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Abstract

The aim of this research was to carry out a psychotherapeutic investigation into the
experiences of fanfiction writers using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis and,
in doing so, explore their motivations for writing fanfiction, and the impact it has
had on them. Three semi-structured interviews were carried out with female
fanfiction writers who have been writing fanfiction for the past ten years. The
themes that emerged were how they use fanfiction as a way of working through
their issues; exploring their hidden self and aspects of their personality they’ve never
fully expressed; intimacy; and finally, the act of sublimation and escapism. The study
revealed that being involved in fanfiction can act as a way of sublimating, an
attempt to explore what is going on in the writer’s internal world in a creative way,
like a painter or musician would do. Seeing or writing about characters going
through similar difficulties to their own reassured the participants that they can get
through their difficulties by projecting their insecurities onto a particular character
and working it out through them, or they could escape into a world where they
avoid their own issues and concentrate on characters who do not share the same
hardship as them. Fanfiction is process orientated rather than outcome orientated,
with writers often not prioritising getting good feedback to eventually become a
published author, and tending to keep the fanfiction side of their lives very private
and separate from their offline lives, and vice versa.
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Chapter One: Introduction
1.1 Background and Context
Fanfiction refers to stories produced by fans based on plot and characters from single
source texts, or a ‘canon’ of official source material. Fanfiction can also be written
about real people, such as actors or musicians. These fan-created narratives often
take the original storyline in a new and sometimes unusual direction (B. Thomas,
2011).
Fanfiction can be categorised in a number of ways; for example, the ‘crossover’
which is the blending of ideas and characters from different works of fiction, and
‘slash’ which focuses on homosexual bonding between fictional characters
(particularly those originally written as straight), for example Kirk and Spock from
Star Trek (A. Lee, 2011).
A very common character archetype created by fanfiction writers is ‘Mary Sue’
(‘Marty Stu’ if male), a critical term for an unusually powerful or favoured character
of the author. However, it has been said that at some point, every fanfiction writer
has created a Mary Sue or Marty Stu (Jamison, 2013). They are often described as
being too perfect and very unrealistic (for example, very attractive and very
intelligent), and have a special relationship to the main character of the story. Some
psychoanalysts believe that this is may represent the authors own wish fulfilment
fantasy (Polo, 2014).
Fanfiction is commonly seen as something that came about during the dawn of the
internet, but it is much older than that – the Sherlock Holmes novels in the early 20th
century, and Star Trek TV series in the 1960s & ‘70s, both had particularly active
fanwriting communities (Jamison, 2013). Fanfiction remained an underground and
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marginalised activity until digital technology was widely available. This allowed
“fanficcers” to access communities of people with shared interests, where they could
publish and get immediate feedback on what they produced; it also challenged
boundaries between authors and readers, and between creation and interpretation (B.
Thomas, 2011).
People who are involved in fanfiction are usually part of a particular ‘fandom’. This
is a term used to refer to the collective fans of a series, hobby or books, for example,
the ‘Whedonverse’ – the collected body of work produced by Joss Whedon
(WiseGeek, 2013). Members of a fandom usually feel interconnected by their
common interest (WiseGeek, 2013). Fandoms are mostly found online, where
members can gather information, have conversations with fellow fans, or post
artwork and writing in community forums. Most members of a fandom community
never meet in person, nor do they communicate on public social media sites, they
prefer to keep their relationship with other fans online using private fanfiction sites
(WiseGeek, 2013).
There has been very little psychotherapeutic research into the area of fanfiction, and
why individuals might find it appealing to get involved in it, and to imagine a
fictional relationship between characters or change events that happened in the
series. It has been suggested that fanfiction authors can get emotionally involved
with fictional characters as a way of avoiding elements of their own lives, or to
explore specific issues of their own (Hsu, 2012).
Fanfiction has a somewhat negative public reputation as being a hobby for
maladjusted teenagers; for example, a 2014 article in the Journal newspaper frames it
as a ‘moral panic’ afflicting the youth of today, costing them their private lives and
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stunting social and developmental skills (Downes, 2014). As a reaction to
stereotypes like this, a lot of fanfiction writers remain anonymous. Mainstream
insights such as Downes’ article often fail to explore the positive uses of fanfiction
or make a serious attempt to discover what fanfic writers get out of the activity.
‘TheGreenIrene’ is a renowned fanfiction author and a professor of English whose
main contribution to the fanfiction world was her essay, ‘The Gender Politics of
Sherlock Fandom’, about fanfiction that focuses on non-consensual contact, and how
it has changed her life. ‘Irene’ (whose alias refers to a Sherlock character) wrote
about her experience of abuse when she was four years old by a man in her
neighbourhood. She stated that she doesn’t remember being penetrated by this man,
but she was terrified of him. Allegations were made about this man by her
classmates, and she remembers her teacher telling her parents that she was
masturbating during nap time. Her parents figured she had been abused by this man,
so she was examined by a paediatrician who told her parents that it looked like she
had been abused. Irene remembers her parents telling her that she shouldn’t ‘rub’ as
it is bad. From this she drew the conclusion that masturbation was bad, her genitals
were bad, something bad had happened to her, and people could tell by looking at
her body (TheGreenIrene, 2014).
Irene wrote about how she became fixated on dark imagery, and fixated on bondage
themes in children’s films such as Jasmine been chained up by Jafar in Aladdin, and
remembers acting these out in play; she recalls a memory where her mother found
her naked Barbie doll tied to a chair, which her mother had a negative reaction to,
adding to her shame. Irene was also confused by the idea of consensual sex, and felt
sex was always about power. She describes the time where she first grasped the
concept of consent, which was through a BDSM site. She writes that she came
3

across aspects of it such as safe words, consent and limits. She felt that this made her
realise that she could still have dark fantasies, but she had to apply boundaries to
them (TheGreenIrene, 2014).
“I read and write dark fic because even though I have been able to explore some of
my fantasies with partners, there are still things I fantasize about which would be
unconscionable or impossible to realize. And so the things I can’t, or shouldn’t, or
wouldn’t actually want to do in real life, I write about” (TheGreenIrene, 2014).
She states that fanfic offered her the possibility of writing scenes with no limits and
allowed her to explore her own inhibitions, adding that society frowns upon
exploring your inner darkness in a creative way, preferring that people should seek
professional help. The author’s therapist encouraged her to write fanfiction to help
heal her trauma, and helped her acknowledge that her fantasies are not a threat to
others, they are there and she believes it’s important to face them and not supress
them. She calls her fanfiction “rape-recovery fic”, and states that its use is to work
through her own experiences using the Sherlock Holmes character as a medium of
exploring and working through her trauma (TheGreenIrene, 2014).
With regards to psychotherapy and fanfiction, there is something to be said for using
characters or a story as a medium for working through issues, or exploring aspects of
ourselves that haven’t been fully expressed, such as confidence, assertiveness, and
more difficult emotions such as anger and sadness. A lot of fanfiction writers, and
members of role play groups, believe that being involved in this subculture has
allowed them to work through their own issues, some even reporting that it has
helped them with mental health issues such as anxiety (A. Jamison, 2013).
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This use of familiar fictional characters to provide an insight into difficult concepts
has a long history in academia going back to Freud and Jung, who referred to fairytale and mythological archetypes. More recently, Patricia Pender, a writer and
professor of women’s work in literature, wrote a book on feminist theory using
Buffy The Vampire Slayer to explore and explain aspects of feminist theory to her
students and readers. She chose the character of Buffy to explore third wave
feminism as it was relatable to most young women; to date, Buffy is still a popular
cult show, and a widely analysed text. Pender (2016) also covers topics such as
performing masculinity in a patriarchal world, which she felt the character of Buffy
captured perfectly, as she was integrating both her masculine and feminine traits by
playing the strong feminine heroine. Pender felt that by using Buffy to explain third
wave feminist theory, people were able to relate to it more, and understand it more
(P. Pender, 2016). In a similar way, fanfiction writers might be more comfortable
using fanfiction to work through their own issues, which could be a daunting process
if approached on its own terms.

5

1:2 Aims and Objectives
This qualitative study aims to look at the phenomenon of the online fanfiction
community, and determine:
•

To what extent they are using fanfiction as a way to emotionally regulate
themselves;

•

What, if any, psychological issues or aspects of their personality their writing
addresses;

•

Whether they are conscious of using fanfiction to work through issues in this
way

•

How does exploring issues specific to themselves impact on them?

6

Chapter Two: Literature Review
The focus of this literature review is to explore the existing literature on fanfiction,
and psychotherapeutic theories which explore some of the themes that are commonly
found in fanfiction. It will begin with Freud’s essay Beyond the Pleasure Principle
(1920), and the game of Fort -da, as a way of working through difficult issues. It will
also cover what Freud’s ideas on sublimation and what purpose it serves. Attachment
theory will also be briefly covered, and it will focus on insecure attachments and
how they manifest in adulthood. Jung’s exploration of the psyche, such as archetypes
and the process of individuation. Finally, published interviews with fanfiction
writers which cover what purpose it serves for them, and how being involved in the
community has shaped who they are, and how using fanfiction has allowed them to
explore hidden aspects of their psyche and work through difficult issues.
2:1 The Importance of Play
Freud’s essay Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) focuses on eighteen-month-old
Ernst who spoke a language only understood by his parents. Ernst was very attached
to his mother, and couldn’t tolerate it when she gone. Freud wrote that Ernst would
pick up small objects and throw them away, and would search for it afterwards.
When Ernst did this he would say “o-o-o”, whilst looking surprised and satisfied. His
mother believed that this was not an interjection, but a representation of the German
word fort meaning gone. Freud (1920) soon realised that Ernst was playing a game,
and the only use he made of his toys was to play gone with them. Freud (1920)
describes watching a game that Ernst was playing. Ernst had a wooden reel with a
piece of string tied around it, but never thought to pull it along the floor behind him.
Instead, Ernst threw it into his cot, and would then shout ‘o-o-o’. He would then
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retrieve it from the cot, and would then shout ‘da’ which means ‘there’ (Freud,
1920).
Freud interpreted this game as being related to Ernst’s “cultural achievement -the
instinctual renunciation” (Freud 1920). Ernst had made this to allow his mother to go
away without protesting. Freud believed that Ernst was compensating himself by
staging the disappearance and return of small objects around him. Freud strongly
believed that the fort part of the game had its own function, and was constantly
repeated by Ernst (Freud, 1920). Freud believed that repeating these actions was a
way for Ernst to take an active role, when experiencing separation from his mother.
Ernst began to do the same thing in relation to his father, he would throw his toy and
shout, ”go to the front”, which would have been something he heard at the time his
absent father was ‘at the front’ – at the same time, Ernst was quite pleased that his
father was mostly away, so he could have his mother all to himself (Freud, 1920,
p.8).
Freud explores how children generally work through hostile impulses and thoughts,
by throwing away objects instead of people, as a way of dealing with their difficult
emotions. Freud believed that repetition also appeared in games children play; for
example, if a child underwent a medical procedure, they would probably create a
game around their experience the next time they play a game. If the child is playing
with a friend, they may put the child in the position that they were in the other day,
they may do this in a way to “avenge [themselves] on a substitute” (Freud, 1920,
p.8);
“We are therefore left in doubt as to whether the impulse to work over in the
mind some overpowering experience so as to make oneself master of it can
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find an expression as a primary event and independently of the pleasure
principle” (Freud, 1920, p.9).

2:2 Sublimation and the Process of Creativity
Freud (1920) believed that creativity is an element that prevents neurosis, by
sublimating unacceptable urges for more acceptable behaviours such as playing a
musical instrument, or writing instead of a symptom. Freud believed that to the artist
the creation itself is a wish fulfilment which was denied by reality principle or moral
codes. Freud claimed that artists used their work to project their unfulfilled
phantasies to the outside world, which he viewed as the artist’s ability to create and
not be overcome by neurosis, Freud stated that the artist can choose and make
changes to the unconscious material, to make it more acceptable to present to the
public (Drobot, 2016).
In Freud’s essay Leonardo Da Vinci And A Memory Of His Childhood (1910, cited
in D. Lewkowich, 2016), Freud suggests that through sublimating his sexual and
emotional life into the arts and scientific research, Da Vinci’s intense artistic and
instinctual passions express themselves quite passively. Lewkowich writes that
Freud was suggesting that Leonardo could connect the passion of the libidinal desire
and transform it into an obsession of research and knowledge. The author quotes
Freud’s interpretation of Da Vinci’s emotions: “His emotions were restrained and
subjected to the investigative drive. He never loved nor hated, but asked himself
about the provenance and significance of what he was supposed to love or hate”
(ibid). The author states that for Da Vinci it is not that the love has been withdrawn,
but the love was solely recognised as a love of knowledge. The author quotes Valdre
(2014), to further clarify this interpretation, “it transforms into something which will
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carry within itself traces of the sexual but which will no longer be sexual in its
expression” (Valdre, 2014, cited in D. Lewkowich, 2016, p.288).
Freud’s take on this w as, “the distraction of sexual energies from sexual goals, and
their redirection toward new goals, represents a significant gain for all cultural
achievements” (Freud, 1905, cited in D. Lekowich, 2016, p.289).
The author states that it is important to link sublimation conclusively to the field of
cultural experience, and it is also important to recognise that this capacity is not
confined to artists alone. The author gives the example of language acquisition in
early childhood, which he believes is the earliest form and most important aspect of
all sublimatory activities. When we begin to socialise, our sense of belonging
depends on symbolisation, such as using language and other ways which allows us to
express the unconscious to as certain extent, as the unconscious can never be fully
expressed (D. Lewkowich, 2016).
Freud (1910) eventually dissolved the difference between art and life, as the category
is not only meant to refer to the artists’ works, but the symbolic capacity, of which
language and art are but two examples,” sufficient to enable a participation in varies
realms of established and available culture” (Kaplan, 1993, cited in D. Lekowich,
p.289, 2016).
Harry Stack Sullivan (1953), defined sublimation as being an incomplete satisfaction
with social approval, with the individual is striving for more than just partial
satisfaction. As Sullivan states, the sublimated behaviour is rarely what we want for
ourselves, instead is an unintended by-product of our attempt to change our
behaviour (N. Dublin, 2009). Dublin gives the example of a person with anxiety
forcing themselves to be more social, by drinking to ease their symptoms of anxiety,
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as they see being socially anxious as not an option if they want to make friends and
connect with people. However, when an individual relies on alcohol before attending
social gatherings they are sublimating their urge to not socialise with willingness to
be more social, so long as they have alcohol to enable the transition into the social
situation, which will lead to alcohol dependency. Sullivan believed that when we
sublimate our desires properly, we do so in a way they we don’t cover up one bad
action with another bad action, but we replace it with another constructive action (N.
Dublin, 2009).
2:3 Attachment Theory
Attachment theory believes that human beings are born with inbuilt patterns of
behaviour, which promote and maintain the relationship. Gomez (1997) writes that
the basic human unit is a mother with her children, including fathering and siblings.
Our primary attachment figures constitute the ‘secure base’, which means we can
explore the world, knowing we have a secure base to return to. If there is no secure
base, we would be incredibly anxious, and would have a severe impact on our future
relationships (Gomez, 1997). Ainsworth (1978, cited in Gomez, 1997), a colleague
of John Bowlby, designed an observational procedure, which she carried out on one
year olds and their mothers. In this experiment, the baby and mother are playing,
then the mother suddenly leaves. The baby’s reactions are recorded to the mother
leaving, then being left with the stranger, then being totally alone, then reunited with
the mother. The relationships were then classed in three main categories; secure
attachment, insecure avoidant, and insecure ambivalent. Securely attached children
grow up to be adults who can regulate their emotions, and maintain healthy
relationships with others (Gomez, 1997).
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Insecure style occurs when a child has received inconsistent parenting, where the
care giver disregards their needs or was unable to tolerate difficult emotions in the
child. Adults with this attachment style, have difficulty trusting others and often
view others as being undependable (Gomez,1997). Insecure ambivalent style is
caused by parents being emotionally unavailable, and the child never experiences a
sense of security from the attachment figure. Insecure ambivalent adults are
compulsive caregivers, discomfort with anger, jealous and sensitive to rejection
(Gomez, 1997). Insecure attachment styles can be particularly difficult to work with,
so it is very important that the therapist is consistent and unambiguous with their
boundaries. The tasks for the therapy would be to identify and explore early losses,
and provide closure to the unresolved relationship. The goal is to form a healthy
attachment with their therapist, learn how to regulate their emotions, and then
forming and maintaining healthy relationships with others (Gomez, 1997).
2:4 Exploring the Psyche
In the Fairy Tale series (2014), Jungian psychoanalysts Murray Stein and John Hill
write about how Jung and Freud turn to fairy tales in order to explore the human
psyche, doing so by looking at the psychology and needs of the creators of these
stories, or by examining the characters created by the writers. Freud believed that
dreams and fairy tales stem from the same place, and the relaxation of inhibition that
happens when we dream is also true of many story tellers; thus, fairy tales are a
window into the unconscious, and for Freud they were also a way of exploring wish
fulfilment, sexual metaphors and fantasies (Snowden, 2006). Jung (1949) used fairy
tales to explore the human psyche, and came up with the concept of the collective
unconscious. According to Jung, the collective unconscious has two main aspects;
archetypes, which are the psychic patterns that help to give form our understanding
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of unconscious ideas, and instincts, the innate biological drives that determine our
behaviour (like Freud’s id). These aspects belong in the collective unconscious
because they exist independently of the individual’s psyche, and contain universally
recognised, inherited drives (R. Snowden, 2006).
Snowden explains archetypes with the example of the daily journey of the sun across
the sky bringing about the myth of the sun hero, who dies and is reborn in a
continuous cycle. The author notes that variations of this feature in religious texts,
and in this way a natural physical process gives rise to a subjective fantasy, which is
then incorporated into a universal myth. Jung believed that “archetypes are religious
in their nature, and are accompanied by an atmosphere of the numinous when they
appear in our dreams and fantasies, impelling us to behave in ways that re-enact the
original process” (ibid).
Jung (1949, cited in Snowden, 2006) writes that people will form different
archetypal images depending on their cultural background, but the core archetype
remains the same. In fairy tales, we see characters such as the hero, villain, the
trickster, the young/old person. Such archetypes can appear both positively and
negatively. The author gives the example of the mother architype who is nurturing,
but also an animal that devours her young (ibid). As the archetypes develop, the
individual ego-consciousness must go through the same stages as the evolution of
consciousness. Snowden writes that Jung found these archetypal stages reflected in
the imagery of myths. As the physical body develops, the psyche should also follow
in the process. During the developing phase, the different archetypes interact with
one another in a similar way to that in which the physical organs of the body
interact” (ibid).
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A student of Jung’s, Erich Neumann (1949), explored archetypal development in his
book The Origins and History of Consciousness. Neumann explores the stages, using
Jung’s writings on the subject. Neumann’s stages of archetypal development begin
and end with the Uroboros, a serpent that eats its own tail, forming a circular shape.
Jung agreed that this symbol was fitting, as it can be seen in mythology. The image
represents the creative and destructive aspects of nature, and the endless cycle of life
and death (ibid). Neumann’s stages of the psyche include; world creation, great
mother, separation of world parents, birth of the hero (individual ego-consciousness:
Jung suggested occurred during puberty), slaying the dragon, rescue of the captive,
transformation and deification of the hero (ibid). Jung’s book Man and his Symbols
(1964, cited in Snowden, 2006) explores a similar sequence, where he describes the
evolution of the hero, which is also known as the development of the egoconsciousness. Here Jung borrows from Native American mythology to explore this
concept: for example, Trickster, which represents the first and most primitive stage,
where physical needs overpower behaviour. This stage is also selfish in its
behaviour, and is usually represented in the image of a fox. Hare represents the next
stage, where the individual is learning to socialise. This figure is often seen as the
founder of human culture, even though he is still in animal form, but is also trying to
modify the early urges found in the Trickster cycle (ibid). Red Horn represents the
difficulties in adolescents and adulthood, where we learn how to manage in the
outside world. The Twins represent the final stage:
“They symbolise the dual aspect of man’s nature- the basic struggle between
opposites, and once again are commonly found in mythology all over the
world. Usually they are forced apart at birth and the mythical task is to
somehow reunite them,” (Jung, 1964, cited in Snowden, 2006, p.83).
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This illustrates the work that needs to be done to integrate the psyche (Snowden,
2006).
Jung believed that myths and legends can help us to understand how the psyche
develops, as our own psyche mirrors the cultural evolution of the consciousness.
Snowden writes that the hero is the most popular myth in every culture, and most
popular dream. The hero is strong physically and mentally, respected in society,
fights evil, has human flaws such as pride, and will meet their death in the form of a
human sacrifice through betrayal. Jung used King Arthur’s story, to show the
relevance for the development of individuals, as they struggle to establish their own
identity (ibid). Jung believes that the hero stories represent the emerging egoconsciousness and its struggle to develop. The hero in these stories would have
important guardians, who will help them to complete all sorts of superhuman tasks.
For King Arthur, this is Merlin (usually depicted as a wise elder). These characters
are symbolic representations of the world psyche, that also has access to the
unconscious, which strives to fill in the gaps of the ego (Snowden, 2006).
For most of humanity’s time on earth, we lived a hunter-gatherer existence, and
even though society has changed, our archetypal pattern has not had time to catch up,
which means that this program cannot always be applied to modern society.
However, our archetypal pattern does aid us in other stages of growth, such as
exploring our environment, learning who our family members are, social laws and
beliefs, and maintaining relationships (Snowden, 2006).
2:5 Individuation of the self
Jung believed that the development of the psyche does not cease after childhood, but
we are constantly developing, and always self-examining whilst in our process

15

towards individuation. Jung believed that part of this process included facing
monsters in our psyche. Jung also stated that this also appears throughout myth and
legend in archetypal themes, for example slaying the dragon (Snowden, 2006). Jung
played with the image of a house, with many rooms when referring to aspects of the
mind. He believed that we often use only a couple of rooms, and never venture into
the other rooms. Jung stresses the importance of exploring these rooms, if we are
curious about our psychological world, and wish to make changes. The psyche
communicates to us by using visual imagery, signs and symbols, and it is up to the
individual to make them conscious, to explore the unconscious (Snowden, 2006).
Jung stated that the first layer of the unconscious that we uncover is the shadow,
which is the part of ourselves that we avoid. We project the shadow onto other
people, but it can also be turn inwards and repressed. It is important to note that the
shadow side also holds some positive traits, such as showing us qualities in ourselves
which we were unaware of, as they may not have been fully expressed (ibid). Jung
believed that taking responsibility fundamental for the process of self-individuation.
It is important that the psyche continually examines and confronts whatever emerges.
Confronting the shadow is the first stage of the individuation process; after we’ve
explored the shadow, we reach the anima and animus, which is the opposite sex
image in our psyche. Once a man beings to understand and accept his anima, it will
help him towards achieving a balance between the inner and outer aspects of himself.
For women, understanding the energy of the supporting and guiding animus gives
her a stronger structure on which she bases her living. One of Jung’s clients shared
her own encounter with her “ghostly” shadow in her psyche, which she believed was
the cause for most of her behaviour. The animus figure represented her father who
was a very critical character, and constantly put her down, which meant she grew up
16

to be critical herself. Jung was her first experience of a man who was gentle and
compassionate, which allowed her to become more like that herself. This is an
example of how opposite sex relationships can allow us to explore all the different
anima/animus energy, and help us realise that we each have male and female
energies in our psyches (Snowden, 2006).
When working with dreams to explore the unconscious, Jung used active
imagination techniques, which encourage the client to create fantasy images, that are
like waking dreams and work in similar ways. Jung would ask his clients to
communicate with the unconscious by asking them who or what is trying to be
heard, and why. Once they finished this part, they’d focus on what image came to
mind, draw the image, then meditate with the image they created in mind. Jung noted
that although it is important for the unconscious to take the lead, it shouldn’t take
over completely, to exercise finding the correct balance between the irrational and
intuitive aspects of the mind (ibid). The reconciling third is the final stage. Here we
have successfully integrated both positive and negative aspects of the psyche. Jung
believed that the self was the most important aspect of the psyche, and the ego is just
a buffer, and remember to always seek to retain balance between inner and outer
worlds (ibid).
Jung used Beauty and the Beast to explore gender archetypes. Women are
biologically driven to have children and mother them, but also want more choice and
independence than that permits, at least early on in life. In the story, Belle must live
with the beast, eventually falls in love with him, but then is conflicted between
loyalty to him and her father. The beast represents a primal, sexual, animalistic
image of a new mate who will give fulfil a woman’s urge for domestic life and
replace her father, but also put a stopper on her own independence. Snowden writes
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that women frequently resist the animalistic urge of the beast, as it drives them away
from the world of careers, competition and relationships in the outside world.
Women in Jung’s generation who were academic and successful were often seen as
masculine, and if they were to marry they’d be expected to abandon their careers to
raise a family (Snowdon, 2006).

2:6 Fanfiction
This section will now cover research specifically about fanfiction, which includes
interviews with fanfiction writers, and the fanfiction community in general. Anne
Jamison, author of Fic: Why Fanfiction Is Taking Over The World (2013), interviews
fanfic authors, published authors and screen writers, and people who have studied
fandoms. Jamison interviews Kate Forsyth, a well-known writer in the Sherlock
Holmes fandom. Jamison asks Forsyth what drew her to write about Sherlock
Holmes; Forsyth spoke about how she had loved the novels since she was a child,
and really admired the strong male friendships, which she called “’I’d die for you’
friendships” (A. Jamison, 2013). It was something about those relationships that
drew her to the characters of Sherlock Holmes and John Watson. Forsyth’s
background was very conservative, and she stated that she was pent up about all
things sexually, and was bisexual without even realising it. She felt that writing
‘slash’ fiction about Holmes and Watson “was a way of unloading a ton of angst and
personal conflict”. Her own version of Holmes is someone who has his own inner
conflicts, which she says she can relate to, as do a lot of her readers, so she
exaggerates those feelings when she writes about Sherlock “I take those feelings and
ramp them up to eleven” (Jamison, 2013).
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Forsyth also prefers to write her fanfic online, as she sees the stories as being her
own that way; “they’re for me and my noisy, noisy head, and when people read them
and enjoy them, then that’s just a completely unexpected bonus”. She compared
publishing her work to having heart surgery, then charging the surgeon for the
procedure. She also stated, “I write all of these mad tales in order to get rid of all the
muck in my chest”. Forsyth again stresses that writing fanfiction was like therapy for
her, allowing her to be fearless when she writes through other characters. She writes
it for herself, then puts it online so it belongs to everyone (Jamison, 2013).
Jamison told Forsyth that she finds her fic incredibly intense, and asked her if she
thought that this makes the writer uncomfortably close to the “madness”. Forsyth
responds by saying she’s an addict, and so is her version of Holmes. She says she’s
not a sociopath, nor does she have PTSD (issues explored in her stories), but
proclaims that she is a “nutcase”, so she naturally would write about difficult issues,
then post them on the internet and “run away”. She also believes that Holmes has far
more mental health issues than her, so it’s good for her own mental health “they are
little catharses wrapped in a bow” (Jamison, 2013). Jamison also explored large
fandoms and how they added to the world of fanfic, such as “Mary Sue” (self-insert
characters). Jamieson interviewed fanfiction writer Randi Flanagan about her
involvement in the Twilight fandom and self inserts. Flanagan stated that people who
write “Mary Sues” are generally dissatisfied with their lives, and use fictional worlds
as escapism “[the character] wreaks havoc in the world, but does her best to set
things straight” (Jamison, 2013).
Flanagan spoke about how she felt frustrated with the protagonist in the Twilight
series, as she got to be in a world with magic, terror and attractive people, yet the
character of Bella was so dull. She imagined what she would do if she were in
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Bella’s shoes, and she wanted so desperately to live and play in that world. Wanting
to make better use of Bella’s character, is what led her into writing her own
fanfiction “I did what any rational person would do, I took Stephanie Meyer’s
characters hostage”. When Flanagan wrote herself into the story, she said it was
“[her id] setting fire to the Twilight universe, and playing in its ashes”, and her alter
ego gave Bella “a voice to scream with” (Jamison, 2013).
Flanagan also talks about facing monsters in the woods, echoing the way Jung wrote
about the ‘shadow side’. She writes “My Bella chases the rabbit down the rabbit
hole, not just to live in the fantasy, but to escape something similar that pursues her,
lurking out of reach from her conscious mind, and in my fic as Bella wanders the
woods disorientated and vulnerable, she also faces monsters in the woods, but not of
the fairy tale variety” (Jamison, 2013).
Flanagan revealed that she created her own version of Bella to work through her own
issues, and used Bella’s traumatic experience to suppress her own. Flanagan spoke
about how the community worshiped Edward and Bella to such a degree that they
impose their personalities onto the actors themselves. She noted the response of the
Twilight fandom when they heard that Kirsten Stewart had cheated on Rob
Pattinson. She stated that there was a broad sense of disillusionment in the fandom,
perhaps the fans experiencing the loss of that relationship, and seemingly having
difficulty separating the person from the character (Jamison, 2013). Flanagan also
spoke about her identity in relation to her version of Bella. She stated that if someone
asked her who she was a few years ago, she would have a straight answer, but now
she doesn’t think there’s a simple answer. She believed that by taking on the alias
‘Bellaflan’ she created someone who was better than her in every way, and was the
person she wanted to be when she grew up “She’s that snarky voice in my own head
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that screams over my voice of reason” (Jamison, 2013). Flanagan states that even
when she writes, Bellaflan will be the one that’s pounding the keyboard, while she
squeaks along, but after some time she felt herself turning into Bellaflan more and
more, and stated that she became the ‘pink elephant’ due to Flanagan believing in
her, and her fans willing her character to be true (Jamison, 2013).
Playing with the character of Bella in a way that is safe for her, and getting to
experience similar circumstances over and over, allowed Bellaflan to work through
whatever was holding her back, when then allowed her to be more authentic in real
life.
The literature shows that using fiction as a medium for exploration of the self has
clinical potential, as it allows the individual to explore aspects of themselves through
another character; they are able to exaggerate their feelings or distance themselves
from their real-life situations as they see fit. This study will look at the impact of
writing fanfiction, and how it has changed their lives.
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Chapter Three: Methodology
3:1 Introduction
This chapter will explore and clarify the researcher’s motivations for choosing a
qualitative methodology (Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis – IPA) as the most
appropriate and effective option for this research study. This chapter will also cover
the

participant

requirements,

recruitment

procedure,

data

collection

and

intersubjectivity on the process, coding the data, and finally ethical considerations.
3:2 Rationale for Qualitative Research
This study aims to look at the phenomenon of the online fanfiction community, and
what issues of their own they are exploring and aspects of their personality they find
difficult expressing, using the medium of fiction based on pre-existing characters and
stories. A qualitative research design will be employed to explore the participants’
perspectives and experiences, as it allows an in-depth analysis of a particular
phenomenon, and explores their own sense of meaning. McLeod (2011), described
the qualitative method as a form of narrative which is rooted in the
phenomenological experiences of everyday life. Brene Brown (2017), stated that in
qualitative research you should never start with a problem or a hypothesis or even a
literature review, but you must always begin with a topic.
‘We let the participants define the problem or their main concern about the topic. We
develop a theory then we see how it fits into the literature’ (B. Brown, The Research
Journey, 2017).
Brown (2017) also claims that the qualitative design, compared to quantitative,
provides a richer data set which has the potential for a more meaningful discovery
(B. Brown, 2017).
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McLeod (2003), states that this method has an objective function and is not used to
prove existing theories, but to capture the participants’ own insight and perception.
This research method values and considers the contributions of the participants who
have had a personal experience with a certain phenomenon, and that gives the
opportunity for them to express their own personal meaning (McLeod, 2011).
The researcher’s aim was to gain an understanding into what purpose fanfiction
serves for the participants, and what impact it has had on their lives.

3:3 The Sample
In order to obtain relevant data for this area of research, the researcher sought out
participants who write fanfiction, instead of psychotherapists who have worked with
clients who write fanfiction. The reasons for this include: It’s a very specific area,
it’s not very common in Ireland, and perhaps wouldn’t be a specific issue a client
would bring up in therapy. The researcher sought advice from an acquaintance
familiar with the subculture about how to advertise for participants; this person
posted an advertisement on the researchers’ behalf on a members-only website. The
advertisement asked for participants over the age of eighteen, who read and write
fanfiction. The reason for recruiting the participants in this way was that most
fanfiction writers are anonymous, and many writers are hesitant to make their
pastime known outside of these communities.
There tend to be large communities online comprising fanfiction writers from all
over the world, so the researcher could also obtain a more diverse sample this way,
compared to seeking people out at a local level. This kind of qualitative research
(IPA) requires only a small sample to fully explore the participants personal
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experience with the aim of producing descriptive accounts (McLeod, 2014); it was
decided that three participants would be sufficient for this study.
Several fanfiction writers were interested in the study, but the first three to volunteer
were chosen to take part. No males volunteered to take part in the study. The three
participants are all females over the age of eighteen who have been writing fanfiction
for the past ten years or more. All participants had an interest in similar genres of
fiction, were similar ages and were each from a different country (Ireland, UK,
USA). The participants were asked for their email addresses, and were then emailed
an information sheet about the study, which covered the topic and predicted length of
the interview, and they were asked to give the researcher their availability. They
were informed that the semi-structured interview would be face-to-face using Skype,
and that the audio of the interview would be recorded to be transcribed later. All
interviewees were asked to choose a time that would allow them to take part in the
interview in privacy, the researcher also ensured that they had complete privacy on
their end whilst conducting the interviews.

3:4 Data Collection
Three separate semi-structured interviews were conducted with the participants.
Each interview was recorded using an audio-recording device, the interview was
later transcribed by the researcher. Semi-structured interviewing allows for a more
open way of exploring in-depth the experiences and perspectives of each of the
participants. The researcher asked a number of open-ended questions, in order to
allow the participant to express their experiences fully. An interview schedule was
created by the researcher, then discussed with colleagues and later approved by the
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research supervisor prior to the commencement of the interviews. Open-ended
questions in semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to further explore
certain questions by asking the participant to expand on what they’ve said, or make
an observation on how it was said, which provides much richer data.

3:5 Data Analysis
On completion of the interview, the researcher took notes and observations such as
common themes amongst all three participants, and observations on how certain
questions were answered. The interviews were listened to several times before they
were transcribed, as a lot of paralinguistically-communicated information can be lost
when only the speakers’ words are recorded – for example body language, tone of
voice, and length of pauses. After the interviews were transcribed, more notes and
observations were made, then shared with the research supervisor.
To analyse the data, an extensive coding process was used by the researcher to
explore the themes emerging from the data. The researcher noted key words,
comments and descriptions used by all participants. The researcher then identified
categories within the reoccurring data which presented the emerging themes. The
researcher explored how some aspects of these similar themes were experienced
differently by each participant. Lastly when analysing had been completed, the
researcher was able to identify three sub-themes from the data.
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3:6 Ethical Considerations
The current research obtained was given ethical approval from the ethics committee
at Dublin Business School. It was advised that the researcher not make their own
profile on the fanfiction forum as due to site rules they would be required to
contribute to (and thus become a member of) the group before they were able to have
conversations with forum groups, which would raise issues of observer bias. It was
also considered that members of the forum group might be uncomfortable that they
were being studied, which they might fear would lead to their exposure. When the
participants were selected, I was given their email addresses, and they were then
contacted and informed of the purpose and the objectives of the study, and that a
forty-minute interview would be required. They were also assured that everything
they shared with the researcher would remain confidential – for example, their
contributions to the study and personal information would be on a passwordprotected computer, their real names would not be used in the study, and their files
would not be identified by name, but by code, and all audio recordings would be
deleted after being transcribed. The participants were sent an informed consent form
which they were asked to sign electronically. Following the study, the participants
were debriefed, and were also made aware that they have a right to withdraw their
contribution to the study any time before publication.
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Chapter Four: Findings
4:1 Introduction
This chapter explores the results of the qualitative study using semi structured
interviews with three women who are active in the fanfiction community, by reading
other writers work, getting involved in online group discussions, and writing their
own fanfiction. The transcripts were coded using Interpretive Phenomenological
Analyses, which helped reveal what being involved in the fanfiction community
means to them, and what purpose it serves.
It is important to note that only females responded to the research participant
advertisement, as fanfiction seems to be a more female dominated sub-culture, which
might have to do with females feeling that women are not being represented in
popular culture. The participants were all interested in similar genres such as, horror,
sci-fi and murder mysteries. There were other similarities between the participants
such as all identifying as LGBT, studied English literature, working in retail, and
two were formally diagnosed with anxiety and depression when they were teenagers.
The results show that being involved in fanfiction acts as a type of ‘sublimation’, an
attempt to explore what is going on in their internal world in a creative way, like
what a painter, writer, or musician would do. Seeing characters cope with
relationship issues and mental illnesses also seemed to reassure the participants that
they could ‘get through it, and everything will work out’. The participants also
suggested that writing fanfiction is more process rather than outcome orientated, and
is not about getting their writing out there to be recognised, and this can be seen by
how private they are with their personal lives on fanfiction sites, for example, only
aliases are used, email addresses are rarely shared etc.
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The participants also spoke about difficulties that they would have had with
relationships such as intimacy, and fear of dependency, and stated that they project
these difficult feelings onto the characters and work through that issue through them.
The themes that presented most clearly were: Exploring hidden aspects of their
personality, phantasy of intimacy, and escapism and the act of sublimation.

4:2 Exploring hidden aspects of the self – wish fulfilment and working
through issues
This theme emerged across all interviews in relation to exploring sides of the
participants’ personality that they have never made fully conscious, or are struggling
with. The participants use fanfiction to work through difficult issues that they feel
are unsafe to express to the outside world, and to explore darker sides of their
psyche, or idealized versions of themselves – for example, turning their lack of
confidence into confidence through a specific character.
Lynne was asked how she felt about self-inserts, and if she had ever used one when
creating her stories. She said she had, and she believes that to some degree everyone
does.
Lynne: Absolutely, and I think some of the best fanfiction comes from that. I
think there are different degrees of self-insertion, and I even think I do it, I
mean I’m writing at the moment about a pairing who are male characters, but
I think I do identify with both of the characters in different ways.
When asked if she felt that she could explore some of her own issues through these
characters, she seemed to find it difficult to talk about herself, and would refer to
other people who write fanfiction. She appeared to be uncomfortable, which
manifested itself in behaviours such as finger clicking, pausing, and stumbling over
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words. Lynne did say that when she writes about relationships she’s working
towards a resolution for herself through the characters.
Lynne: So even if you’re working out your own insecurities and thinking of
relationships you’ve had in the past, you’re always kind of working it
towards a resolution and a happy ending, so I think that was interesting for
me to do, because I’m not in a relationship at the moment, so you’re kind of
drawing on your own experience up to a point, but then you’re kind of
imagining how it would end happily for these two characters.
Lynne said that you can only draw on your own experience to a certain point,
because characters don’t get hung up on real life issues as much as we do. Perhaps
believing that TV characters always work through their issues before they become
something uncontrollable, as they are mostly given a happy ending, or at least a
resolved ending, which she stated also had a wish fulfilment element in it, for
herself.
Lynne: I guess I found that sort of helpful, because when you are younger
and you are trying to figure out your identity, it’s interesting to read stories
about those characters figuring out their identities
Lynne quite frequently referred to her life outside of fanfiction as “real life”, as did
the other two participants; they asked questions to clarify which life they were asked
to talk about, saying things like “so in real life?” and stated that you wouldn’t share a
lot of personal details about your life on fandom websites; they would not say where
they lived or work, for instance, because it is viewed as being separate from their
fanfiction life. Each participant found it important to not reveal too much of
themselves, as they want to have a private space to be themselves, and when they
were younger it was the only place they were open about their sexuality and mental
health.
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Each participant spoke about some of the more difficult topics that can be found in
fanfiction, in comparison to how TV portrays them. Lynne believed that when
someone writes about a difficult topic such as rape, they are writing about it because
it’s something they want to work through, and it’s rarely about shock value. Writing
what happens between scenes portrayed in canon is something all participants had in
common. They explored what might be happening to the characters off-screen, and
suggested that doing so might explain the characters’ on-screen behaviours. Lynne
gives the example of John Watson behaving out-of-character for an unknown reason,
so she wrote something herself that addressed the reason for his behaviour.
Alex spoke about how she generally likes to keep things light-hearted, and prefers
not to focus on what’s going on in the background, but what is going on for the
characters. Alex also stated that the way she used to write has changed a lot since she
was a teenager.
Alex: When I was younger I did explore some darker themes, like very emo,
very angsty, but now I tend to stick to the more light-hearted stuff.
Alex said that perhaps writing like this was down to where she was during that time
in her life. She suspected that she had depression, but wasn’t diagnosed until she was
20.
Alex: I think it could possibly have been, um [pauses] it’s difficult to tell
because I’ve had depression and anxiety for…I was…I was diagnosed when I
was 20, it wasn’t diagnosed before that so it may have been, it was just the
way I dealt with it as a teenager.
Alex stated that she finds it hard to write about people who are going through the
same issues as her, and if they are going through something similar in the show, she
will make things better for them “I like to turn it on its head and make them be in
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that situation that I’m not in”. She found fanfiction and roleplay very comforting to
her when her parents split up, and she moved from the South of England to the
North.
Alex: I got into it six months after my parents got divorced, I was already
into nerdy things anyway, I also had a small group of friends, and I wasn’t so
much bullied, but I wasn’t very well liked…um yeah little bit bullied [laughs]
I was always a nerd, so when I was younger I did feel like I didn’t fit in and I
didn’t have many people I could connect with, and everything that was going
on with my parents like my dad moving out and we moved halfway across
the country. Then I was in a new school, and not only was I new, I was also a
new nerd, and it was a little alienating, and to have that outlet and to be with
people online who were more like me.
Alex also spoke about how exploring her sexual identity through fanfiction has been
very beneficial for her as it felt like a safe place to explore that side of herself, as she
was not alone, and reading and writing fanfiction was able to represent that side of
herself that she was unable to share with her friends and family.
Alex: In regard to LGBT people I think in that sense people can find
themselves in the characters and particularly with the reading because people
can put it out there and then it means you’re getting that representation from
the thing you love, even though the thing itself is not giving you it.
Alex also commented on how comforting it was that she has been involved in
fanfiction for the past fifteen years.
Alex: I do look over the old stuff and I cringe, but at the same time is nice to
have been doing it for this long, because I look back at those things that are
still there and I can still see and compare it to what I can write now, and
where I am in my life.
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Alex compared looking at her earlier work to looking at photographs of herself when
she was younger, and how looking at what she has written throughout the years
allows her to track where she was during certain periods in her life.
Alex: It’s almost like looking back at really old pictures of yourself and you
look at how you’ve grown, and it’s exactly the same thing when you’re into
something like fanfic.
Kim described fanfiction as something that is for the writer themselves, and how she
and other writers really get involved with the characters, as it’s something TV shows
don’t always show. Kim also expressed her frustration with society’s views on
fanfiction, and stressed that it really means something to those who write it
Kim: We tend to put more into it then it just being silly or inconsequential,
like there’s so much especially when you really get into your characters
Kim said that exploring the darker side of her personality was more explicit in her
fanfiction work. When asked what got her into fanfiction, Kim stated that it was
more to do with characters, such as the adult version of Alice in Wonderland. Kim
was interested in Alice’s battle with mental illness.
Kim: After Wonderland her parents have like died, and her Wonderland has
gotten really messed up, and she has to go there to fight her mental illness in
the form of monsters, and I don’t know why it appealed to me so much at that
age, but it did [pauses] and even until this day I’m still really into the series.
When Kim discussed the character again, she said that this version of Alice is
something that stuck with her because she was diagnosed with a mental illness when
she was a teenager, so her character was easy to relate to. Kim also stated that her
genre preferences tend to be children’s books, and horror. When talking about the
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horror genre it seemed like Kim was talking about the darker side of her personality,
that she keeps concealed.
Kim: I like retellings of fairy tales, the supernatural element, my favourite
book is actually a novel, Anna Dressed in Blood, and it’s about a ghost who
has been violently murdering people, and he’s like a ghost hunter but she’s
very gentian[?] and they kind of fall in love.
Kim bases a lot of her fanfiction work on videogames, and has created a story arc for
a character that she created on the game herself.
Kim: The big piece I’m working on now is from the video game Skyrim, and
the character I made up for it, Malorie. I ended up just getting really into it,
and invested into her story, I started writing it for fun, then it kept getting
bigger and bigger.
Kim enthusiastically describes her character’s quest in the game, which involves
slaying dragons. Kim talks about how difficult her character’s upbringing was, she
was homeless, and had very little. To better herself, Kim wrote that Malorie joined a
cult of murderers, the Dark Brotherhood, where Malorie eventually becomes the
leader.
Kim: So the story is basically about her coming to terms with being a good
leader and um, gaining confidence in herself and her abilities, and being
secure with her position in the world, whilst trying to rebuild the Brotherhood
again, back to being feared like it used to.
When asked what kinds of characters she likes to focus on, Kim stated that she found
female characters more relatable. It was during this part of the interview where Kim
realised that most of her favourite characters are murderers with a dark past.
Kim: Probably girls, just because they’re that much more relatable for me….
[laughs] this sounds really bad, but all of the characters I really like are
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murderers [covers face with hands]. Obviously, the main character on the
Alice game is female, and mentally ill so that made her much more relatable
to me, and on the game, I always make a female character”
Kim then went on to discuss how she creates her characters, she noted that they are
similar to her in some ways, yet different, and how that has helped her explore some
of her own issues.
Kim: The first character I made was similar to me, like she was a redhead,
but my new character Malorie is kind of like me, but she’s kind of different
in that she’s way less secure in herself, so it’s been fun to explore, because I
have an anxiety disorder, so I’ve been exploring how that affects me in an
internal way, and I try to reflect that in an external way.
When asked if she was able to draw any parallels between her life and Alice’s life,
she believed she was able to, but it wasn’t always something she was aware of, and
the story of Alice may have meant something different to her now than it did when
she was a teenager.
Kim: So I had a goth phase, and when I found Alice In Wonderland, I was
stoked, so I don’t think I looked at it as deeply as I do now, so it’s even
surprising for me, that I still adore the character after almost ten years, I still
adore the character but just in a different way.
And;
Kim: Well now it’s like, on a videogame level she’s a strong female character
who isn’t overly sexualised or a damsel in distress, but for me she’s a girl
who’s gone through a major tragedy, she’s not fighting bad guys in real life,
she’s fighting those monsters in her head and she’s battling those on a mental
front, she’s coming out the victor and learning how to cope with life
afterwards.
Kim spoke about how she always focuses on characters who have a mental illness,
since being diagnosed with social anxiety and depression when she was in high
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school. Seeing those characters cope with their mental illness was inspiring for her as
it made her feel she could get through it, and she didn’t have to change her lifestyle
so drastically. Kim seemed to realise that her mental illness didn’t have to take over
her, instead integrate it into her life, and learn how to cope with it during difficult
periods.
Kim also believes that you always put a bit of yourself into your characters, and said
this in a very matter-of-fact way.
Kim: You always put a little bit of yourself into the characters you’re writing,
because that makes it so much easier to write – you take that small part of
you and you explore it.
Kim believes that’s how characters are created, and that’s how she created Malorie,
and why she could write about the character of Alice so easily. She was asked to say
a little bit more about the parallels between herself and Alice, and she stated that
Alice was quite ahead of her time, doesn’t ‘take any crap from people’ despite being
a mentally ill orphan.
Kim: I’ve always been really blunt and not putting up with a whole lot of
crap myself so I can relate to that part of her. When you see a character doing
something that you would do you’re like [enthusiastically shouts] “yeah!”
Because that’s cool and I would do that too, so that kind of makes me cool
too.
Kim was asked if reading this story was empowering for her, her response was that it
definitely was empowering, and it made her feel like she could overcome issues as
Alice managed to, albeit in an unorthodox way. Kim said that changing the endings
is another way for her to remain in the story, and gave the example of Anna Dressed
in Blood, where the ghost passes on, but she wrote a story where she is revived, so
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she could be with the person she loves, and explore their relationship in a different
way, as Anna is no longer a ghost.
Throughout the interviews, all participants spoke about difficulties they have in real
life relationships, and how much they enjoy reading and writing about relationships
and which they have said themselves has a wish fulfilment element to it, by
projecting elements of their own difficulties with relationships onto the characters,
then fixing them to ensure a happy ending. Alex spoke in more detail about how she
has continued with Firefly when it had an abrupt ending, by tying up loose ends, and
ensuring characters had a resolution. Perhaps this was another way to regulate her
feelings of loss, and stay in the story for as long as she likes. If we were to image the
attachment styles of the participants, it seems quite clear that all three have an
insecure attachment style, as the main components of insecure attachments are:
difficulty with intimacy, abandonment issues [loss], and difficulty regulating
emotions. So an abrupt ending of a book or a TV show they love, could bring up
feelings of loss which they attempt to regulate by writing fanfiction.

4:3 Phantasy of intimacy
All participants spoke about relationships and friendships in some way during the
interviews. Some aspects they all have in common are: becoming uncomfortable
when fandoms get too big; feeling exposed if their fandom and “real” lives intersect;
and having more meaningful relationships with people online, feeling that they can
be more authentic with the online community than they can in real life. Some of the
participants would also deflect questions about themselves, around intimacy, onto
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the fanfic community in general, and say things like “people who write fanfiction”
instead of sharing their own experience.
This was another area where Lynne seemed resistant to delve too far in to; again she
would talk about TV show plots, and over-explain fanfiction terminology. She
seemed irritated and slightly anxious when the researcher asked her the same
question in a different way, by sighing, and stumbling over her words, as if she was
being interrogated. Lynne also prefers to be as anonymous as possible, and spoke
about what information she would not give out about herself, and is careful that her
fanfic name isn’t on her public social media, as she doesn’t want people who know
her in person to see her work. Lynne spoke about how uncomfortable large fandoms
can be, so she prefers to stick to smaller ones, because if someone isn’t happy with
something you have written, you can be verbally attacked.
Lynne: It can be ugly when the fandom gets really big, but if you go into a
space where everyone agrees with you then you know you’re in a safe space,
and also the anonymity, so there is that.
Lynne spoke about a TV show that she recently got interested in, so she searched for
a fandom on that show. She stated how happy she was to see that it was a small and
welcoming community, so it made it easy for her to write and share her work with
others again, as she had to stop for a while because her previous fandom got too big.
The idea that you have the anonymity, and the ability to remove yourself from
unsafe fandom spaces with the click of a button, is very appealing to all participants.
They all stated that at some point, they would have block someone they’ve had one
on one interactions with, which seems to provide some safety in terms of interaction
with others.
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Lynne: When a fandom gets very large it tends to develop factions, where
people are disagreeing with each other about aspects of the show and there
tends to be more arguments like it’s kind of a rule of thumb, like the bigger
the fandom is, the more likely people are to argue. So that can be kind of
scary, and if it’s a smaller fandom it tends to be more friendly.
When Amy talks about the fanfiction community she seems quite protective of it.
She mentions how its portrayed in mainstream media as being something silly, she
agrees to a certain extent, but feels they shouldn’t be the ones who make that call,
because they’re not involved in fanfiction, they’re on the outside looking in, and
concentrating on the content they find odd.
Amy: it’s ridiculous but it’s our ridiculous thing, so we can make fun of it,
but nobody else can.
Amy was quite open to talk about the difficulties she had growing up, with being
bullied, suffering with depression, her parents splitting up and moving way, and how
fanfiction provide a way of supporting her emotionally, when she felt most alone.
Amy spoke about how difficult it was making that transition from living with both
parents to just one, then moving to the other side of the country. She felt that she was
an easy target for bullying, as she was into ‘geeky’ things. During this time, Amy
was also exploring her sexual identity, and felt it was safest exploring that through
fanfiction as she found it too difficult to make friends at her new school.
Amy: I wasn’t into so many things at the time because it was kind of the
dawn of the internet, and the dawn of nerd culture being a big thing, um,
there was quite a bit of… [pauses] It was a way for me to explore and find
people that were into the same thing as I was, and I wouldn’t get picked on
for, when I didn’t have that much around me in real life.
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Amy likes how she’s able to control the level of interaction she has with other
fanfiction writers online, and described it as something you can easily step in and out
of, and at certain times in your life, you tend to be move involved with it.
Amy: I sort of made a lot more friends from fanfiction, there is a sense of
community, whereas now I’m more just kind of throw it out there and see
what happens, but it is still something that has been quite a significant part of
my online experience. I have made friends through it and I have found it
really rewarding.
Amy suggested that fanfiction provided her with a lot of validation, and she felt
more comfortable sharing her work with her online friends, and if she wasn’t
receiving that from her friends and family, she’d get that from the fanfiction
community.
Amy: You’d get tonnes of comments on a fic, so you’d have to have all of
this feedback and um encouragement, um, and I think that was always really
nice, because it was sort of… when you felt like you weren’t really getting
any interaction, or you felt ignored, or alone you could put this fiction out
there and you get likes and comments and then you’d be like, I’m not alone
because people out there are making similar things to me and they like what
I’m writing.
Like Lynne, Amy also feels uncomfortable when fandoms get too big, as it becomes
a bit more impersonal, and people can be more into critiquing your work rather than
encouraging you. However, she believes it’s also an opportunity to read more
material, and it can be more challenging in a positive way.
Kim also prefers to stay in small fandoms, and feels uncomfortable critiquing other
people’s writing, as she doesn’t feel she’s qualified to do that. Instead she likes to
encourage people, and asks for feedback on her writing from the community, but
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only from members she has known a long time. Kim also spoke about friends she
has made online who are now personal friends, and laughs that almost all of her
closest friends are exclusively online. When asked why that was, her response was
that it seemed to be easier to find people online that have similar interests to her. She
first began to make friends online when all of her friends moved away to college,
and she stayed in her hometown to work, so she ended up online a lot, to talk to
people her age who also had similar interests. She also mentioned that she met her
long-distance partner online. She believed that making friends and getting into
relationships this way was something that just happened, and it worked for her so she
kept it up. Her social anxiety is easily triggered by forced interaction, so this way she
can decide who she wants to communicate with, and the topic is generally about
something specific in that fandom.
Kim: I ended up just being online a lot, and all my friends were online, and
my partner is online and lives 5,000 miles away. It’s something that just
happened, rather than something I actively sought out to do. I also like how
meeting online means that there’s no forced interaction and you can just do it
at your own leisure.
For Kim, there seems to be an element of the ‘projected future’ as she plans on
moving to Ireland to be with her partner, who she has met twice in person. She has
been planning the move for the past eighteen months, and has said that she’s not
really focusing on what’s going on around her where she is right now, just her
fanfiction work and online friendships, which will be able to move five thousand
miles away with her, when she immigrates.
The most prominent aspect of this theme is the sense of safety they get from
interacting with people in this way. Particularly for the participants with anxiety,
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being able to pick and choose who you interact with, and in doing so in your own
time, gives them the ability to control the interaction, and create attachments to
others on their terms, which may reduce their anxiety. All participants gave the
impression that there is a fear of depending on people in their lives to support and
validate them, so they attempt to hide those vulnerable aspects of themselves in
person, but explore it though fanfiction, and create attachments on their terms within
that community where they can comfortably seek out support and validation,
creating the phantasy of intimacy, which they are missing outside of the fanfiction
community.

4:4 Escapism and the act of sublimation
Each participant spoke about the escapism element of fanfiction, and times they are
more likely to use fanfiction as a way of escaping from what’s going on in their
lives. There were some similarities in the way they all first got into fanfiction, such
as significant life events and mental illness. Fanfiction provided escapism for them,
which they could control. Sublimation is as a defence mechanism where socially
unacceptable impulses are transformed unconsciously into something that is
accepted in society, and in this case sublimation is completed through writing
fanfiction to explore these phantasies and urges. The participants are using fanfiction
to sublimate their own impulses and difficult feelings the same way an artist would.
The escapism into the fanfiction community allows them to explore their phantasies
in a way that’s acceptable whilst providing the fanfiction community with
entertaining material. Having fanfiction as a medium for sublimation seems to allow
them to function quite well in society, as they were all capable of going to college
and working in high end retail jobs, which you might think would be very difficult
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for someone with social anxiety. This is not to suggest that fanfiction cures anxiety,
but does seem to help them to manage it so they are able to function.
In Kim’s case, she primarily focused on dark content such as horror, and created
characters who were vigilantes seeking retribution for the harm done to them, and
characters physically fighting their mental illness.

For Kim, she believes that

becoming really invested with the characters and their stories is an escape for her,
particularly the fantasy and horror genre and fairy tales. Kim spoke about how she’s
always drawn to characters who have a mental illness, and she believes that this may
be because in these stories their illness serves a purpose, it’s like a superpower, and
it rarely overcomes the protagonists. Kim also plays a lot of video games that have a
story to them, and allows you to create your own characters, most of her close
friendships are online, and most of her communication with her partner is online.
Kim: Right now, most of my social life is online, I live in small town in
Florida, and most people my age moved away after we left high school.
Outside of fanfiction, I don’t have a lot going on, except for my job, I am
moving to Ireland to be with my partner in a few months, and I think once I
knew I was moving over there, I just stopped caring about trying to be
sociable where I am now so, having a different world to escape to is
something that’s amazing to me, and I get to do what I love like digital art,
and writing.
For Lynne, she stated that fanfiction is a form of escapism for her because she knows
her favourite characters will have a happy ending. Lynne spoke about reading or
writing versions where a lesbian couple have a happy relationship is a form of
escapism for her, as it’s something that never happens on TV. Lynne also believes
that happy endings rarely happen in modern TV shows as happy endings are sneered
at by critics.
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Lynne: I don’t like the intellectual backlash of having a happy ending, or
seeing it as a cop out, that if you want to be intelligent or gritty, you must
have an ambiguous ending or a sad ending, I think that’s pretentious and you
don’t get as much in fanfic.
Lynne stated that another form of escapism for her is reading about people who
aren’t going through the exact same thing as her, so it makes the escapism a lot
easier, so a happy ending is important to her if she wants to escape.
Lynne: The most helpful aspect has not so much been seeing them struggle
with the same problems I have, but it’s more of an escapism, so if you’re
feeling upset with your life or you feel like things are complicated, fanfiction
tends to be that sort of escape because a lot of it is kind of [pauses] there
tends to be a lot of happy endings in fanfiction, so it’s more about escapism
from your own problems, not necessarily about wanting to read exactly what
you are going through.
Similarly, there are times Amy prefers to read and write fanfiction where characters
are not going through the same thing as her, so she can escape into a story where
there is no conflict, and the story is light-hearted. When talking about her difficult
past, Amy even tried to tell it in a more light-hearted way, she was self-deprecating,
and smiled when she was talking about painful issues.
Amy: It’s almost less working through things and more escapism, so it’s
more about people who are in situations that I am not in [laughs], and I think
that’s the reason that I sort of like lighter comedic and not doom and
depression.
Amy described how fanfiction allowed her to escape from her own life. She found
the adjustment of moving and her parents splitting up difficult, and there weren’t
many people with similar interests to her in her school, so she spent most of her time
talking to people from fanfic communities, or writing her own work. Amy describes
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the community as a comforting place to escape to, as nothing bad really happens
there, and she had the option of just signing out or joining a different fandom if it
was no longer a pleasant place to retreat to.
Amy: it was a little alienating and to have that outlet and to be with people
online who were more like me, so having fanfiction there at the time really
helped to cope with all of this, because I didn’t really have that in real life.
Amy also mentions getting into the character’s mind, imagining their voice in her
head when she is writing is also a form of escapism for her, because when she’s
focusing on a character, there is very little room for her to worry about what’s going
on in her own life, because she has taken them on for the time being.
From the accounts of the participants, it shows that fanfiction is used to sublimate
difficult feelings and urges, and to escape from their own lives, by looking for and
writing stories where people are in different situations, or if they are they’d re-create
more positive outcomes, and to explore the more darker urges such as violence
towards the self and others in a way that is acceptable, which it seems to be, as
horror and murder mysteries are two of the most popular genres in fanfiction, so
seeing dark content from a member wouldn’t be seen as improper.
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Chapter Five: Discussion
5:1 Introduction
The aim of this research was to explore, from a psychoanalytic and
psychotherapeutic perspective, the uses of fanfiction and the meaning it derives for
people involved in the fanfiction community. The studies main objective was to
understand the ways people use fanfiction to explore personal issues and to escape
them, and to investigate what impact it has on their lives. As this study is exploratory
in nature, with one of the aims being to provide an in-depth understanding of the use
of fanfiction as a way of working through something, a qualitative research approach
was employed, using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis to acquire a deeper
insight into the participants’ understanding of their experiences as fanfiction writers,
and what impact it has had on their lives.
The participants’ accounts revealed very rich material on the personal motivations
which inspired their fanfiction related activities, and from the data emerged three
main themes:
Exploring hidden aspects of the self, wish fulfilment and working through
issues.
Phantasy of intimacy
Escapism and the act of sublimation
The first theme covers multiple related aspects, which arguably could have been
independent themes; however, given they are closely interrelated it seemed more
productive to consider them as a whole, avoiding potential repetitiveness and
allowing for further exploration of other significant themes that emerged.
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5:2 Exploring Hidden Aspects of the Self – Wish Fulfilment and Working
Through Issues
The findings of this study suggest that writing fanfiction allowed the participants to
explore hidden aspects of themselves such as confidence, assertiveness, strength, and
the darker side of their psyche, where they would explore unexpressed pain and
anger. This was expressed by participants empathising with villainous characters,
and writing stories where they were doing harm to characters as a way of seeking
retribution for the harm done to them, for example slaying monsters that represented
their mental illness, or vigilantism to seek retribution for the harm done to them or to
other marginalised people, namely people with mental illnesses and LGBT people.
Using fantasy genres such as fairy tales and sci-fi to explore the psyche is consistent
with existing literature, such as Jung (1949) and Freud (1920). They believed that
fairy tales could be used as a tool to explore the human psyche, and a way to obtain
wish fulfilment by focusing on certain characters in a story such as the hero, which
people are generally most attracted to (Snowden, 2006).
All the participants stated that there is always at least one character they focus on
from each story, for example, Kim revealed that most of her favourite characters are
murderers and vigilantes who have had a difficult upbringing, like being orphaned
and fighting mental illness, which then allowed them to become leaders as adults, as
this was a reward for their hardship they endured as children. Kim created a
character called Malorie, who had a difficult upbringing but was very tough and
streetwise, which allowed her to become a leader of a group of vigilantes. This is
also fitting with Jung’s hero archetype, as they too came from humble beginnings,
and had to earn their status as a hero. The hero character is physically strong,
intelligent and held with high regard in society (Snowden, 2006).
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All participants stated that seeing their favourite character go through something
difficult reassures them that they will get through it too. A couple of the participants
also prefer to write stories, or fix the plot to give characters with a tough upbringing
a happier ending, or they’ll write a back story for a character who isn’t well liked on
the TV show, which informs their behaviour. For example, Lynne believed an
explanation was necessary as to why John punched Sherlock, so she wrote a story
where his outburst was a trigger from something that happened in the past.
Freud (1920) said that people repeat to repair things that have not been resolved.
This can be seen in our participants, who will write over and over again different
endings, or explore the same scenario with different characters, in an unconscious
attempt to resolve and repair things that haven’t been resolved, just like in Freud’s
Fort-Da, in his essay Beyond The Pleasure Principle (1920), where a little boy
comes up with a way of dealing with his mother leaving which involves throwing
objects away, being surprised when he finds them, then repeating the process – this
was staging the appearance and disappearance of his mother. The same can be said
for the participants, who are taking an active role by repeating the same scenarios in
their writing when experiencing difficulty with certain issues.
D. Lewkowich (2016), gave the example of the Forte Da game being played out in a
similar context using a pop culture reference, where a young boy was throwing his
frisbee away as if it were Captain America’s shield, which comes back to him when
he throws it. Lewkowich believes that this is reminiscent of Freud’s Fort/ Da game
where, like Eric, the boy was enjoying throwing away his frisbee like Captain
America, because he gained some satisfaction through repeating previously painful
experiences. The author suggests that dwelling on the idea of the shield coming back
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might give Hugo some comfort in developing a relation of ownership to a cultural
object, with a history that is skewed with his own (D. lewkowich, 2016).
When Eric Neuman (1949) explored archetypal development in his book The
Origins and History of Consciousness (1949) he gave a description of each stage of
the development of the psyche which matches the difficult stages expressed by the
participants, such as separation of world parents, then birth of the hero (which Jung
described as being individual ego consciousness, and happening during puberty).
The participants reported that they all struggled with who they were when they were
teenagers, so it made sense that during that times of their lives, they were attracted to
stories of struggle, but coming out as the hero in the end (Neuman, 1949).
Jung (1949) alleged that the most common dreams and phantasies are around being
the hero. Jung, cited in (Snowden, 2006) describes the hero as being strong,
intelligent, fighting evil and being well-liked by society, but also having human
flaws such as pride, and usually meeting their end in a noble way. Jung gave the
example of the King Arthur legend and linked it to the development of individuals
and their struggle for identity.
Lynne was very interested in the TV series Merlin, and Arthurian legends in general,
and around the time she was writing fanfiction on Merlin, she was struggling with
her own sexual identity, so wrote stories where Arthur and Merlin lived in modern
times where they could be in a relationship, where it was normal and their
relationship wasn’t seen as being over the top, which she saw as happening a lot of
TV shows.
Lynne: I started writing fanfic for Merlin [pauses] I would have been around
twenty, and around that time I was struggling with ‘am I actually just a
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lesbian and not bisexual?’. I don’t know what it was about that show, maybe
I was starting to realise I was a lesbian around that time anyway, I mean I
link it back to their story a lot, so I don’t know, I guess that means
something.
Jung (1949), used the image of a house with many rooms when referring to aspects
of the mind, and according to Jung, we use very few of them consciously. It could be
said that using fanfiction to explore these rooms is a way of entering that part of our
psyche, with the medium of a character or a story to make us feel safer when
exploring the hidden self, as it is darker than we think. (Jung, cited in Snowden,
2006), stated that the darker side of the psyche also contains the shadow self, which
possesses positive traits such as confidence, strength and assertiveness which are
similar to the traits in the characters the participants explore, such as Alice of Alice
In Wonderland when she’s no longer a child, and her wonderland has become
somewhere dangerous; she has to use her strength to defend it. This can also be seen
with Lynne and Alex; in their stories they are able to write about the characters being
confident and happy in the relationship they’re in.
Writing fanfiction has some similarities to Jung’s technique ‘active imagination’ (I.
Irvine, 2016), where he asks his patients to create a fantasy image, draw it, and
meditate with that image, which allows the client to discover who or what is trying
to be heard. In fanfiction, the participants may use this technique to project
themselves onto characters, to understand and work through their own issues (I.
Irvine, 2016).
The participants stated that there is a wish fulfilment element to writing fanfiction:
for example, Lynne and Alex write a lot about romantic and close friendship
relationships, where the characters are totally vulnerable to each other and accept
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each other, and they will never be apart which means they can avoid experiencing
loss.
Alex: I do tend to write about relationships a lot, and I do identify with a
certain character, and put myself into them to a certain extent, but I prefer
them to not be like me, but who I’d like to be [pauses] so a better version of
me.
All participants reported that there is something different about writing to get
published, and writing fanfiction where you write for yourself and others’ enjoyment
is just seen as a bonus. It seems that the fanfiction world allows them to be truly
authentic, as they are at a low risk of rejection in small fanfiction communities. In
Anne Jamison’s interviews (2013), one of the participants views her fanfiction in a
similar way, she writes them for herself so she can get things off her chest and
claims that it’s rarely about what everyone else thinks (Jamison, 2013).
5: 3 Phantasy of Intimacy
The findings of this study suggest that the participants believe that they are able to be
intimate with people they communicate with on fanfiction sites, which has created
the phantasy of intimacy as it seems they are not fully experiencing intimacy with
people they only speak to online, as they still maintain a certain level of distance
with them; for example they may befriend people who live thousands of miles away,
avoid going to fanfiction meet-ups, and never add them on any other social media
platforms that give away the identity they portray outside of fanfiction.
Out of all three participants, Kim has the most inactive social life outside of
fanfiction and gaming. When she was in school she was around more people who
were like her, and understood her social anxiety. Kim decided to stay in her home
town and attend college there, but her close friends moved to different states. She
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found that adjustment difficult, and felt that people on her course didn’t really get
her, and not moving out of her home into student accommodation made her feel like
more of an outsider, as she was just attending classes and not emerging herself in the
college experience.
Lynne spoke about how difficult it was for her to make friends during her first year
of college, as she was living with three other girls who were nothing like her, and
would make snide remarks about her interests. She also felt very overwhelmed by
the size of the university, and feels this way about large crowds in general. Lynne
seems to feel uncomfortable being invisible in large crowds, but prefers to not be too
visible in small groups such as the Dirk Gently fandom.
Alex also reported a similar story when she moved across the country after her
parents’ divorce; she prefers smaller fandoms where things don’t become toxic. Most
of her friends were online, and they’d meet up occasionally, but mostly in costume at
specific events.
There seems to be an ambivalence around intimacy in all the participants, as they
keep people at arms-length by mostly befriending people and having romantic
relationships with others who are online and in different countries. They seem to
have a fear of being accepted and then rejected by friends they make in person, and
they never let their two worlds meet. The idea of depending on someone and viceversa seems to make them anxious, for example Lynne accepts that she has a lot of
insecurities about romantic relationships.
Lynne: I think I do this thing where I’m all cool at first, then once I think I’m
comfortable or they know I’m really into them, I’ll start to panic about my
behaviour, like am I coming across as being needy? Or should I really be
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mad at them for doing such and such a thing? Those are the kinds of things I
worry about.
There is also the draw of carefully selecting people they want to communicate with
on fandom sites, for example, when searching for a specific genre and age group, it
gives an idea of the kinds of people they are likely to communicate with. If they
don’t like someone they’ve been talking to, they can easily block them, and if it
happens to them they seem to feel that that’s easier to get over than someone doing
that to them in person.
Alex: The way I see it is, how well do I really know this person? I haven’t
even met them so I have no real need to feel that upset. If someone does that
to you in person however it’s absolutely devastating, especially when I was a
teenager.
Attachment theory has a lot to stay on how our upbringing impacts on our lives as
adults, which includes our aptitude for intimacy. From all the details given above
around the participants’ difficulties with intimacy, it could be said that their
difficulties with intimacy are down to their attachment styles with their caregivers
(Gomez, 1997).
The results suggest that their attachment styles are most likely insecure, which can
be seen in their reluctance to form intimate bonds, as they fear being rejected if they
show their whole selves. For example, Lynne works in high-end retail, and said that
she would never tell her colleagues about her ‘geeky’ interests, or her involvement in
fanfiction, as she believes she wouldn’t be taken seriously. She noticed this when she
was in secondary school, some of her friends would have been stereotypical teenage
girls, but they grew distant with her when she showed an interest in fanfiction and
geek culture.
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People who have an insecure attachment style usually have some issues around
anxiety (Gomez, 1997), which Kim presents with. During the interview, Kim stated
that forced interactions make her nervous, and fanfiction sites are a good way to
avoid that, and writing and reading fanfiction helps her to regulate her emotions
when she’s going through a difficult time, as she may not know how to do this
internally. Kim also spoke about how she met her partner online, and has only met
him twice in person as he lives 5,000 miles away. Perhaps Kim prefers the idea of a
long distance relationship because it allows her to avoid a certain level of intimacy,
meaning the further away the other person is, the safer she’ll be, but it creates the
illusion that she’s in a stable relationship.

5: 4 Escapism and The Act of Sublimation
Using fanfiction as a way of expressing difficult emotions is also known as
sublimation. Freud believed that most pieces of creative works are a product of
unacceptable unconscious urges, which are in themselves an unfulfilled wish
fulfilment (see earlier section). Freud stated that sublimation allows the individual to
not be overcome with neurosis, so they can function in society. Kim stated that
exploring mental illness in fanfiction allows her to cope with her own and helping
them get through their hurdles helps her get through her own. Alex created one of
her modified X-Men characters when she was involved in Live-Action Role Play.
Alex: I was really into LARP when I was a teenager, which quite common in
fanfic, I think it’s because you get to make your own character, and take on
that role and physically act it out. I was very inspired by someone who used
her character to allow her to have an anxiety attack, which really helped her,
and I think I get a lot out of it in that way too, but in terms of my confidence.
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It seems that the escapism fanfiction offers allows the writers to get to know
themselves better, as they are exploring something otherworldly which is often rich
with symbolism, for example fighting monsters, which Jung (1949) stated we must
all do at some point in order to face our inner demons, so perhaps using fanfiction to
escape from reality is actually aiding the participants in getting to know their
authentic self, once they’ve faced the monsters in their psyche.
We see Sullivan’s (1935), idea of successful sublimation being played out in a
positive way with the participants in the study, and It seems as though they have
some awareness around their anxiety, for example knowing that fanfiction won’t
cure them of their relationship issues or social anxiety, but it does give enough
satisfaction too feel secure and function in society.
‘Forsyth’ in interview with Jamison (2013) stated that writing fanfiction had become
a form of therapy for her – she sublimates through the creative process which allows
her to be fearless. In the same book, Jamison interviewed ‘Flanagan’ on her
involvement within the Twilight Fandom. Flanagan was using this medium as a form
of escapism and a way of sublimation, by creating her version of Bella to work
through her own issues, escaping from the thing that pursues her; for our
participants, that would represent aspects of reality, for example relationship issues.
Flanagan’s Bella is a good example of successful sublimation, as she created her
own Bella and got to know her so well she became her herself, by being more
confident and fearless.
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Chapter Six: Conclusion
The aims of this study were to examine to what extent the participants were using
fanfiction to emotionally regulate themselves, what, if any, psychological issues or
aspects of their personality their writing addresses, whether they are conscious of
using fanfiction to work through issues in this way, and how exploring issues
specific to themselves impacts on them.
This study found that the participants were using fanfiction as way of self-soothing,
by escaping from unpleasant realities into a fantasy world which they have more
control over. The participants found that they were exploring hidden aspects of
themselves through various characters with whom they identified, and were using
them to work through similar issues, or fix the issues for that character, for example
one of the participants has relationship problems, so she would write about two
characters who are in a perfect relationship, and would continually write about that
process through different characters. They would also look at situations different
from their own, in order to escape from their own issues. These findings also shed
light on issues around intimacy, and how the phantasy of intimacy is created by
strong friendships made on fanfiction sites, and how they kept their fanfiction work
and friendships away from their offline social life. It seems that writing fanfiction
allows the participants to successfully sublimate things that they don’t feel can
express to the offline world. Some of the participants had an awareness of using
fanfiction in this way, others became aware of using fanfiction in this way when they
were discussing what it means to them during the interview.
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6:1 Strengths and Limitations
Strengths
Using IPA allowed for a deeper exploration of the participants’ experiences of
writing fanfiction, and of being involved in that community; the use of first-hand,
introspective testimonies from people involved in fanfiction gave a more personal
insight than could be achieved by a less in-depth study. This study addresses the lack
of existing literature by examining the accounts of the participants, and how they
point to various psychotherapeutic theories. The semi-structured interview style also
allowed for following up on any unforeseen topics which arose, which allowed for
greater depth and prevented the study from being constrained by the researcher’s
assumptions.
Limitations
A small sample was required due to the nature of the IPA research method. The
researcher was made aware of the difficulties of finding Irish fanfiction writers, as
it’s normally done anonymously, so the decision was made to post the advertisement
online, and conduct the interview via Skype. Conducting the interviews on Skype
had its disadvantages, as it can take time to set up due to connection difficulties, and
other alerts from participants’ computers interfering with the interview, however this
was changed once noticed, and later participants were asked to mute their
notifications for the duration of the interview. When using Skype, you are also only
seeing the participant from the shoulders up, which made body language difficult to
perceive. Due to the demographic skew of the fanfiction community and the small
sample size, all the volunteers for the study were female; having at least one male
might have given a broader insight of the topic.
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6: 2 Recommendations
To date there haven’t been any humanistic and integrative studies on fanfiction.
Most of the research so far has been conducted by English literature and film studies
researchers. Psychoanalysis has briefly investigated this area, but didn’t probe too far
into the individual experience of the fanfiction writer instead focusing on the reasons
why we are attracted to specific stories; the results were published in a book entitled
The Inner World of Dr Who: Psychoanalytic Reflections in Time and Space
(McRury, 2014).
There were further themes which could not be explored within the limited scope of
this study, but perhaps would be worth investigating. These areas include looking at
fanfiction from an object relation point of view, as there seems to be a lot of splitting
between the writers’ fanfiction world and the “real world”, and it might further
explain the phantasy of intimacy. It would also be interesting to explore the live
action side of fanfiction such as LARP, where individuals fully act out their
character, and whether the effects of acting things out differ from those of writing
them down.
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Appendix 1:

Participant Information Sheet

Psychotherapeutic exploration into the uses of fanfiction and the meaning it derives for people
involved in the fanfiction community

INFORMATION FORM
My name is Elaine Feehily and I am currently undertaking an MA in psychotherapy at Dublin Business
School. I am inviting you to take part in my research project on the uses of fanfiction and the
meaning it derives for those involved with the fanfiction community.
I am interviewing fanfiction writers who are still writing fanfiction, and are over the age of eighteen.

What’s Involved?
If you agree to participate in this research, you will be invited to attend an interview in person or via
Skype, in a time and setting of your convenience. The interview should take no more than forty five
minutes to complete. During the interview I will ask you a series of questions relating to the research
question.

Confidentiality
All information obtained from the interview will be kept confidential. Notes about the research in
any form will be stored in a file on a password protected computer, and code will be given instead of
using your name. Audio recordings and transcripts will be made of the interview, but these will also
be coded by number and kept in a secure location. Your participation in this research is voluntary,
and you are free to withdraw any time before publication.
DECLARATION I have read this consent form and have had time to consider whether to take
part in this study. I understand that my participation is voluntary (it is my choice) and that I am
free to withdraw from the research at any time without disadvantage. I agree to take part in
this research. I understand that, as part of this research project, notes of my participation in the
research will be made. I understand that my name will not be identified in any use of these
records. I am voluntarily agreeing that any notes may be studied by the researcher for use in
the research project and used in scientific publications.
Name of Participant (in block letters) _______________________
Signature _________________________ Date_____________________
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Appendix 2
Interview schedule

1)

How long have you been reading and writing fanfiction for?

2)

How do you think it’s viewed by society?

3)

Do you talk about fanfiction with people you are not involved in it?

4)

Is there a particular genre you’re attracted to?

5)
What themes do you find yourself writing and reading about? Could you tell me about
something you’ve written?
6)
What makes you want to write fanfiction? Do you write any original works? And if so
what’s the difference?
7)

What kind of characters or dynamics do you like to focus on?

8)

How do you feel about self- insertion?

9)

Can you draw any parallels with the stories you read and write with your own life?

10)
Have you ever been unhappy with and ending and changed it by ; continuing on with the
story, or read or wrote alternative endings?
11)
story?

How do you feel after you’ve read/wrote an alternative ending or a continuation of the

12)
Could you tell me a bit about the fanfiction community? Such as friendships you’ve made,
the kinds of people you’ve met through fanfiction, and how do you feel in it?
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