity would give that reader access to the text because they are able to experience 

wish fulfilment as the writer does. More often, however, readers feel excluded from the 

text, as if they are listening to someone else’s inside joke. Using a game metaphor similar 
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to Beck and Herrling’s, Junot Díaz, a Pulitzer Prize winning author, describes the 

necessity of giving readers a place in a story: “I need, in my work, to create an enormous 

amount of room for the reader to participate… the reader has to have something to do in 

this game.” Díaz does not want readers of his novels to be passive; they must participate, 

do something, and play the game. The writer must open the text to make it available for 

collaboration, interpretation. Mary Sue writers dominate their stories: they have already 

done the interpretation of the canon text and the texts they produce are too unambiguous 

to invite interpretation. Junot Díaz, it can be assumed, would disapprove of such Mary 

Sue writing because he hates “when you as the writer fill every role in the game and the 

reader is just supposed to be there and look at your wonder,” (Díaz). Sue writers cast their 

readers into the role of admirers, denying them the chance to play with the text in the 

ways fans so love to do. Therefore, when a Mary Sue is rejected by the FFN community, 

it is not so much that the community is rejecting the author as they are objecting to being 

excluded from a story. 

 

Community Expectations 

 The Discourse of FFN is collaborative and based on the shared appreciation of 

texts by its nature; Mary Sue fics violate fan readers’ expectations because of their focus 

on the individual—the author. Fan fiction itself can be seen as an exercise in 

collaboration if one considers fan writers to be working with the material provided by the 

writers of the canon texts. Furthermore, the beta reading (which is similar to peer editing) 

and review functions of the site facilitate the collaboration of fan writers. Fandoms are 

formed around the shared appreciation of a canonical text and its spin-off fanfics. 
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Collaboration and the sharing of texts are thus at the core of the FFN community. The 

amount of collectivism the community therefore expects is severely limited in Mary Sue 

texts. Beck and Herrling write that a Mary Sue fanfic is “a closed text, a relatively 

unfiltered log of wish fulfillment that has most of the trappings of typical fan fiction but 

is an uneasy fit in a community that is based on transforming and sharing texts.” The text 

is closed to readers because of the writer’s own self-involvement that manifests in the 

Mary Sue character, to whom few can relate, dominating the story. The “trappings of 

typical fan fiction” include factors such as reliance on a canon text, “what if” speculative 

writing, and location on a fan fiction archive. The Mary Sue story, despite what the 

author might imagine when they post it on FFN, cannot create an effective simulation for 

readers through its narration. While Mary Sue fics may appear to be collaborative if they 

use a beta reader and participate in the shared appreciation of a text by using the universe 

of a canon text, they exclude too many readers to be accepted by the general community. 

 The norms of the community may be contradictory if they both invite imaginative 

role rehearsal for users and reject self-insertion narratives because the readers cannot 

relate to the Mary Sue character. Lehtonen points out that there are limits to how the 

community invites authors to play with identity because “fan fiction forums are 

normative spaces where the popularity of a story is dependent on readers who appreciate 

its textual and narrative elements” (15). The Mary Sue fic’s tendency to neglect narrative 

elements means that Sue is not popular within the community. Though the community as 

a whole may discourage Mary Sue stories through forum posts and negative reviews, 

writers continue to post them. This faux pas may be due to new writers’ ignorance of the 

community expectations for fanfics—in which case they can eventually be collectively 
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mentored into understanding those norms, if they are so inclined. But Mary Sue is still 

not arrested and the community as a whole has failed to effectively police itself. The 

community can only influence new members to the extent that they are willing to change. 

Lehtonen states that a story’s popularity depends on its textual and narrative elements and 

implies that norming works through members’ desires to write popular stories. But if 

writers use different metrics than the number of favorites and follows they get to assess 

the success of their stories, then the threat of being unpopular does not control their 

writing habits. Writers who simply want to archive their stories of wish fulfilment will 

not necessarily care if others cannot relate to their character; Mary Sue is meant to work 

for the writer, not the reader. Writers who want feedback on their imaginative reactions to 

certain scenarios or role playing are not necessarily bothered when a reviewer says it does 

not make a good story; they want to explore real world applications, not develop plots. 

The community is not homogenous because within it are members who see the FFN 

space as meeting different needs. 

A decentered introduction process and a composite sense of what the community 

is and how it should work leads to the creation and circulation of differing and even 

contradictory messages among its members. Studying online fan fiction communities, 

Angelina Karpovich writes that the “nature of hypertext makes it impossible to assume 

that a novice will always have a first encounter with the community at the most ‘general’ 

level, or that having entered the community, its new member will progress in a set, 

predefined direction” (186). There is no formal introduction process to FFN, no 

orientation. New users must piece together how the site works on their own, by clicking 

on various links. Once they begin reading stories or forum posts, their distributed 
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mentoring begins. There is an element of randomness to the way new users are 

apprenticed into the community, depending on what they click on and read. Therefore, 

members who write or review Mary Sue stories could be unaware of the genre and the 

reasons other community members dislike them. While there are general trends in the 

community, there will always be individuals and groups who feel differently. 

 

Literature and Discourse 

Contradictions about what a fanfic should be are due to the unclear situation of 

FFN as a non-dominant Discourse; some writers see it as a stepping stone to acquiring 

the dominant Discourse of writing literature, while others are pleased with its informality 

and are content to use it to share their writing with other fans. Those writers who see fan 

fiction writing as a step in the process toward becoming a published author probably 

dislike Mary Sue stories for their disregard of narrative elements in favor of the writer’s 

gratification because they see this act as ignoring the necessary qualities of literature—

and thus as a step in the wrong direction. Mary Sue stories that do not create effective 

simulations for readers because of an unintentional omission of information, bad 

characterization, or irrational plot points are reparable, but only if the author takes the 

time to critically re-examine their work. Mary Sue authors are viewed by the community 

as being uncritical or uncaring about anyone who might read their work, totally 

unconcerned about the effect the story has on anyone but themselves. If a work cannot 

attract and keep an audience, it has no chance of becoming popular; writing solely for 

personal wish fulfilment, then, is a bad habit for aspiring professional writers to acquire. 
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But if fan fiction is not literature (as is implied when members see it as a step 

below writing literature), should it be judged by the same standards? Should it be 

considered literature? Composition and rhetoric scholar Wendy Bishop makes a case that 

student writing can be considered literature and evaluated as such. For the purpose of this 

project, student writing and fan writing can be seen as analogous because of their 

unofficial and non-commercial nature. Bishop writes: 

[W]idening what we define as creative and literary and viewing student 

writing as literature doesn’t prevent us from categorizing and judging 

writing... I would simply argue that we shouldn't assume that there is only 

one way to categorize or that those categories should (or could) hold fast 

for all people, in all cultures, in all historical times. (231) 

Thus, calling fanfic literature makes no judgements about the quality of the writing, but 

rather takes it more seriously and may more accurately describe authors’ feelings about 

their writing. Most fans and most students will never have their fan-writing or student-

writing published, but may still invest considerable time into and take pride in their work. 

Arguments that fanfic writers are writing just for fun—and therefore without serious 

intent—oversimplify the various motives fan writers have for creating fanfic and implies 

that professional writers of literature never enjoy writing. Calling fan fiction literature 

empowers writers because it gives weight to their writing while holding it to stricter 

standards. 

Fan fiction need only be seen as a subcategory of fiction to account for the 

derivative and noncommercial nature of the texts. Certainly these categories are flexible; 

recent bestseller Fifty Shades of Grey began as author E.L. James’ Twilight fan fiction. 
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The erotic novel bears so little resemblance to the Twilight saga that readers may not 

guess it was derived from that text. The unofficial ‘just for fun’ fan fiction was published 

and sold millions of copies, granting it a protected legal status fan fiction lacks (Miller). 

Fifty Shades’ recategorization from fan fiction to fiction has accordingly changed how it 

is read. The norms of a discourse community dictate how texts are received within that 

community. Gee says, “[t]ypes of texts and the various ways of reading them do not flow 

full-blown from the individual soul (or biology); they are the social and historical 

inventions of various groups of people” (164). When the discourse community of FFN 

reads fan fiction as a subgenre of literature, they are neither implying that other groups 

will categorize it the same way nor that is of a high caliber. They are, on the other hand, 

respecting the work the authors have done and beginning to build a framework of 

evaluation. 

In the case of FFN, the social group that makes quality judgements—the 

discourse community—is so multi-vocal that its norms are inconsistent at best and 

contradictory at worst. The primary goals of the site are consistent: members read and/or 

write fan fiction. The Discourse and distributed mentoring system are maintained overall 

when members engage enough to participate in them. Mary Sue stories and their reviews 

can highlight the gaps in the system: where reader reviews are not constructive and 

writers fail to acquire the Discourse. The next section examines two Mary Sue stories for 

their conformity, or lack thereof, to community norms. 
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Identifying Mary Sue: Methodology 

In order to find fitting examples of Mary Sue stories, I utilized the “Filter” option 

to search the collection of fan fiction about The Perks of Being a Wallflower. I set the 

Ratings to “all” to override the site’s automatic filter of displaying only stories rated K to 

T (considered appropriate for readers ages five to fifteen) in order to get as many results 

as possible. This setting displayed stories rated M (considered appropriate for readers 

sixteen and older) as well as all the others. I also filtered by character so that stories 

marked by the author as having an original character would be displayed. This search 

returned only 7 results. Of these, one stood out as being the best example of a pity-beggar 

Mary Sue: “New Friend” by malic124. In order to find another example, I used the search 

function of my computer’s browser (Ctrl+F) to find instances of “OC” on the page of all 

Perks fanfics. Using this method, I was able to locate “The Perks of Loving Charlie” by 

Ranibow2malfoy, which was not tagged as including an OC character, but the summary 

describes it as, “snippets of time in the senior year of my OC as she tries to love someone 

who's hopelessly in love with someone else.” Ranibow2malfoy’s story provides an 

example of a Mary Sue that most closely fits the definition. Malic124’s story provides a 

male Mary Sue that varies slightly from the conventions of the genre. 

Both authors personalize their Mary Sue character to be more relevant to their 

desires and best fulfill their wishes. Ranibow2malfoy’s Mary Sue is named Rani, which is 

a shortened version of her username and listed as her name on her author profile. In “The 

Perks of Loving Charlie,” Rani is so attractive that even Patrick, Charlie’s homosexual 

friend, is captivated by her: “‘You know, if I didn't like the male genitalia so much, I'd 

nail her.’ I heard the distinctive voice of Patrick say as I turned on my six inch heels and 
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left” (Ranibow2malfoy). While she is physically attractive, she is also able to win over 

Charlie’s parents when he invites her to dinner at his house: 

His dad smiled back, and his mom looked at me like I was an angel. I 

knew they were excited that Charlie had brought a girl over, and loved 

even more that I was gorgeous and wealthy. Sure, his mom seemed a little 

unsure about my few tattoos and the tear drop piercings below my eyes, 

but she soon got over it. (Ranibow2malfoy) 

Despite her over-the-top sexual appeal, tattoos, and facial piercings, her boyfriend’s 

mother thinks she is angelic upon first meeting her. Rani’s beauty and apparent wealth 

also bolster Charlie’s parents’ opinions of her while the only personal matters they 

discuss are her plans to attend college for floral design. Notably, Ranibow2malfoy’s 

author profile lists her occupation as floral designer. This parallel, along with her name, 

supports the case that the user is writing herself (or at least an idea of herself) into the 

story. For Ranibow2malfoy, the ideal girl is gorgeous, wealthy, tattooed, and pierced. The 

characters she created (or recreated, as most are from the novel) adore these qualities in 

Rani. The characterization of Charlie’s parents as accepting of Rani with her tattoos and 

piercings may not be accurate to canon. When Charlie tells his parents he is dating Mary 

Elizabeth, he writes that he “[left] out the part about the tattoo and belly button ring” 

(Chbosky 123), likely because he knew his parents would disapprove. Ranibow2malfoy 

bends the canon to make her version of Charlie’s parents accepting of Rani’s much more 

obvious tattoos and piercings because she wants to make all of the characters approve of 

her Mary Sue. Additionally, the fan author has equated Charlie’s feeling being with Rani 

to Charlie’s happiest moments in Perks by using the “feeling infinite” phrase Chbosky 
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employs. At the end of the story, Charlie whispers to Rani: “‘You make me feel infinite’” 

(Ranibow2malfoy). Rani is a combination of the plot-stealer, man-hunter, and perfect 

Mary Sues. 

By contrast, malic124’s Mary Sue, Billy,16 is not someone malic124 might enjoy 

being, but rather a persona that allows him to insert himself into the canon universe; his 

character represents the pity-beggar and plot-stealer Mary Sues. In “New Friend,” Billy 

and Charlie meet in a mental hospital where they are both recovering from being sexually 

assaulted. Billy has no friends, his parents have passed away, and his older brother is 

struggling to support them both. Through the story, Billy’s miserable life is improved by 

his introduction to the canon universe, which warps to suit his needs to an irrational 

degree. The day after the two meet, Billy announces that both he and Charlie will be 

released from the mental hospital the next day. Billy explains, “‘I think Dr. Burton wants 

you to not have to be here all the time so you can help support me during the trial since I 

told her about meeting you yesterday’” (malic124). According to the story, the doctor has 

decided that Charlie, a patient who was admitted after suffering a breakdown, should be 

released to attend a trial with a boy he met the previous day. Charlie, apparently oblivious 

to the absurdity of this decision purportedly made by a mental health professional, replies 

simply, “‘Of course...I’ll be with you the whole time!’” (malic124). Not only do Charlie’s 

problems disappear so he can help Billy, but Sam and Patrick likewise drop everything to 

attend Billy’s attacker’s trial. The self-insertion aspect of the Mary Sue story is especially 

apparent at the end of malic124’s story. The final tunnel scene from Perks (quoted in 

                                                
16 Because the author and his self-insertion character are described as male, the term Gary or 

Marty Stu can be used to describe the character Billy. This project will refer to the character as a 

Mary Sue for consistency.  
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Chapter Three) is repeated in the fic with Billy in Charlie’s place in the back of the truck: 

“Billy, meanwhile, just kept smiling and kept his arms spread wide as they exited the 

tunnel. At last, he knew he was free and that everything was going to be all right. And in 

that moment, he knew, they were infinite” (malic124). The sentiment and wording of the 

passage are nearly identical to Perks. Malic124 has inserted himself, through his Mary 

Sue character, almost directly into the most iconic moment of the novel. 

 

Fan Reader Responses 

 Rani’s perfection and the irrationality of Billy’s story make the fanfics typical 

Mary Sue stories, which the FFN community tends to resent. “The Official Mary Sue 

Manual” expresses irritation at the inclusion of these kinds of characters in fan fiction 

writing. It recommends writers not make their characters perfect because, “[f]laws add 

depth to any character, and as previously stated, depth is reality, reality is originality. In 

layman terms, the more detailed a character is, the more realistic they will be, and the 

more realistic, the more your own” (TA Maxwell). The author of the OMSM prizes 

realism in fan fiction writing because it leads to originality in his mind—but these 

qualities are not inherent in the fan fiction genre. Fanfics are fueled by imagination and 

necessarily derivative of earlier texts. He is implicitly holding fan fiction to standards for 

published writing, which must be original enough to not infringe on the copyright of 

other works. TA Maxwell, along with a large number of Mary Sue haters on FFN, would 

most likely react negatively to “The Perks of Loving Charlie” and “New Friend.” It is 

surprising then that the reviews of both these stories are almost entirely positive. The one 

exception is a comment on “The Perks of Loving Charlie” by a guest user that simply 
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says, “Umm... so whos Rani?” This comment is so ambiguous that it might still be 

positive. If the user means to imply that they are interested in Rani, it can be understood 

as praise for the story. If they meant they were confused about the identity of the 

character, this comment comes the closest to a critique either story receives. The other six 

reviews of “The Perks of Loving Charlie” call it “perfect” (twxkle) and “beautiful” (Alice 

Williams) or ask that the author write more of the story. “New Friend” received only two 

reviews, both of which are brief and complimentary. Because both stories were posted in 

2013, there has been ample time between their publication and the time of this writing for 

fans to have read the stories. There is an apparent contradiction between the general 

community’s opinion of Mary Sue fan fiction and the attitudes of the reviewers of these 

particular stories. 

 It is clear from these examples that users of FFN have different opinions about 

what makes good fanfic. Some hate the Mary Sue phenomenon, while others—such as 

the reviewers above—seem to have no qualms with Sue stories. Readers are using 

different criteria to evaluate fanfic. Unfortunately, due to the brevity of the positive 

reviews “The Perks of Loving Charlie” and “New Friend” received, the commenters’ 

reasoning cannot be ascertained. The lack of a formal structure of reviews for stories has 

led to uneven distribution of advice. The distributed mentoring system that operates on 

FFN has failed to help Ranibow2malfoy and malic124 learn that Mary Sues are generally 

unappreciated on the site. In fact, the accretion, abundance, and affectivity of positive 

reviews on these two stories would have given their authors the opposite impression: they 

were shown that a number of readers thought their stories were good. The relative 

unpopularity of the Perks fandom means that “The Perks of Loving Charlie” and “New 
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Friend” likely did not have many readers, which may account for the failure of the 

distributed mentoring system. Though a majority of users might dislike Mary Sues, those 

users were not the ones who read and commented on the stories above. It is possible that 

given more time, other users will leave reviews that reference Mary Sues or that 

Ranibow2malfoy and malic124 will be made aware of Mary Sues and their disrepute 

elsewhere on the site or at a later time. The contradictory reactions to Mary Sues 

demonstrate that within the community, members value different features of stories and 

that not all members are apprenticed into the discourse community to the extent that its 

norms are consistent. 

 

Other Readings: Scholars’ Viewpoints 

 Differing views of texts result from the experiences of different readers. Gee 

argues that readers represent discourse communities at all times: “One doesn’t think for 

oneself, rather one always thinks for (really with and through) a group—the group which 

socialized one into that practice of thinking” (164). While Gee points out the crucial role 

discourse communities have in shaping one’s way of thinking, he may underestimate the 

role of individual preferences. Every member of a group does not think precisely the 

same thoughts as every other, but rather may build upon or question the group’s 

knowledge. Taking a less extreme view, Bishop points out, “[writers] are unable to fix a 

text so that each reader will read it in exactly the same way because readers bring 

themselves, their backgrounds, associations, experience with texts, and so on, to each 

reading occasion” (emphasis original, 232). Bishop provides room for individual thought 

alongside thought guided by acquired Discourses in her explanation of how readers 
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interpret texts; readers think for themselves based on their personal experience, but their 

thoughts are influenced by various groups of which they are a member. Writers are 

unable to cement a singular meaning into their work for all readers to uncover because 

readers come to texts with unique backgrounds and associations. Readers of Mary Sue 

fanfic from the FFN community may like or dislike those stories based on their 

experiences reading about Mary Sues, their associations with the genre, or their personal 

tastes—they think as individuals, who may be more or less influenced by the Discourse. 

Scholars who read Mary Sue fanfics find virtues in them because they are used to reading 

texts in certain ways with which FFN members may be unfamiliar. 

 Scholars reading Mary Sue fan fiction tend to find it empowering for readers 

and/or writers, but when they do so they make assumptions about authorial intent and 

readers’ interpretations that may or may not hold true. Bonnstetter and Ott see Mary Sue 

fanfics as successful instances of role rehearsal, arguing that a “subjectivity that is created 

and performed in Mary Sue fan fiction is as useful as a subjectivity created and 

performed for school, work, home, or other day-to-day encounters” (357). This argument 

comes through personal experience, as the article is interlaced with sections of a Mary 

Sue character that Bonnstetter created as a mechanism for blowing off steam after work. 

For her, the Mary Sue persona is useful because it allows her to vent her frustration in a 

harmless manner and so is as valuable as other her other performances of self. But is 

Billy useful to malic124? He can be, as vehicle that allows him to better embody and 

empathize with the moment of feeling infinite from Perks or to provide hope that even 

lonely people can find supportive friends. On the other hand, Billy might reinforce 

undesirable behaviors for malic124, such as constantly seeking pity and expecting 
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attention from others. In her study of personas on MUDs, Sherry Turkle found, “a safe 

space is not all that is needed for personal change” (Life 196) and that “virtual 

communities will only sometimes facilitate emotional growth” (Life 208). Essentially, 

exploring different roles online may not be enough to change a person’s behavior in real 

life, or it may even be detrimental. If malic124 is rewarded for creating a character that 

needs others to pity him, he may learn through role rehearsal that being pitiful is an 

effective way to find friends. Similarly, Ranibow2malfoy may assume that because 

readers accepted her Mary Sue who is lacking in depth but physically attractive, that in 

her real life she need only be sexy to succeed. Without knowledge of these authors’ intent 

when writing the stories nor what they took away from the writing and its reception, one 

cannot make claims about the stories’ ability to empower their authors. It is not only the 

experience of living through a Mary Sue in a safe, virtual space that allows writers to 

grow emotionally and improve their social skills; they must also see multiple outcomes of 

their role rehearsal and weigh the consequences to decide how they will act in their real 

lives. 

Other academics see the act of writing oneself into a mainstream text that might 

otherwise exclude them as emancipatory. Legal scholars Apunam Chander and Madhavi 

Sunder claim that Mary Sue stories can legitimize the voices of the disadvantaged: 

Flattering self-insertion offers a partial antidote to a media that neglects or 

marginalizes certain groups. Victims of prejudice often internalize its 

claims; indeed, oppressive societies have often relied on this psychological 

trick to maintain hierarchies. A process of consciousness-raising and self-
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empowerment requires that one recognize one's own potential, even if 

others do not. (608) 

It is possible that Mary Sues could do this important work for an author who is a member 

of a disadvantaged group and is actively trying to counteract forces that oppress the 

individual as a part of the group. In this case, knowledge of authorial intent is of the 

utmost importance. When victims internalize prejudice, their ideal self they project into 

Mary Sue stories will be the hegemonic ideal unless they recognize the prejudice for what 

it is and actively reject it. If they have internalized prejudice, they are likely not aware of 

it. An author cannot experience self-empowerment through self-insertion without 

realizing what they are doing because they must feel empowered. Writing a Mary Sue 

may make an author feel better about themselves, but not necessarily because they are 

fighting against an oppressive society. For Ranibow2malfoy, the persona that has been 

empowered through her text is the hyper-sexualized, teenaged girl. The power Rani 

exerts in the text comes from conventional means: wealth and beauty. Instead of making 

Perks more inclusive of marginalized groups, “The Perks of Loving Charlie” reinforces 

the supremacy of the rich and beautiful. This example is not intended to prove that no 

fanfic is empowering for its writer, some certainly may be. It is, however, a reminder that 

fan fiction texts are produced within the same culture that hegemonically marginalizes 

groups of people and therefore by authors who may or may not be aware of and opposed 

to that prejudice. 

Yet another view of Mary Sue stories is that they are parodies of the canon texts 

and therefore make clear what is missing in the original. Parodic texts have long done the 

work of making obvious the unspoken and are doubtless a form young writers are aware 
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of, given the popularity of television shows such as Saturday Night Live and Family Guy. 

From a legal standpoint, Chander and Sunder categorize Mary Sues as parodies of canon 

texts: 

Mary Sues comment on or criticize the original, while at the same time 

create something new. They highlight the absence of society's marginal 

voices in the original works, the stereotyped actions or inactions of certain 

characters, and the orthodoxy of social relationships in the original. (613) 

All of these claims are true—for certain readers. Parody implies intentionality on the 

author’s part. Chander and Sunder assume that Mary Sue writers know what they are 

doing when they include characters that are of an ethnicity, religion, or sexual orientation 

that is not represented in the canon text. Young writers may not identify as representative 

of a group when they put themselves into a story, but are likely to have a more egocentric 

focus, simply desiring to experience the story from the inside for themselves. Chander 

and Sunder could alternatively mean that readers see Mary Sue stories as parody. In this 

case, they assume that readers who are likely to be much younger and much less educated 

than they are interpret the stories in the same way they do. If readers have not been 

introduced to Discourses that read texts as parody or do not have experience interpreting 

texts for comments on society, they may not come to the same conclusions as Chander 

and Sunder do. In fact, for readers experienced in the Discourse of FFN, Mary Sue 

characters themselves are stereotypes. While Mary Sue fan fiction can be seen as 

empowering, it is important to note that not all readers and writers develop the same 

interpretations. 
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 Mary Sues are ultimately a way for young writers to do role rehearsal, similarly to 

other fan fiction stories and even reading. They represent an author’s attempt to act out 

scenarios or experience feelings they wish they could in their real lives. The main 

distinction between Mary Sue stories and other role rehearsal stories is who is able to 

place themselves imaginatively into the story. When readers feel they can connect to a 

character, they are able to envision, embody, and empathize more easily; fan readers tend 

to enjoy these stories the most. When only the author is able to imagine themselves in the 

story because it is too focused on the Mary Sue character, fan readers tend to feel left out 

and/or think that the author has not created viable fiction. Mary Sue stories may still 

fulfill the author’s wishes, particularly when the author desires to be part of a canon story 

or gain the attention of canon characters. The Discourse of FFN’s objections to Mary Sue 

stories and their persistence on the site represent the group’s struggle to define the role of 

fan fiction. Do fan authors have an obligation to their readers? Should fan fiction emulate 

published literature? The next chapter furthers the connection between fan fiction and 

professional writing as it examines how writing on FFN can teach members to improve 

their writing.  
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CHAPTER 5: Learning about Writing on FFN and Beyond 

“[T]he most appropriate path for learning to write is not to try to break up the skill into its 

ideal progression of components which can be learned one at a time, but rather to try to 

set up some situation in which the learner can persevere in working at the whole skill in 

its global complexity… Since it is going to require a lot of time, sweat, frustration, you 

might as well find some way of working that is enjoyable and rewarding in itself.”  

–Peter Elbow, Writing Without Teachers 136  

 

The last chapter discussed Mary Sue stories as examples of novice writing and 

showed how Mary Sue stories violate community norms. This chapter will examine the 

ways in which fan fiction writing can help novice writers to improve their linguistic and 

compositional skills. Some members actively seek to improve their writing by using fan 

fiction as practice for writing original stories. Others may not be actively looking to 

improve, or not have any particular motivation to get better, but the norms of FFN 

encourage improvement. The ways fan fiction writing can help authors improve happens 

in stages throughout the writing process from the initial writing, through revising and 

revisiting older work. As Rebecca Black points out, these processes are similar to how 

writing is taught in schools: 

Many fan fiction and help sites also feature a range of meta-discussion on 

elements of fan fiction-related topics that are relevant to and in many ways 

mirror school-based composition topics and practices, such as peer review, 

giving constructive feedback, editing, proofreading, effective plot 

development, robust characterization, and constructing effective rhetorical 

structures. (42) 

The imitative writing styles found in fan fiction help young writers improve as they use 

the canon text as a model. Once a story is written, authors may work with a beta reader, 
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who serves as a peer editor and mentor. After an author receives help from a beta and 

makes any corrections they deem necessary, they post their story to FFN. Anyone may 

then read the story and write a review of it, which is posted to the reviews page, linked to 

the story. Reviews may be simply reactions to a story or more instructive advice for the 

author about what worked well in the story and what could use improvement. Through 

distributed mentoring, reviews can tell an author they are on the right track or what they 

can do to improve. Reading reviews and writing author’s notes provides opportunities for 

reflection and metacognition. Each writer’s composition process is different; some 

authors do not use a beta reader or write author’s notes. But because there are 

opportunities at many points for authors to learn from their writing, many take advantage 

of at least one of the steps to develop their writing skills. 

Authors may even use the fan fiction writing and posting process to improve their 

language skills more generally, as they compose stories in a language other than their 

native language. English language learners take advantage of imitative writing, beta 

reading, reviews, and author’s notes to become better writers, but they can also learn 

additional subtleties to the language as they practice writing and conversing in English. 

The collaborative nature of FFN writing and the moratorium on major consequences 

online encourages young writers to practice using language and writing stories. On other 

social media sites, such as Facebook and Reddit, the community can be much harsher on 

people for using language improperly and there are no restrictions on negative comments. 

On FFN, the community is committed to making the site a positive space for 

improvement. For many fan writers, there is much to gain and little to lose. 
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The Benefits of Imitation 

 One of the most significant criticisms of fan fiction writing is its lack of 

originality, but some of its merit lies in the fact that it is imitative. In learning to dance, to 

paint, to sing, or to perform any number of creative activities, novices have historically 

imitated the masters for practice; why should young writers not practice their craft in the 

same way? Successful authors are successful for a number of reasons and all have 

something they can teach a younger generation. Writing instructor Tom Romano knows 

the benefits of students imitating other writers from his own experience as a young man 

as well as from his observations of students’ success. He writes: “Imitation can cut loose 

a voice and let writers experience the power that comes with a little recklessness, a little 

letting go of the self and learning the language rhythms and voice habits of another” 

(Romano 101). Especially for young writers struggling to define a sense of self and a 

voice, imitating another releases them from the pressure of creating their own definitive 

style. The pressure to create something original is also relieved, as fan fiction allows 

writers to write whatever they want and have fun with it. It is not an assignment they will 

be graded on and they have the freedom to decide what they will write about, in what 

form, and for how long. They can then expend more energy focusing on other aspects of 

their fiction, such as plot development or characterization. When they do want to improve 

their writing style, they can focus more carefully on what they are doing to recreate 

another author’s style. Adopting someone else’s style for a writing exercise makes 

explicit those elements (language rhythms and voice habits) that make styles distinctive. 

Trying out different styles allows novice writers to discover elements they like, dislike, or 

need practice with and make conscious decisions about their own style. 
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 The moratorium on consequences, near absence of legal ramifications (within 

certain boundaries—fanfic usually cannot be for profit), and appreciation for canon texts 

on FFN makes it an ideal arena in which to practice imitating other writers. Romano says, 

“students can experiment with voice and meaning by imitating the form and structure of 

other writing” (102); fan fiction writers experiment with their writing by copying forms 

and structures from canon texts. Within the Perks of Being a Wallflower fan writing 

community, it is common for authors to imitate the form of Chbosky’s novel. The 

epistolary format is particularly attractive to writers who wish to tell stories from their 

own lives, in much the same way Charlie the character does. User HugsKissesxox, 

imitates the “Dear friend” convention from Perks to relate stories from her real life. The 

summary of her story “Facts, fiction and feelings” is: 

Dear reader, I know you are reading this, and thank you for taking the time 

to do so, because I am missing a friend in my life. I hope you can be that 

friend, because then I'll be really happy. Though I'm grateful and will tell 

you about my life, all names in this story are made up, because I want you 

to know my life, but not me. You will be a great friend, though. Hugs, 

Author. (HugsKissesxox) 

Charlie also writes to his reader as a friend, but does not disclose information he thinks 

could identify him. The affordances of FFN make it a suitable place for HugsKissesxox to 

tell her story in a borrowed format, semi-anonymously, to an audience. Users Love 

Always Marisol, flamingmailbox, and Anonymous Jenna do the same. These users write 

stories for Perks on FFN after being inspired by the novel (or its movie version, in 

Anonymous Jenna’s case). For these authors, imitating the form of the novel allows them 
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to let go of personal inhibitions and write honestly about their lives. There are also 

authors who mimic the form and tone of the novel to tell stories they have invented. The 

epistolary format appeals to these authors because the more obvious conventions of 

letter-writing make the form easy to imitate: the date goes at the beginning, followed by a 

greeting, a message to a third party, and usually a parting message. The ability to directly 

address the reader (as HugsKissesxox does) or indirectly (as Chbosky does) also makes 

the epistolary form appealing because authors can define their audience as a “friend” and 

have an imaginary person to talk to, rather than the indeterminate, amorphous audience. 

Some fans imitate more than just the format of the story; they may copy the 

characters or the plot. User R. Gatz imitates both the form and the style of Perks and even 

follows plot points almost exactly in the fanfic “The Perks of Loving Poppy.” The 

summary of the fanfic reads: 

Quinn, a shy young freshman, is taken under the wing of two bold, 

outgoing seniors, Adrian and Poppy. Quinn falls in love with Poppy's 

boisterous confidence, but soon discovers Poppy's true self. This is not a 

plagiarism of the original Perks, it is more of a homage to it. This is a 

fanfic about what it's like to be young and in love. (R. Gatz) 

Replacing Quinn with Charlie, Adrian with Patrick, and Poppy with Sam makes this 

summary apply to the original Perks almost exactly. It is a fairly common practice for 

fanfic writers to include a disclaimer in the summary to say that they do not own the 

characters, but R. Gatz’s claim that they are not plagiarizing Perks is especially important 

because of how close the fanfic comes to the novel. This fan sees their imitation of 

Chbosky as an homage to his text; their imitation should be taken as flattery and not 
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copyright infringement. Because Chbosky has already laid out the plot and they intend to 

copy it, R. Gatz has more freedom to experiment with other elements of the story. R. 

Gatz’s take on the novel seems to be mostly an intensification. Their version of the story 

has more characters who are homosexual and the characters are more punk. Like 

Chbosky’s, R. Gatz’s version is in an epistolary format consisting of letters written by 

Quinn (Charlie’s counterpart). In the novel, Charlie meets Sam and Patrick at a football 

game: 

I went to the high school football game the other day, and I don’t know 

exactly why… I was just kind of watching people, seeing who was in love 

and who was just hanging around, and I saw that kid I told you about. 

Remember Nothing? Nothing was there at the football game, and he was 

one of the few people who was not an adult that was actually watching the 

game. (Chbosky 19) 

Chapter Two of R. Gatz’s “Loving Poppy” includes Quinn’s telling of how she met 

Poppy and Adrian, in a strikingly similar manner: 

Remember Poppy, in the Counselling Group? Yeah, well I met her 

at the school football game. I was alone, and had simply gone there 

because Mom and Dad were arguing and weren't bothered if I left. So I 

told them where I was going, and headed for the benches. 

I like watching people. Not creepily, no. I like watching them, 

figuring them out, wondering who's in love and who's simply there for the 

football. I like wondering if someone with a wounded expression is 

heartbroken. It's interesting. 
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The similarities between the two pieces of writing would be enough for any professor to 

accuse a student of plagiarism. Quinn and Charlie both watch people and try to decipher 

who was interested in football and “who was in love.” R. Gatz’s “Remember Poppy” line 

comes directly from Chbosky’s “Remember Nothing?” (“Nothing” is the nickname 

Charlie knows Patrick by before they are formally introduced, though they have shop 

class together). The only major distinction between the plots of these two passages is that 

Quinn spots her future love interest, with whom she has a class, while Charlie sees 

Patrick instead of Sam. Chbosky’s writing has a more natural flow; he has Charlie 

explain that he observes people before mentioning a specific person he noticed. R. Gatz’s 

narrative takes a detour to explain Quinn’s people watching before explaining the 

significance of Poppy’s presence. This passage is too similar to Chbosky’s to 

demonstrate anything but a direct effort on R. Gatz’s part to imitate the novel. 

 Another passage from “The Perks of Loving Poppy,” however, is divergent 

enough from Chbosky’s to demonstrate the fan author’s development of a distinct voice. 

The dialog between R. Gatz’s characters when they first meet at the football game 

follows the same basic pattern as Chbosky’s scene: the teens are all introduced to one 

another, they talk about their ages and favorite books. In the novel, Charlie asks Sam and 

Patrick how long they have been dating, causing them to laugh at him. Charlie’s only 

reaction is to ask “‘What’s so funny?’” (Chbosky 20). Sam and Patrick go on to explain 

that they are step-siblings, which Charlie reports in his letter that he is happy to hear 

because he would like to date Sam someday (Chbosky 20-21). In the fanfic, Quinn asks 

Poppy and Adrian if they are gay after they call each other “fag” and “dyke”: 

   "So- so you guys are gay?" I asked. Immediately after saying that I 
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wanted someone to kick me with a fucking chair and put me into a fucking 

coma so I wouldn't remember what I'd said. 

 Poppy and Adrian looked at each other before laughing at me. (R. 

Gatz) 

The situation in the fanfic is similar to that in the novel as the narrator has naively asked a 

question about the other two characters, who laugh in response. However, in the fanfic, 

the narrator’s assumption that the others are homosexual is correct; Charlie’s assumption 

about Sam and Patrick’s relationship is incorrect, calling into question his ability to read 

people. R. Gatz’s scene further departs from Chbosky’s with the description of Quinn’s 

feelings immediately after she asks the question. Quinn’s hesitant speech pattern and 

quick, violent reaction of embarrassment characterize her while Chbosky’s plain dialog 

and lack of insight into Charlie’s thought process is more ambiguous. R. Gatz’s voice in 

this section is distinct from Chbosky’s. Quinn uses expletives and a comically violent 

metaphor to express emotion while Charlie tends to state his feelings plainly: “I was very 

happy” (Chbosky 20-21). The contrast between the characters’ reactions demonstrates 

how the fan author has altered the protagonist. Quinn is concerned about what other 

people think of her and tries to carefully control her image, unlike Charlie, who is 

straightforward with his words and emotions. R. Gatz is able to focus on developing style 

and characters because they do not devote much effort to creating a plot that deviates 

significantly from the novel. From this point forward, the fan fiction moves away from 

the plot of the novel, but the voice becomes more similar to Chbosky’s. Not all fan fiction 

imitates a source text’s plot or style, but doing so can be a useful tool for novice writers 

as they improve their writing skills.   
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Beta Reading: Betas as Tutors 

 Popular on FFN as well as within other fan fiction archives, beta reading 

resembles the interaction between an author and an editor, but is modified to fit the needs 

and capabilities of the online fan fiction community. The descriptor beta specifically is 

tied to online fan fiction because its usage derives from software development; 

developers release new products to a third party for testing before their official, public 

release (Karpovich 173). Similarly, when an author has written a story, but before they 

post the story to FFN, they will often seek a beta reader (beta) to offer advice on a range 

of topics from spelling and grammar to plot and characterization. The beta replies with 

suggestions for improvement in the areas the author indicated. The author then revises the 

story based on those suggestions and posts the final draft on FFN. There are tensions 

within the community about what makes good writing, and therefore what the beta should 

give advice on. For instance, members of the site might say they want stories with 

exciting plots, but then fault a beta reader for not correcting every misplaced comma. 

Because the conversations between betas and authors are not made public, I rely on 

descriptions of the process on FFN as well as information from scholars who have 

studied beta reading more closely. It is also notable that there are not many fanfics in the 

Perks category that recognize a beta reader. The confessional and deeply personal mode 

of many of the stories could account for the lack of beta readers. An author writing about 

their own life may want the sympathy and encouragement reviewers often provide, but 

not the writing advice betas offer. If they are writing for catharsis, they are not 

necessarily concerned with readers’ reactions and likely would not seek out critiques. It 

could also be that because Perks has a relatively small fandom, there are lower 
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expectations for stories. In a fandom such as Harry Potter’s, the large number of fanfics 

makes readers more discerning about what they read; they can then pass over stories with 

poor grammar or spelling because there are so many others from which to choose. 

Though beta readers may not be common within the Perks fandom, they are an important 

part of online fan fiction. 

 There is a useful comparison to be made between beta readers and collegiate peer 

writing tutors. Such a comparison illuminates how beta readers help the authors they 

work with and the kind of collaborative learning both groups engage in. Kristina Busse 

and Karen Hellekson make a similar comparison: “the act of performing fandom parallels 

the act of performing academia. Both rely on dialogue, community, and intertextuality” 

(25). When considering beta readers specifically, it is more beneficial to narrow the 

comparison to a certain activity within academia, with peer writing tutors being the clear 

choice because of their interaction with writing. Beta reading and peer tutoring are 

comparable in function, but their differences are also informative. 

Beta readers are members of the community, often fellow fan fiction writers, who 

offer their help to authors voluntarily as a form of mentoring; in this way, the work beta 

readers do is comparable to that of a peer writing tutor at a collegiate writing center. 

Writing about peer tutoring, Kenneth A. Bruffee emphasizes the importance of 

collaboration and conversation in learning: 

Learning is an activity in which people work collaboratively to create 

knowledge among themselves by socially justifying belief. We create 

knowledge or justify belief collaboratively by cancelling each other’s 

biases and presuppositions… by joining larger, more experienced 



133 

 

communities of knowledgeable peers through assenting to those 

communities’ interests, values, language, and paradigms of perception and 

thought. (Bruffee 95-96) 

Bruffee’s explanation of learning is dependent upon conversations between members of 

discourse communities who work together to enlarge their understanding. Betas and 

authors talking together develop their understanding of the community, writing, or of a 

text. Collaboration is at the heart of the relationship between authors and betas. In 

following with the FFN community’s lack of a hierarchical system, beta readers and the 

author whose work they are editing have a relationship based upon mutual respect: they 

come to the editing process as knowledgeable peers, both more or less aware of the 

community’s interests, values, and language. An author is not required to accept any or 

all of a beta reader’s suggestions and the two may negotiate changes, in the same way an 

experienced writing tutor will work together with a student, and as Bruffee says, 

“[cancel] each other’s biases and presuppositions” (95). When a beta is more 

knowledgeable in a certain area than the author, the beta can explain the conventions of 

the Discourse to them, addressing rules that are otherwise unspoken. The author also has 

the opportunity to defend their decisions and change the beta’s mind. Through the 

conversation and editing process, authors come to take ownership of their work by 

recognizing they make the final decisions regarding their texts. In the best case scenarios, 

the beta and author work together, each with their separate knowledge about the 

Discourse, to construct a more nuanced understanding of writing in the Discourse of FFN 

for both of them. 
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When a fan author takes the extra step to find and work with a beta reader, they 

are demonstrating that they care about their writing. It is not required for writers to get a 

beta reader, so those who do are actively seeking to improve their writing. In an essay 

about the purposes of writing centers, Stephen North finds that when writers go to the 

center for help, “they are genuinely, deeply engaged with their material, anxious to 

wrestle it into the best form they can” (443). North’s view is idealistic; not all students 

who go to the writing tutors are truly engaged with their work. Some students go 

begrudgingly after professors recommend they find help, desperately when their grade is 

on the line, or unadvisedly thinking the tutor will do their work for them. On FFN, where 

there are no assignments or grades, the writers who seek out a beta’s help are engaged 

with their writing and looking to improve it. They are motivated to present the best work 

they can to the community. When writers are engaged with their material, as they are 

likely to be if they are working on fan fiction, they are more willing to learn. Beta reading 

is one source of distributed mentoring that fan writers can use to learn about writing. 

 The beta reading method is a mashup of practices from the software development 

and publishing industries. Primarily based online and facilitated by the use of the internet 

and internet archives, it adopts the idea of editors and adapts the editing process for use 

on a different medium and in a different Discourse. Affordances of the internet allow 

authors and betas from around the world to work together simultaneously or 

asynchronously and for their typed conversations to be recorded. Meta-conversations 

about what it means to be a beta are also available online, making a definition of the role 

available to anyone to read and contribute to. 
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The informality of the system and resultant flexibility of guidelines surrounding it are 

natural extensions of the democratic Discourse based around hobbies. However, in an 

article exploring the role of beta readers in fan fiction communities, Angelina Karpovich 

indicates the existence of beta reading reveals that fan fiction is held to certain standards 

by the community:  

[T]he social expectation that a piece of fan fiction ought to be submitted 

for peer criticism before it is published online represents a distinct move 

toward the adoption of professional-level standards and an appreciation of 

fan fiction as not only a tribute to the original source material but also as a 

readable, grammatically correct, edited prose. (176) 

The beta reading process demonstrates the influence of the dominant Discourse of 

literature on FFN. There is an underlying desire among community members to value 

fanfic for its own merits which necessitates the implementation of processes designed to 

improve the intrinsic quality of the work (in this case, the clarity that comes from 

standard grammar). Authors who seek beta readers are holding their writing to higher 

standards and may think of it as literature, albeit in a broad sense. Unlike many Mary Sue 

writers who are mainly concerned with what the story does for them, these writers 

recognize the significance of appealing to an audience and work with a member of their 

audience (the beta reader) to attempt to understand readers’ perspectives.17 They also set 

higher standards for themselves, trying to improve not only a single piece, but their 

writing in general. 

                                                
17 I do not mean to suggest that Mary Sue writers never work with beta readers. Some writers 

who create a Mary Sue character may simply be inexperienced and therefore unaware of FFN 

readers’ preferences. In such instances, the Mary Sue writers may care about the readers’ 

opinions, but be uninformed about what those opinions are likely to be.  
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In order to look more closely at what it is beta readers do to help writers, one can 

examine meta-documents that describe the process. A fan fiction writer on FFN 

interested in becoming a beta reader or finding a beta reader need only search “beta 

reader” in the FFN forums to find an abundance of resources created by experienced 

members with instructions for how to find a beta or become one. A forum post entitled 

“Become a Beta Reader Here!” posted by NoLongerWriting-AbandonedAccou (the 

username is a message to other users that the account holder is no longer active on the 

site) outlines rules that beta readers are “required” to follow: 

1. Have the time to spare in order to help an author with the BETA 

reviewing of their story. You have a one week to respond to their request 

with either a yes you can or no you can't. Try to meet the deadline of the 

author, the minimum of time you have to read and review their work is 

one week. If you need more time to review their work and fix for errors, 

you need to let them know. 

2. Respect your position as a Beta Reader. You are trying to improve the 

author and their work, not insult them. Offer ideas but realize you are 

there to correct grammar, detail and description improvement, not their 

creative license. 

2. You have to have proper grammar skills. 

3. You have to be ready to offer advice to help a writer improve. Do not 

ignore them, remember, you are signing up to help. 

4. You have to make notes on what you corrected for the author so that 

they can see what they did wrong in hope they can learn and not do it 
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again. Nothing fancy but try and help them improve as authors so you can 

eventually move on to help other authors advance in their skills. 

Because the relationship between betas and authors is informal and voluntary, neither 

party is obligated to do anything for the other; these rules function more as strong 

suggestions to enhance the working relationship between the two parties than 

requirements. This forum post is one of many that describes beta-author relationships and 

is by no means official. It does have over 380 posts, lending it weight in the community 

because it has been read by so many users. The editorial missteps in the post—such as the 

inclusion of two rules marked “2,” inconsistent capitalization, and comma splices—could 

be accounted for by the informality of the forums. They also highlight the usefulness of 

having someone else read over writing before it is posted; a second reader might have 

noticed these mistakes and helped the author to correct them. 

These rules point out responsibilities beta readers have: they should have time to 

do the work they commit to doing, communicate with authors about their progress, and 

have an above-average knowledge of grammar. The overall role of the beta reader is to 

help the author, emphasized in the above rules through repetition of the phrase. Ideally, 

beta readers do not only correct spelling or improve a single work, but also aim to make 

the author a better writer overall. According to North, writing centers share that purpose: 

“in a writing center the object is to make sure that writers, and not necessarily their texts, 

are what get changed by instruction” (438). Beta readers—like peer tutors—offer advice 

and make notes explaining their corrections. Betas are thus positioned as more 

experienced members with expert knowledge about specific areas of the Discourse of 

FFN and writing who can help less experienced members to acquire the Discourse. These 
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rules imply that only new members need beta readers and once beta readers have done 

their job properly, the author will no longer need assistance (see rule 4, above). This idea 

runs counter to the idea of peer tutors; writing centers accept that all writers need to share 

their writing with others to improve it. Writing tutors also encourage writers to take 

ownership of their writing—not to do everything themselves, but rather to know when 

they need to ask for help. Not all members share the view that authors outgrow the need 

for a beta, but it is expected that an author’s grasp of basic writing mechanics—the most 

obvious flaws betas fix—will improve as they continue to post to the site. 

For all their lofty aspirations to make better writers, beta readers more commonly 

focus on correcting spelling and grammar in a single text. According to these rules, beta 

readers can help with higher order concerns, such as organization and clarity, but their 

main objective is to address lower order concerns, such as grammar. This focus on the 

mechanics of writing seems opposed to the objective of making the author a better writer 

overall. It is exactly the idea that writing tutors should focus on fixing mechanical errors 

that North criticizes in his “The Idea of a Writing Center.” Peer tutors “look beyond or 

through that particular project” to address “the process by which it is produced” (North 

438). Beta readers’ goals are much more short-sighted; as much as they would like to 

help the writer improve overall, they must focus specifically on the text at hand to help 

the author make it as technically correct as possible because that is what they are 

expected to do. If a beta reader offers too many suggestions about organization, 

development, or clarity, the author may think the beta is infringing on their creative 

license and take offense. Novice writers may not see that their organization or 

development does not make sense to their audience, especially if they have striven to 
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create a specific effect by organizing and developing the story in a specific way. Because 

they can create tension and disagreement between betas and authors about creative 

license, numerous suggestions of this type are generally discouraged in texts about beta 

reading. Authors and readers alike expect beta readers to make a fanfic technically 

perfect and may blame them for not correcting every grammatical mistake. Betas’ 

apparent prioritization of lower order concerns before higher could contribute to the 

surplus of ill-conceived fanfics on FFN, but it is the author who ultimately bears 

responsibility for the story as it is posted under their name. 

Authors have obligations to their beta readers; they must follow certain guidelines 

to satisfy the beta. For instance, the first rule states that authors give their betas a 

minimum of one week to read the story. The most important obligation authors have to 

beta readers is the public acknowledgement of the help betas gave them. At the end of the 

forum post, the writer adds: “All Beta Readers are required to have a shout out for every 

chapter they helped edit. If the Author does not give the Beta a shout out, they can refuse 

to help the author any further” (NoLongerWriting-AbandonedAccou). Again, these rules 

are not binding, though the language the writer uses suggests otherwise; they are akin to 

guidelines for fair play. It is the author’s name that is ultimately associated with the story; 

they have total control over when and in what form it is posted. It is up to the author to 

include an acknowledgement or thanks to the beta reader for their help in order for the 

beta to receive credit. Ignoring the contribution of beta readers who may invest hours of 

their time into helping an author improve a story is seen as disrespectful and offensive to 

the beta. Because the relationship between an author and a beta is purely voluntary and 

based on a relationship of mutual respect, either party can end their working relationship 



140 

 

whenever they want. The significance of the shout-out to the beta reader illustrates the 

overarching emphasis the community places on collaboration. 

To say that the community considers beta readers to be as responsible for the 

story as the author may be overstepping. Karpovich says that “the combination of the 

thanks and the usual spatial proximity of the beta reader’s name to the title of the story is 

a subtle indicator of the prominence that the community invests in the role of the beta 

readers within the overall process of creating fan fiction” (175). Generally located in the 

summary of a story just below the author’s name and title, the beta reader’s name is 

easily noticeable to all readers. She assumes the community views the beta reader as a 

prominent collaborator in the creation of the story rather than someone who merely 

corrects spelling. Betas, as more experienced members of the community, bolster the 

reputation of new authors because the inclusion of their names implies that they have 

approved the work (Karpovich 181), even if they have not. In turn, the reputation of the 

beta hinges upon the quality of the story. It is perhaps because the beta’s reputation is 

linked to stories they work on that they are so focused on making those stories as 

technically correct as possible, unlike peer tutors, who are not acknowledged and have no 

stake in the finished product. The beta reader is liable, in the view of the audience, not for 

the quality of the narrative elements of a story, but for the perfection of its mechanical 

aspects. The beta reading process is intended to help new members learn to write on FFN, 

but can also be beneficial to the beta reader if they do more than correct spelling and 

grammar. Betas may ask questions about characterization, plot development, or 

description to help a writer think more deeply about their choices. Like students and peer 
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tutors, authors and betas can construct knowledge about writing in the Discourse 

together. 

 

Distributed Mentoring through Reviews 

Once a story is posted to FFN, readers may review the story, and thereby also 

participate in the author’s distributed mentoring as their reviews refine the author’s 

knowledge of the Discourse. The site considers the best reviews to be specific and 

detailed about what readers liked and disliked because this type of review is the most 

helpful to an author looking to improve their writing. Some reviewers may take on the 

role of critic, lauding or condemning the author or work without intent to help the author 

improve. Positive yet unspecific reviews are permitted, perhaps because they can still be 

of use to a writer: “Even numerous shallow positive reviews can show authors 

collectively that they are on the right track” (Campbell et al. 8). Within the Discourse, a 

short review saying “I liked this chapter,” is an indicator that the fan author has done 

something right, and provides positive reinforcement for them to continue writing in that 

manner. Negative critiques that do not point to any specific flaw that may be improved 

upon are wholly unhelpful and their writers are vilified for flaming. In an FAQ thread 

title “Reporting someone, how long does it take,”18 user jenniferlovvrence encourages 

another user to ignore bad reviews: 

There's a lot of terrible reviewers on this site, but don't take those to heart. 

Read and trust the reviews that you think will honestly IMPROVE your 

                                                
18 It is important to note that this comment is in a thread about reporting users for abuse, 

including flaming, so the users reading and posting in the thread more than likely have experience 

with someone flaming their work—which could lead them to believe there are more instances of 

flaming on the site than there actually are. 
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writing. I've gotten bad reviews (similar to the one you got) before, but I 

just ignore them. Unless they have a specific reason why, their review 

means absolutely NOTHING. So don't let it hold you back :) 

Jenniferlovvrence builds a connection to the other user by relating her similar experience 

and sharing how she reacted in that scenario. Her comment also emphasizes the 

importance of the author improving her writing through the feedback from reviewers. She 

constructs criteria for a good review through contrast with bad review’s characteristics; 

good reviews are specific and help authors improve their writing. Jenniferlovvrence’s 

comment helps the other user to acquire the Discourse by modeling correct behavior—

ignoring bad reviews—and affectionately encouraging other users to do the same. 

This section will focus on those instances wherein distributed mentoring through 

reviews on Perks fanfic aims to teach writers about writing. The practice of helping 

others improve their writing is embedded within the Discourse of FFN. While some of 

the advice from reviews may be applicable to writing outside of the fanfic space, the 

reviewers intend to specifically help the writers to create better fan fiction. Reviewers are 

looking at the stories in the context of the fan fiction website, supposing it was written by 

a fan for other fans to read. Their responses to stories are informed by their ideas about 

what makes good fan fiction as well as their expectations for quality literature. If fan 

readers consider what they are reading to be literature—or striving to be literature—they 

will expect proper spelling and grammar in conjunction with conventions specific to the 

fan fiction genre, such as reference to the canon. 

 To explore the criteria reviewers use, I examined the Perks fanfic with the most 

reviews. The following reviews are all from the story “Years later” by 
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WallflowerWeasley, and demonstrate varying responses and levels of mentoring. The 

story has an impressive thirty-four chapters, over 75,000 words, and 186 reviews which 

are distributed among the chapters. Reviews are displayed in a thread that sorts them 

chronologically, newest first, regardless of what chapter they review. The chapter they 

refer to is automatically listed by the website after the date at the beginning of the review. 

I have grouped these reviews into four general categories: requests for updates, emotional 

reactions, suggestions about what the author should do next, and constructive criticism. 

These general reactions are found alone and combined with others—an emotional 

reaction often precedes a request that the author write more. There is a distinct lack of 

flame reviews on this fic, which demonstrates the tendency of the FFN community to 

respond constructively. There is a tacit agreement within the Discourse that reviewers 

should be polite even as they provide critique, forming a culture that nurtures writers. It is 

possible that some reviews were personal attacks but those comments were reported by 

readers and removed by moderators. In this case, the community would have effectively 

policed itself to leave only positive and constructive reviews on the page. How useful 

each review is to the author varies, but it is the collection of reviews overall that 

influence the author most. 

 User Not-What-It-Looks-Like continually reviewed “Years later” as the chapters 

progressed, evaluating the chapters and suggesting improvements for the future—serving 

as a consistent mentor for WallflowerWeasley. Not-What-It-Looks-Like had written three 

Perks stories in April of 2013, the last of which became popular with fifty favorites and 

over one hundred follows. In late April and May of that year, the writer began providing 

constructive criticism on “Years later” in the reviews section. By that time, Not-What-It-
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Looks-Like was experienced in writing Perks fanfic and relatively successful at doing so. 

Perhaps their recent success and experience with the canon motivated them to reach out 

with the intent to mentor WallflowerWeasley, who had written only one previous Perks 

fanfic which earned nineteen favorites and seventeen follows. Whatever their motivation, 

Not-What-It-Looks-Like consistently provided feedback on “Years later” that mixed 

criticism with encouragement. On Chapter Four of “Years later,” they provided 

characterization advice: “I think calling it ‘made out’ at the end though was too 

unCharlie. Also, I'm not sure the whole conversation about asking is accurate…” (Not-

What-It-Looks-Like). The reviewer uses the fan fiction specific criterion of accurately 

referencing the canon text and their own interpretation of Charlie to form the basis for 

this critique, heavily emphasizing the necessity of conforming to the genre. This 

evaluation is qualified by the reviewer’s use of “I think” and “I’m not sure” in order to 

express that the reviewer does not claim any authority over the text and so they do not 

sound demanding. It is quickly followed by encouragement: 

I'm not trying to pick apart your chapter, because I do think it was good 

and you accomplished your goal of getting them together. It's just a few 

ideas that you could maybe call into play later or tweak or something. 

Anyway —Looking forward to the next update! (Not-What-It-Looks-Like) 

Remaining positive overall, Not-What-It-Looks-Like reassures WallflowerWeasley that 

they enjoy the chapter (“I do think it was good and you accomplished your goal”) and 

will continue reading the story as it progresses (“looking forward to the next update!”), 

but also suggests that the author keep their feedback in mind as they continue the story. 

Once again, the language frames it as friendly suggestion; they are “just a few ideas” that 
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the author “could maybe call into play later...or something.” Not-What-It-Looks-Like also 

comments on the fifth and seventh chapters in a nearly identical manner: critiques of 

characterization and plot points phrased as advice to a peer followed by compliments. 

Although Not-What-It-Looks-Like might have been motivated to critique the story 

because they perceived themselves to be in a comparatively more authoritative position, 

their reviews are always phrased as suggestions, in following with the Discourse’s 

convention of treating all members as peers and the spirit of camaraderie the site fosters. 

Not-What-It-Looks-Like’s reviews are specific and have the obvious intent of helping the 

writer, and therefore fit the Discourse’s definition of good reviews. Other reviews on 

“Years later” may be acceptable to the community, but Not-What-It-Looks-Like’s reviews 

are some of the most constructive. 

Many other users post reviews of the story and thereby participate in the 

distributed mentoring of WallflowerWeasley, but reviewers’ differing understanding of 

the Discourse leads to discordant recommendations for the author. Questions of how 

much fan fiction writers should try to imitate the author of the source text and what the 

end goal of that imitation should be plagues the Discourse overall and the reviews in 

microcosm. On Chapter Twenty-Two of “Years later” a reviewer called The Owlish 

Olympian wrote that the chapter was, “[w]ritten like the real book. Enough said. :D” The 

emoticon indicates that The Owlish Olympian is happy about the chapter and wants their 

review to be read as a positive note to the author. For this reviewer, “written like the real 

book” obviously should be read as a compliment, so that they do not even have to write a 

full sentence to explain. The reviewer’s inclusion of the emoticon at the end could simply 

be an emotional reaction to the chapter, but it may also signal that The Owlish Olympian 
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felt the need to clarify the tone the review was trying to convey. Their use of the phrase 

“real book” indicates that they view fanfic as separate from literature; published books 

are “real” and fan fiction is just practice or play. In The Owlish Olympian’s view, 

WallflowerWeasley’s imitation of Chbosky allowed the story to be a successful 

performance of almost “real” writing. By contrast, 2InfinityBeyond writes a rather 

scathing review of Chapter Eight, criticizing the story for being too close to Chbosky’s: 

Too many quotes. If I wanted to read Perks I would have picked up my 

copy of the book. That's not what I'm here for. And it sounded more like 

Charlie's POV then Sam's. it was like from rereading the book you caught 

some of Chobsky's stylistic tools. You lost the voice you'd built for Sam. I 

didn't like it. I think you really fell off the wagon with this chapter. 

WallflowerWeasley does quote heavily from Chbosky’s text because in the universe of 

“Years later,” Charlie wrote The Perks of Being a Wallflower. In the eighth and ninth 

chapters of the fanfic, Sam is reading the novel for the first time and reacting; the 

majority of these two chapters is exact reproductions of parts of Chbosky’s novel and 

then a line or two written by WallflowerWeasley from Sam’s point of view. 

2InfinityBeyond makes clear that they are disappointed by Chapter Eight: “I didn’t like 

it.” They are not as direct about what exactly they would like, merely saying that they 

were not looking to reread Chbosky’s novel. They even criticize WallflowerWeasley for 

“[catching] some of Chobsky’s stylistic tools” as if they were a disease, indicating that 

they disliked the fan author’s imitation. It is the next sentence that is the most telling: 

“You lost the voice you'd built for Sam” (2InfinityBeyond). As a reader, 2InfinityBeyond 

liked the voice WallflowerWeasley created for Sam, so when the fan author’s voice 
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became overly imitative of Chbosky, their own work was lost. For 2InfinityBeyond, the 

ultimate purpose of imitation is to help fan writers develop their own work, not to make 

them exactly like other authors; by creating a unique voice for Sam’s perspective in 

previous chapters, WallflowerWeasley had developed past the point of needing 

Chbosky’s help to write Sam’s character. While The Owlish Olympian’s review defined 

success as being like the novel, 2InfinityBeyond’s review suggests that a fanfic being like 

the novel is only the jumping off point and that success comes when fan authors can write 

well without depending on another author’s style. The two reviewers have fundamentally 

different understandings of the Discourse’s values because they have different 

perspectives about what fan fiction should do—a conflict echoed in discussions about 

beta reading, Mary Sues, and fan author motivations.  

Because reviewers have disparate understandings of the Discourse, there can be 

no objective review of fanfic or even one with which all readers would agree. In Peter 

Elbow’s concept of the teacherless writing classroom, his guidelines for what makes 

appropriate feedback from peers are applicable to FFN reviews. The website overall can 

be seen to function as a teacherless classroom, or at least an environment wherein the role 

of teacher is distributed and flexible, because the members are peers who have varying 

levels of experience in different areas. Elbow decries feedback that he calls “subjective 

bullshit”: “Don’t talk to me about good writing and bad writing. No one knows… Give 

me some first-hand data I can trust, not a lot of second-hand conclusions based on hidden 

data and false hypotheses” (141). Instead, he wants to hear “how you were reacting and 

what you were seeing and where” (emphasis original, Elbow 141). Reviewers who claim 

a story is good or bad pretend to have authority over a “correct” interpretation of a text, 
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but in reality their views are only subjective. The description of a personal reaction to 

stories is what is useful to young learners, particularly in the online space, because it 

allows them to see the effect their story has on various readers. Because there is no 

prompt fan authors are working from and readers do not know the author’s intentions for 

the piece, they cannot objectively judge whether the story is successful or not—there are 

no universal criteria by which to judge it. Therefore, readers can only respond with their 

personal reactions to a story and let the authors judge for themselves if they have 

achieved their goals. The community has internalized this logic, likely subconsciously, so 

that the most frequent responses to stories are emotional reactions. Even critiques are 

carefully phrased as personal reactions, making heavy use of “I think” statements, as 

2InfinityBeyond and Not-What-It-Looks-Like’s reviews demonstrate. Through the 

aggregate responses and personal opinions, fan authors can decide for themselves what 

works and what does not work. 

 

Fan Author Response 

 It is the responsibility of the fan author to consolidate the opinions of their 

reviewers and distill the most valuable information from a large number of reviews—

which may be conflicting—that distributed mentoring can yield. Not all authors 

participate in this process; sometimes the author’s and readers’ views are too different to 

be reconciled or the author does not care enough to do so. The majority of authors, 

however, welcome feedback and the chance to improve their writing. WallflowerWeasley, 

in “Years later,” often adds author’s notes in bold font at the beginning or end of the 

chapters responding to reviewers and asking for more reviews. At the beginning of 
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Chapter Five, the author’s note says, “[an] amazing person (you know who you are) made 

me realize that I had left many holes in the story, and I will fill them up in this author's 

note” (WallflowerWeasley). They go on to address critiques Not-What-It-Looks-Like had 

written in reviews on previous chapters. Not-What-It-Looks-Like’s polite approach to 

bringing up plot holes earned them the author’s gratitude and the descriptor “amazing.” 

Though WallflowerWeasley backtracks the story to fill in some of the plot holes, they 

also stand their ground against Not-What-It-Looks-Like’s complaint that using the phrase 

“made out” was unlike Charlie’s character in the novel. They justify their use of the 

phrase by explaining that in the story, “Charlie is twenty four years old, and he's 

obviously matured since his freshman year, so the way he looks at things and the way he 

talks and thinks has changed” (WallflowerWeasley). With this explanation, 

WallflowerWeasley asserts creative control over the story and reaffirms their status as a 

fan: the Charlie they present is different than Chbosky’s because of how they imagine he 

changed over time, not because they are unfamiliar with the canon. The premise that 

“made out” is more mature than “kissed”—a word Charlie uses in the novel—may be 

flawed, but the comment illustrates a moment of synthesis between the author’s 

reasoning and a reader’s recommendation. 

WallflowerWeasley’s reaction to 2InfinintyBeyond’s comment on the eighth 

chapter is notable by its absence. The author’s note to the sixth chapter addresses six 

reviewers by name—including 2InfinityBeyond and Not-What-It-Looks-Like—to respond 

to their input, thank them for their help, and encourage them to continue to review the 

story. By the ninth chapter, they say only, “I really have nothing to say in this author's 

note, except, thank you for the reviews! I'm so glad ya'll like my writing as much as you 
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do. And thanks to all my critics too! You made my writing better!” (WallflowerWeasley). 

Although they thank reviewers for their critiques and credits them with helping improve 

their writing, they ignore 2InfinityBeyond’s recommendation to use fewer quotes from 

Perks—the chapter follows the same format as the previous one. While 2InfinityBeyond’s 

comment on the eighth chapter was exceedingly negative, WallflowerWeasley also 

received four positive reviews on the same chapter. Reviewer SunDanceQT wrote a 

comment that could be understood as contradicting 2InfinityBeyond’s: “Ack! I'm crying! 

I love Sam's thoughts as she's reading the book. Good job.” This reviewer responds 

emotionally with an interjection and description of a physical emotional reaction. She is 

also evaluative, telling the author that they have done a good job. She even specifies that 

she “loves” Sam’s reactions as she reads Perks. The number and intensity—SunDanceQT 

“loves” the chapter while 2InfinityBeyond merely “didn’t like it”—of reviews play into 

the author’s decision to continue writing the next chapter with a substantial amount of 

quotes from the novel. From the author’s point of view, the four positive reviews 

outweigh the one critique. 

WallflowerWeasley writes author’s notes that demonstrate their reflection on their 

own work in collaboration with the input from various reviewers which effectively 

improves their writing. Kathleen Blake Yancey argues that “through reflection, students 

learn to know their work, to like it, to critique it, to revise it, to start anew” (“Reflective 

Texts” 201). WallflowerWeasley, through reading reviews, came to reflect on her work. 

They critiqued it by noting inconsistencies in their own text, they revised it by creating a 

scene in the next chapter that filled in plot holes, and they liked it when they defended 

their choices to critics. The reviews they received enabled them to look back on the 
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chapters with some distance, incorporating different perspectives. As a result, they 

worked to improve the texts and be more involved in the writing process, rather than 

simply creating them and dumping them into the archive. The review function and 

etiquette surrounding its use on FFN facilitated WallflowerWeasley’s growth as a writer 

by encouraging them to reflect on their writing. WallflowerWeasley’s case is only one of 

many instances wherein an author reflects on their work in conjunction with feedback 

from reviewers; I have described it at length because their extensive author’s notes make 

visible the reflection and negotiation many authors engage in as they revisit their fanfics 

and read reviews. 

 

English Language Learners 

 The same systems that help novice writers hone their craft on FFN—beta reading, 

reviews, and author’s note reflections—are also leveraged by writers composing in a 

second language to help them improve their skills. Young writers who are learning 

English as a second language from nearly anywhere in the world can interact with native 

English speakers on FFN virtually whenever they want to practice their literacy skills. On 

FFN, all users are teachers and learners at various times and in various places. This 

means that English language learners can practice their composing in English and help 

others with knowledge of canon material, familiarity with other cultures, or other skills 

they might possess. Rebecca W. Black, in her study of English language learners on FFN, 

writes about a girl named Nanako and the multiple roles she plays on the site: 

The affordances of online communication allow her to publicly present her 

writing as a means of discovering and problem-solving English language-
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related issues, while at the same time displaying her expert knowledge as a 

multilingual speaker and as a fan. (117) 

Nanako can seek out solutions to any problems she may be having with English and 

provide solutions to problems other writers might be having. She is not always in the 

position of needing help, so her capability is emphasized. With access to all of the same 

resources as other writers, nonnative English speakers are empowered to participate in 

the online space in ways that they may not be able to in the classroom. Online, they are 

peers with all of the other writers on the site and not relegated to remedial writing. 

Instead of practicing grammar drills, they can compose stories and write in forums as 

much as any other member. They work with native speakers, using language more 

frequently and spontaneously. These uses of language are more meaningful to writers, 

increasing their potential to inspire effort and be more effective ways to learn. 

The collaboration of the community would help to improve nonnative English 

speakers’ writing in the same way it helps novice writers: through practice. A beta reader 

could be of great help to the author for correcting grammatical and syntactical errors and 

pointing out patterns of mistakes as well as how to avoid them. Reviewers would write 

about their reactions to the story, allowing the author to revisit and reflect on the work. 

The most important practice is just to write. Peter Elbow suggests that should nonnative 

English writers or writers who speak a dialect of English, “want to get good at standard 

English themselves, it will be much easier when they are fluent writers and know what it 

is to wield some power with words, than when they are badly intimidated by the very 

attempt to write” (138). Even if at first their writing is riddled with spelling or 

grammatical errors, English language learners should persevere and write something to 
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break down the psychological barriers preventing them from beginning. FanFiction.Net, 

with its acceptance of writers at all levels and determination to help them improve, can 

function as an unintimidating space for all writers to practice writing. 

Native English speakers can also improve their language skills through practicing 

writing in contexts that are important to them, such as writing fan fiction or letters to a 

friend. Charlie, in Perks, becomes a better writer through practice. He enthusiastically 

reports that his English grade is improving, but admits he is not sure why: “I don’t know 

what I did differently from the other papers. [My teacher] told me that my sense of 

language is improving along with my sentence structure. I think it’s great that I could be 

improving on these things without noticing” (Chbosky 46). At this point in the novel, he 

has voluntarily written many papers for his teacher and letters to his friend which 

provides him opportunities to practice writing, even if he does not notice. However, he 

also consciously incorporates feedback he gets from his teacher into his letter writing: 

“he said that I run my sentences together. I am trying now to practice not to do that. He 

also said that I should use vocabulary words that I learn in class like ‘corpulent’ and 

‘jaundice’” (Chbosky 14). The sentences in this letter are indeed shorter than in his 

earlier letters. Later on in the same letter, he writes, “Aunt Helen was ‘corpulent.’ Hey, I 

did it!” (Chbosky 16). Charlie sets off his vocabulary word in quotation marks to 

emphasize it and notes his success in incorporating the word into his letter. Charlie, like 

writers learning a second language and indeed all writers, is able to improve his writing 

skills by practicing and incorporating feedback he receives in an informal context.  
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Black sums up what fan writers learn by creating fan fiction nicely: 

Through their online interactions, both native and nonnative English 

speakers alike are learning to use multiple languages, social discourses, 

school-based forms of writing, as well as knowledge of popular culture, in 

socially and linguistically appropriate ways. (96) 

The worlds of popular culture and school-based learning, social Discourses and primary 

Discourses come together online when an author writes fanfic on FFN. Processes such as 

imitating writing, editing, revising, and reflecting are alive and well on FFN, as literacy 

develops alongside social and technological skills, instead of in a more traditional, 

sequential fashion (Yancey, Writing 6). Young adults learn about writing and socializing 

through practice and with the help of others. Writing fan fiction is all the more powerful 

as a teaching mechanism because it is informal, collaborative, and done for fun. Yancey 

writes, “we humans have experienced an impulse to write; we have found the materials to 

write; we have endured the labor of composition; we have understood that writing offers 

new possibility and a unique agency” (Writing 1). Writing can be a complicated, labor 

intensive process, but people nevertheless are driven to write and do it well because it is 

rewarding.  
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis took an interdisciplinary approach to studying fan fiction and the 

discourse community of FanFiction.Net in order to illuminate the ways in which writing 

fan fiction helps its young adult members learn about themselves, others, and writing. 

Psychology, sociology, neurobiology, education, and writing studies are all disciplines 

that can offer insight into how an individual is inspired by reading to join a group that in 

turn inspires writing and more reading. Members come to the site with a variety of 

intentions; some are actively looking to learn about writing, some want to keep reading 

about a text they love, others seek the companionship that comes from belonging to a 

community of like-minded individuals. Participants are apprenticed into the Discourse of 

FFN, learn how to socialize with other members, and learn to write fan fiction the 

community enjoys through distributed mentoring. The FFN website enables new 

members to be taught by the collective actions of the many members. The archived 

collection of fanfics and their reviews provide models of behavior new members can 

emulate and use to infer the norms of the Discourse. The forums and beta reading process 

provide space for members to ask their questions and receive straightforward answers 

that explain the invisible workings of the site. Each member learns about the Discourse 

through a unique combination of these sources, depending on their interests and activity 

on the site. 

For many young adults, the benefits of writing fan fiction extend beyond the 

internet in terms of their personal growth. Members of any age can be affected in a 

similar manner, but adolescents, who make up the majority of the site’s members, tend to 

engage in identity formation more often than older individuals who may have a more 
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concrete understanding of themselves. Fan writers can learn about themselves, rehearse 

various roles and scenarios, and practice interacting with other people by participating on 

FFN. Their experimentation is facilitated by the moratorium on real-life consequences 

using the internet and writing exploratory narratives. The imaginative processes of 

envisionment, embodiment, and empathy provoked by reading and writing can assist 

them in understanding themselves and others’ perspectives. 

The experience of participating in the FFN Discourse alone is not enough to 

change one’s behavior. People still must make choices about how they want to present 

themselves and act around others. Therefore, role rehearsal on FFN can be ineffective if 

the person does not decide to carry out a favorable behavior in their real life. The benefit 

of this decision-making process is that reading or writing about risky or antisocial 

behavior will not directly cause people to act in that way. Participating on FFN could 

become addicting if one does not monitor oneself, especially for more introverted 

members who are uncomfortable interacting in person. While it fills a need for 

socialization, it also may become an unhealthy obsession. Any pleasurable activity poses 

this risk. For many members, the activities and dialogs they engage in are a good use of 

their time because they can learn so much.  

Mary Sue stories demonstrate that not all members of the site have the same 

values. Differences in opinion are beneficial when they create conversations that deepen 

understanding; they can stem from personal preferences and differing experiences. 

Distributed mentoring, by its nature, spreads the apprenticing of new members to the 

group so that no one individual is solely responsible for teaching anyone else. The 

advantages of this system include allowing people to specialize, so that those with 
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superior grammatical skills can become beta readers and those with expert knowledge of 

the canon can inform people about the text; the presentation of multiple points of view 

for the new member to evaluate; and the ability to mentor many people at the same time. 

However, it also means that not all members learn the same concepts or learn them in the 

same order. Mary Sue stories can be the result of an author’s ignorance of the general 

disapproval with which they are usually met, or a purposeful break from the group. If an 

author values the catharsis or enjoyment they get from creating a Mary Sue character 

more than the popularity they could gain by writing a well-received story, they are free to 

disregard the community’s expectations. People write for a variety of reasons, and 

personal motivations are no less valid than any others. Readers on FFN, however, can 

perceive Mary Sue stories negatively when their expectations are at cross purposes with 

the author’s intentions. Writers of fan fiction do not always have their audience’s 

interests in mind as they write. 

Writing fan fiction on FFN, as opposed to writing privately, is valuable because it 

gives writers access to other people’s perspectives. Writing can be a solitary and isolating 

activity, but sharing one’s writing is beneficial because it makes the writer take a step 

back from their work and consider their audience. By posting a story on FFN, writers can 

get feedback and determine how other fans react to their story through the review 

function. If writers want more specific and detailed feedback or advice, they can have a 

beta reader read their story before they post it. They can collaborate with betas to 

improve their stories and their writing skills. Once fan writers get feedback on their 

stories, they have the opportunity to reflect on their work incorporating others’ 

viewpoints. These processes can help novice writers and writers learning a second 
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language to improve their skills through practice. Fan fiction also offers the opportunity 

for fans to practice writing by imitating professional authors. When fans write imitative 

fiction, they study the formal elements of writing—examining how it works so that they 

can copy it and make it their own. Fan fiction writers frequently use this technique which 

has been shown to improve writing.  

Studying The Perks of Being a Wallflower and fanfics about it on FFN provided 

me a way to focus my research. The novel engages with many of the same themes this 

thesis does, including fandom, participation, camaraderie, and writing for catharsis. It 

allowed me to study a fandom extensively and in depth, rather than many fandoms in a 

much more limited capacity. Patterns emerged in the fan fiction that are tied to the novel: 

many were in the epistolary form, many were personal confessions, and many explored 

the reality of teenage life. These patterns proved useful for me to study fan writers’ 

personal connections to their writing. However, they may not hold up when applied to 

other fandoms. Some of the claims I have presented may be applicable to fan fiction more 

generally, but others are products of the Perks fandom particularly. Because the 

differences between fandoms and between fan fiction archives are considerable, most 

studies of fan fiction have a similar problem with generalizability. 

Further research could be done on the Perks fandom or how writing fan fiction is 

beneficial for young adults. The fanfics could be studied psychologically, as many of 

them deal with intense emotions and experiences. Writing confessional fan fiction, which 

abounds in the Perks fandom, could be a mode of dealing with feelings such as guilt or 

grief. Investigating if and how writing slash fiction allows young adults to explore their 

identities would be fascinating, particularly through interviews with young slash writers. 
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Fandom and fan writing have changed over time as technology has changed; they will 

only continue to evolve in the future. 

My work has focused on the positive aspects of participating in writing fan fiction 

online. I wanted to highlight the good that can come of writing fan fiction because so 

many fan writers are ashamed or embarrassed to say they have written fan fiction. Within 

academia especially, fan fiction has a bad reputation that it does not deserve. Non-fans 

tend to see works similar to “My Immortal” with its laughable plot, questionable 

characters, and atrocious spelling (the main character’s name, Ebony, is frequently 

spelled Enoby) as representative of the whole. But the intricate processes that facilitate 

fan collaboration and learning and the positive environment fan fiction communities 

foster—which have a lot to offer educators—are often invisible to people outside of 

fandom. The ways in which fans engage with texts are passionate and creative; fan fiction 

is a visual representation of that engagement. Fans take risks by posting their stories 

online and opening them up for judgement. While there are a lot of poorly executed 

fanfics, they represent an effort someone has made to write and to share that writing, 

which is an admirable feat. Writing fan fiction and participating on FFN rewards fans 

who make that effort with opportunities to learn about their identity, interacting with 

others, and the risky yet rewarding writing process. 
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