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preface

Writing and reading fan fiction is a massively accessible and powerful
cultural dialogue. it’s the ongoing result of hundreds of conversations, dis-
courses and interpretive frameworks being tested and negotiated, both within
and external to fan communities. Thanks to the dedication and labor of gen-
erations of fans—particularly metacommentators and those who elected to
pursue their fannish interests as part of their academic activities—community
discussion and scholarship in the field of fan studies continues to develop.

There has been a significant and arguably disproportionate degree of
interest in slash fiction, particularly in the transformative potential of the
genre. While still considered a fairly taboo undertaking in and of itself, the
reading and writing of slash fiction is becoming increasingly celebrated as
an active feminist resistance to harmful patriarchal ideologies and power
structures. however, it is not a fully utopian genre. Within slash fiction and
the interpretive communities around it, there has always been conflict, con-
tradiction and confusion. Where fans have been exploring the deeper ele-
ments of slash fiction for years, fan studies as a discipline—which is still
evolving and developing—is still only really looking at the surface.

Like most people writing about the genre, my engagement with slash
fiction predates my academic interest in it. in fact, i had no idea that fan
studies was a research field when i was an undergraduate. My 12-year love
affair with slash fiction was something i kept to myself and a handful of
friends, both those i’d met offline and those i’d met through a Kingdom Hearts
roleplay forum. My understanding of slash fiction was limited; confined to
what i had encountered within the very small interpretive communities and
fandoms i was involved with. Discussion and conflict about problematic con-
tent was just as rife there as it is in almost all fan spaces. it was only after i
had the opportunity to take a fan studies elective unit that i was formally
introduced to the history of slash fiction and the critical dialogues around
it. During this time, i began to understand how much more complex this
phenomenal genre is, and was surprised to find that academic discussion
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about this complexity was comparatively limited. ultimately, slash fiction
(like other fan works) is a powerful form of cultural expression, which does
not require legitimizing to wider academic institutions to be understood as
such. however, fan studies has yet to engage with the darker side of slash fic-
tion with the same critical rigor with which it has embraced other aspects of
the genre.

Fan authors, community moderators and metacampaigners have worked
for years to make fandom more intersectional, inclusive and  kink- friendly.
Their work has been instrumental in developing and moderating the safe
interpretive spaces which fan communities aim to provide. however, fandom
is comprised of members with vastly different cultural assumptions and indi-
vidual reading positions, all  co- existing within shared communities. Dissent,
conflict, discussion and mediation are always ongoing, ensuring that an
involvement with slash fiction and fandom in general has always been a learn-
ing process; one which results in constantly evolving discourses about the
nature of slash and some of its more problematic elements. in organizing this
book and learning about elements of slash fiction which i’d never even con-
sidered before, i’ve had my limited perspectives broadened. i have been intro-
duced to debates about the ideological and interpretive conflicts within fan
communities, and about the ways in which discrimination and power operate
within and shape fandom’s safe spaces. With this collection, we hope to be
able to contribute to ongoing conversations about slash fiction and supple-
ment them with some new discussions about some of its less celebrated ele-
ments.

in fan studies, there is a call from leading researchers to pursue new
lines of inquiry and to develop new forms of study; ones where fan studies
academics accept the research bias inherent in their dual positions as fans
and scholars, and respect and prioritize the privacy and boundaries of fan
communities. The intention is for this field to develop organically and ethi-
cally, ensuring that fan studies researchers are not exploiting the labor of fel-
low fans, but instead working cohesively to provide another intersectional
platform of discussion—something that is itself a problematic undertaking.
Where my knowledge has been lacking, i have very often deferred to the
experiences of those who have been involved in this process firsthand, quite
often for years—and so i would like to thank the following people who have
guided me and supported this project.

First, i would like to thank each of the contributors, whose academic
and personal insights and experiences have taught me so many invaluable
lessons. Thank you to those of you who, along with the wonderful members
of the Fan Studies network, helped me to establish an ethical framework for
this book and for sharing your insights on how to proceed when problems
and disagreements arose. Additional thanks to those of you who took time
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out of your hectic schedules to look over my own essay. i am beyond honored
to be part of this collection with you all and to have benefited from your
advice, guidance and friendship. i couldn’t have done it without you!

Special thanks must go to Kristina busse for your support and for taking
the time to help me become a better editor and researcher. your work con-
tinues to inspire people and has formed the cornerstone of most of my study-
ing to date. i look forward to reading the new book!

particular thanks must go to Dr. Lincoln geraghty and Dr. rachel
 o’connell for offering their time and support, which encouraged me to even
contemplate pursuing my engagement with slash fiction at a higher education
level. i would like to take this opportunity to also thank Dr. Laura campillo
Arnaiz for tracking me down in April 2015 to ask me about my research;
without you, i doubt i ever would have had the confidence to start on this
project. your enthusiasm, optimism and tenacity in the face of unbelievable
stress is inspirational and your students are lucky to have you!

i would also like to acknowledge a multitude of friends and roleplay
partners across various fandoms, who have offered insightful feedback and
suggestions during the development of this collection. not only have you
assessed and contested my ideas, brought me in line and made rethink my
stances on so many occasions, you also continue to voraciously create and
critique new stories. i promise that i will get around to the backdated replies
that i owe you.

Most importantly, i want to thank my family and friends for their
encouragement and belief when mine was faltering, and for being my support
network. you have always accepted my passions and research interests, albeit
sometimes with a raised eyebrow. i am more grateful than you will ever know,
but i will do my best to show you my appreciation every day. Where possible,
i intend to use any proceeds from this book to send you to gigs, festivals and
conventions.—Ashton Spacey
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introduction
AShTon SpAcey

in early 2012, Dr. Lincoln geraghty led an elective unit on fan fiction as
part of an undergraduate creative writing program. one of the classes was
dedicated to slash fiction, introducing students to the cultural and academic
history of slash as a form of popular literature and exploring the genre’s queer
potentiality. Some of the tropes discussed included alternate universe (Au),
genderswap and crossovers—with which many of the students were fairly
familiar. Discussion naturally followed to some of slash fiction’s more con-
troversial themes, such as mpreg,  non- con and incest.

“Wincest!” blurted out a girl a few seats down the row from me. up
until this point in the course, she hadn’t really said much—so this enthusiastic
exclamation was doubly surprising. not only did she know insider terminol-
ogy specific to both the Supernatural fandom and the trope itself, she had
declared her knowledge with excitement and a seemingly uncharacteristic
zeal. There was a moment or two of stunned silence before Dr. geraghty (in
his affable and engaging way) acknowledged her contribution, and spoke
with enthusiasm about how these more contentious themes form part of slash
fiction’s wider interpretive landscape. The awkwardness disappeared as
quickly as it had occurred, and the conversation moved on. in those few sec-
onds, however, my classmate’s reaction changed. her initial passionate pleas-
ure degenerated rapidly into embarrassment, and finally transitioned into a
subdued silence that lasted the rest of the lecture.

While i cannot claim to know how she was feeling, i suspect this had
little to do with the actual reaction of the class. it was more likely a result of
inadvertently outing a deeply personal part of herself to a community she
did not fully know and could not fully trust. Although by this point in the
degree program most of us knew each other fairly well, for the most part our
individual fannish interests were something we shared only with those who
shared them in return—either as part of a dedicated group like gameSoc,
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Quidditch club, or the Anime Society, or informally in our friendship groups.
in other words, within safe spaces. While the context of her celebratory
 exclamation (i.e., a seminar where we were discussing slash fiction and its
more controversial themes in generally positive terms) permitted and encour-
aged free expression of views, the short moments of pause that followed her
admission caused my classmate’s perception of our shared interpretive space
fundamentally to change from safe to unsafe. She responded accordingly to
a judgment she believed was being passed on her as a result and silenced her
views to avoid further damage.

in cultural studies, there is a tendency to default to the question of
whether or not something is politically motivated; in particular, to determine
whether a cultural artifact is progressive or reactionary. consequently, it has
often been implied that slash fiction operates as a displaced form of idealized
sexual fantasy; a feminist subversion of  non- normative gender, power and
desire paradigms which should be metaphorically understood as a desire for
an egalitarian form of romance (hellekson and busse, 2006; Driscoll, 2006;
Woledge, 2006). heather Meggers notes that women in particular are “social-
ized to view sex in terms of relational intimacy, romanticism, commitment,
and above all, privacy” (in Zubernis and Larsen, 2012, p. 66). if my classmate
had happily admitted to liking a more traditional and acceptably feminine
trope like hurt/comfort—where even explicitly violent and/or sexual scenes
form part of a sequence of escalating intimacy, which can be mapped onto
the authorized structures of romance fiction (Driscoll, 2006)—perhaps she
might not have felt so embarrassed. After all, a definition of slash fiction
which valorizes it as a genre depicting a love between equals, free from the
restrictions of hierarchical gender roles, is an ideal defense against potential
external judgment and feelings of shame.

Following the publication of hellekson and busse’s  ground- breaking
collection Fan Fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet (2006),
academic interest in slash fiction has continued to document the evolution
and development of the genre as a whole. Slash scholarship has explored at
length the ways in which the genre is primarily produced by and for mar-
ginalized communities, particularly women. it is now generally accepted that
slash fiction enjoys a simultaneous intertextual function: it is partly a sub-
versive cultural dialogue, and partly an unapologetically playful approach to
traditional literary conventions. This function is ultimately more complex
and nuanced than the traditional incorporation/resistance paradigm would
suggest. however, there are many other kinds of slash fiction which do not
adhere neatly to this idealized egalitarian romance theory and are underex-
plored, even though they are just as popular and emotionally resonant as
their more salubrious and  well- researched counterparts.

When critical research into the darker side of slash fiction and the con-
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troversial discussions around it is limited, it becomes necessary in collections
such as this to take a scholarly but slightly more flexible approach in order
to examine these complexities. in their books, for example, Zubernis and
Larsen (2012) attempted to negotiate their dual fannish and academic per-
spectives in order to present hybrid texts; ones which united their emotional
investment and their academic analytical stance—something they did not feel
they were ultimately fully able to achieve. This collection must also attempt
to negotiate this dual positionality and at times, it has been very difficult to
make clear transitions between  we- as-fans and  we- as-scholars, or not to
sound defensive from either position. however, this is not just about exploring
these issues in a  non- pathologizing way. This collection has attempted to pro-
vide an intersectional investigation into these works by actively embracing
the confusing, contradictory and  ever- evolving nature of fan studies schol-
arship. it has attempted to build on scholarly frameworks from an embedded,
embodied fannish position, in order to present critical but engaged and
nuanced insights into these underrepresented elements of slash fiction.

Meggers (2012) notes that more and more women are reporting interest
in fantasies about erotic force, exhibitionism, voyeurism and other taboos—
such as age difference, size difference,  non- consensual sex and male preg-
nancy. cynthia Jenkins (2006) notes that slash works which explore these
themes are usually less tolerated; where they occur in slash fiction, these
themes are often construed as “bad sex” (i.e., typified by mainstream pornog-
raphy) as opposed to “good sex” themes (acceptably feminine,  relationship-
oriented, based in mutual love). She argues that this false dichotomy ignores
how “bad sex” themes still occur within slash fiction’s wider focus on inter-
personal relationships and mutual emotional vulnerability. Jenkins also notes
how this perspective suggests that all fantasy and representation is somehow
ultimately leading towards actualization of the ideas and images featured in
fantasies. This concern is predicated on the assumption that an enjoyment
of problematic fantasies is indicative of an actual predisposition towards sim-
ilar activities in real life. As she notes, “The assumption seems to be that our
fantasies control us, not that we control our fantasies” (pp. 83–84). however,
there is much more to the debate than just this.

in Fandom at the Crossroads: Celebration, Shame and Fan/Producer Rela-
tionships (2012), Zubernis and Larsen discuss the language used by fan com-
munities and wider society to describe the “wrong” kind of desire. They
highlight how it continues to act as a powerful agent in “dismissing aspects
of feminine sexuality that are threatening, and is an integral part of the cul-
tural containment of female desire in general” (2012, p. 60). When some slash
fiction is labeled as acceptable and some as unacceptable, explorations of
contentious themes are therefore doubly policed; externally by wider patri-
archal society and internally within fan communities. This limits dialogue

Introduction (Spacey)  7



before the conversation about what role this exploration may play in our
 cultural activities even begins. beyond that, when moral or ideological posi-
tions are assigned to either side of this line and reputations are challenged,
the conversation can become even more complicated.

Zubernis and Larsen highlight how our identities, which are under con-
stant surveillance by the self and by others, are often forced into a disconnect
between a socially acceptable public self and a personal inner self. The public
self therefore becomes a shield to guard against vulnerability. Any action or
reaction that might expose or harm that inner self is experienced as a serious
threat. if the inner self is threatened—particularly when accompanied by the
possibility of social sanctions—we experience a sense of shame and personal
inadequacy. because shame is profoundly disempowering, we as fans often
seek communities where our inner selves and our identities, passions and
vulnerabilities can be articulated and explored—and furthermore, where they
can also be shared with others, reframed and understood; something that
fan communities are able to provide. Wanting to preserve these sites of safety
and enjoyment, as fans present in these spaces we therefore meticulously
protect the boundaries of our communities and strive to make them as safe,
inclusive and utopian as we possibly can.

given that consuming media texts is not a purely passive process, inter-
nalization of social attitudes is reflected in what we consume and create.
engagement with fandom is an interpretive process whereby we explore cul-
tural events and attitudes and the resonances they have with us and with
 others. participating within fan communities—and the generation and con-
sumption of fan fiction—remains one of our most prolific forms of active
cultural expression. There is a desire, therefore, for a step towards  self-
improvement in fannish activities; a drive to actively shape and produce more
liberated communities and works that are freely available, accessible to all
and socially inclusive. When our interests conflict with that desire, we may
begin to experience a negative psychological disconnect—particularly in
cases when such conflicts occur in the form of public disagreements.

As part of fandom’s fundamentally democratic ethos, we are able to share
our concerns within the community and critique content that we do not agree
with, but we are also able to defend creative freedoms to explore complex and
difficult themes. When we encounter  fan- made content or discussions which
profoundly offend, upset, provoke or challenge our identities and value sys-
tems, this may be perceived as a threat to the inner self and our ability to pro -
tect and articulate this within fan communities. For example, discussions and
fan works which feature contentious themes can easily be offensive if pre-
sented in a way which appears flippant or discriminatory. Survivors of vio-
lence, illness and sexual assault have reported that they can be deeply triggered
by this, particularly in the case of works which eroticize these themes. When
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their concerns go unheard, are rejected, or are mocked and/or deliberately
dismissed within fan communities, this can cause real, lasting damage.

Additionally, fans who find themselves suddenly on the end of criticism
and personal attack may become defensive—particularly when this appears
unjustified, excessive, or aimed against the existence of a trope in general
rather than at their specific treatment of it. Those who have personally expe-
rienced the themes they explore in their work may also find themselves being
personally criticized for the ways in which they choose to engage with the
genre. For example, some critics argue that certain fan works and their
authors, regardless of their experience with these themes in real life, know-
ingly or unknowingly normalize sexual violence and promote rape culture.
There is significant complexity around issues like this and around most prob-
lematic themes within slash fiction. given that we are immersed in social
paradigms in which sexual violence and rape culture are so deeply ingrained,
harmful reproductions of these themes and power structures are indeed com-
monplace in both source texts and fan works.

As a result of this immersion, creating fan works and discussions which
do not automatically and uncritically reproduce harmful ideologies and struc-
tures takes conscious effort. Furthermore, it requires an awareness of and an
engagement with wider intersectional conversations around these elements.
Degrees of familiarity with these discussions will often differ wildly, as will
understandings and engagements with the associated discourses. While many
communities do moderate discussions to allow free debate, there is always
an underlying anxiety within fan spaces when discussion is underpinned by
aggression, ignorance and a refusal to listen on either side. When conflicts
erupt in the community, these can escalate from open disagreements and fair
criticism to dismissiveness, mockery, personal attack or even the threat or
actual act of doxxing—the malicious publishing of private or identify-
ing information. The inner self is thus threatened again, communication
breaks down and the space becomes toxic. A phobic reaction is clearly a very
real possibility when a space we once perceived as safe becomes suddenly
unsafe.

in order to avoid such situations, most fan communities have developed
systems to help members navigate the vast network of conflicting cultural
assumptions and reading positions  co- existing within fandoms. As a general
standard of conscientiousness and etiquette, across most fanwork platforms
and communities creators are advised to warn potential readers of problem-
atic elements in their work by using the infrastructures of established content
tagging systems or by writing detailed author’s notes. in this way, fans are
better able to curate their experiences and avoid content which may be dis-
agreeable or even triggering to them, but they are also able to uphold fan fic-
tion’s primary ethos of permitting the safe, creative exploration of any number
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of real or imagined scenarios, tropes, identity configurations and behavioral
paradigms.

however, this is not a perfect system, given that marginalized groups in
fandom continue to be ignored and their voices often go unheard. For all
that fandom is considered a safe space to articulate our inner selves and iden-
tities, it is not always as safe and supportive as we would like to believe. people
of color regularly face hypersexualization, desexualization or total exclusion
from fan works, communities and discussions. people on the asexual and
aromantic sprectrum,  non- monosexual people, and people of  non- binary
genders are still routinely sidelined. Disabled people regularly face infan-
tilization, othering and damaging depictions of their identities as fetish
objects, or as identities which require “fixing” in order to be complete. it is
also difficult (if not impossible) for the “don’t like, don’t read” maxim to be
adhered to when issues such as ableism, racism, misogyny and the erasure
of asexuality and bisexuality regularly go untagged—often because someone
may not consciously realize that such elements are being reproduced in their
work or their arguments. Additionally, both slash and femslash are certainly
not exempt from the wider criticism that these genres, no matter how polit-
ically engaged, subversive, and/or acceptably feminine they may be, ultimately
still fundamentally sexualize and fetishize gay relationships, often through a
heteronormative lens.

in reality, there is no such thing as a “darker side” to slash fiction; merely
another side to this complex, multifaceted genre. Talking about this allegedly
darker side, though, means talking about more than just the function and
effect of raunchy stories. it means following metacritics in investigating the
incredibly complex interplay between eroticism, representation, visibility and
the structures of power. it means addressing how the erotic imaginary is con-
strained, how voices are silenced and how safe spaces can be shattered—and
how shame and fear are weaponized to repeat restrictions and control on
social and sexual expression. it means exploring how slash fiction is capable
of both addressing and dismissing both real and fictional identities, sexualities
and cultural behaviors. it’s about trying to understand how human needs are
being gratified or unmet by engagements with fan texts, source texts, and the
discussions happening within fan communities. More than anything, it is
contributing to ongoing conversations which acknowledge that slash fiction
as a wider genre has both progressive and regressive elements. All of these
elements contribute to the incredible impact slash has, both as a form of pop-
ular literature and on our perceptions of fan communities as safe spaces to
articulate our desires and our identities.

This collection of essays ultimately aims to supplement existing dia-
logues around slash fiction. Drawing from a wide selection of Tv, movie,
book and  real- life fandoms (such as sports fandoms and band fandoms),
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these essays explore the darker side of slash fiction through a combination
of literary analysis, ethnography and metacritical investigation. They offer
new insights into another set of elements within the genre; elements which
are explicitly concerned with the negotiation of inequality rather than the
advancement of egalitarian structures. each text can be read as a standalone
essay, or in conjunction as a set based around a common theme. Firstly: the
marginalization of real, “fringe” bodies and identities as objects of desire,
and the suppression of these subject positions and experiences within slash
fiction and fan communities. Secondly: the inscription of sexuality onto—
and as a result of—alternative sexual physiologies, and the methods through
which bodily boundaries are transgressed or reiterated in slash fiction. Then
thirdly: the power dynamics of consent and the ways in which slash fiction
allows exploration of ideas and concerns about personal agency and auton-
omy. A breakdown of each essay in the collection can be found below.

Overview of the Collection

Section I—Abberant Realities: 
Fringe Bodies and Marginalized Identities

Slash fiction is defined by more than just its content. it is also defined
by its context—its placement within wider discussions of identity politics
and normative paradigms, and its treatment and representations of margin-
alized groups both within fan works and within fan communities. part of
acknowledging and exploring the more secretive and controversial aspects
of slash fiction is discussing the ways that the genre represents and explores
real identities and behaviors (both normative and  non- normative) and the
ways in which such themes are received and interpreted. it is important for
us as fans and as scholars to explore how this seemingly utopian genre can
be just as capable of perpetuating harmful ideologies and fetishizing real
marginalized identities, casting them as aberrant, other and/or purely as set
pieces, or erasing them altogether.

Although slash is often lauded as being a more egalitarian genre of pop-
ular literature, it is still fully capable of being as misogynistic, queerphobic
and racist as the source texts with which it engages. in some cases, fan works
and discussions openly erase the agency of characters (and even the presence
of characters themselves) or fundamentally disregard the concerns, needs
and lived experiences of groups who do not fit the established fannish identity
profiles. in addition to this, explorations into the darker side of slash fiction
must also take into account the ways in which  real- life problematic tropes
and elements continue to resonate—including depictions of  real- life traumas
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and behaviors such as sexual violence, drug use, phobic attitudes, illness, sui-
cide, and bullying—and the ways in which these themes are depicted, received
and interpreted.

Lýsa Westberg gabriel’s “Slashing the invisible: bodily Autonomy in
Asexual Fan Fiction” explores the exponential growth of  asexuality- themed
slash fiction in a genre which mostly preoccupies itself with sex—even if only
implicitly. Westberg gabriel investigates the themes of bodily autonomy and
interpersonal relationships in a society that regards sex as performance, and
where a male body that experiences a lack of sexual attraction creates a prob-
lem by not fitting into a sexualized discourse. She explores how asexuality in
slash fiction follows similar trends to the omegaverse in foregrounding dis-
cussions about equality, the right to the body, the right to decline sex, and
the ideas that nature and desire take precedence over informed decisions.
Westberg gabriel concludes that  asexuality- themed slash fiction may prove
to be the site where masculinity can be questioned and redefined and where
 asexuality- themed slash fiction’s authors and readers can actively enter into
an argument with the normative to navigate and engage with the complexities
of identity politics—both their own and others’.”

Ágnes Zsila and Zsolt Demetrovics’ “icons of  Self- Destruction: The por-
trayal of Aggression and Abusive behaviors in band Slash Fiction” presents
an explorative psychological review of destructive and abusive behaviors
within  real- person band slash fiction through examinations of selected band
slash texts and ethnographic research. Discussing the general portrayal of
physical and verbal aggression, social deprivation, threats and sexual assault
in band slash, Zsila and Demetrovics work closely with several active authors
in the genre to present a new investigation of authorial engagement with
complex and (at times) emotionally distressing themes. Additionally, Zsila
and Demetrovics challenge existing theoretical frameworks of slash scholar-
ship by exploring audience responses to problematic themes in fan works,
and examine how the unique dialogic relationship shared between respon-
dents and their audiences functions as a means of fostering and maintaining
localized interpretive communities and support networks.

Divya garg’s “(un)Sanctioned bodies: The  State- Sexuality-Disability
nexus in Captain America Slash Fan Fiction” urges slash scholarship to go
beyond an interest in how the genre continues to subversively queer the
 mainstream in order to explore the politics behind queer forms of represen-
tation. garg’s essay investigates how historical Captain America slash fiction
documents and explores marginal histories and expressions of sexuality and
identity. basing her critique in the theoretical frameworks of homonation-
alism and ablenationalism, she examines the representation of  non- normative
bodies and desires within slash fan fiction with particular respect to the State’s
regulation of these bodies and desires. garg argues that in articulating expe-
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riences of body dysphoria, ableism and trauma in light of the Captain America
storyline, slash fiction provides a script through which to read into the fissures
between the dominant narratives of the homogeneous State and its produc-
tion of normative bodies in accordance with its own national agenda.

cait coker and rukmini pande close this section with “not So  Star-
Spangled: examining race, privilege and problems in Mcu’s Captain Amer-
ica Fandom”—a discussion of how fandom and scholarship continue to ignore
the ways that race and privilege work within slash communities. Focusing
on the character of Sam Wilson, coker and pande use examples drawn from
fan fiction, metadiscussions, and fan author interviews to explore how Sam
Wilson’s race is treated in slash fandom along the spectrum of  point- blank
erasure, problematic depictions, and successful interracial romance. The essay
also discusses the practical and theoretical gap in slash scholarship regarding
race and fandom, and considers how the field of fan studies continues to
reinforce the notion of fandom norms as a white and only nominally queer
space—effectively othering both fans of color and the objects of their fannish
affections.

The essays in Section i highlight some of the more insidious problems
within slash fiction. While not as sexually contentious as other problematic
themes and tropes in the darker side of slash fiction, these issues are equally
as prominent and perhaps some of its most troubling elements. however,
these essays also highlight the ways in which fan works and fan communities
are actively using the genre in order to foreground their concerns. They
explore how fan communities continue to generate counternarratives to chal-
lenge the forms of hegemonic discourse which traditionally invisibilize and
silence them. These essays call for more investigations into how the repetition
of hegemonic power structures can both reinforce dangerous ideologies, yet
simultaneously provide a means through which these can be articulated,
reframed and explored within fan communities. The essays in Section i also
highlight the need for further discussion about the ways in which slash deals
with marginalized identities and behaviors—both within real life and within
the context of fiction.

Section II—Sexual Inscription 
and Bodily Boundaries

The essays that comprise Section ii explore the ways in which the phys-
ical boundaries of both real and imagined bodies are manipulated, reclaimed
and repurposed in slash fiction. in the fan works under investigation in this
section, the supposedly inflexible nature of bodily boundaries is transgressed.
This allows an opportunity for the unstable and politicized interpretive frame -
works surrounding gender, identity and sexuality to be reframed—providing
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a subversive challenge to some of society’s most deeply ingrained ideologies.
however, while these works may allow us to negotiate gender and power
dynamics they can just as often reinforce heteronormative ideals where child-
birth and domesticity are presented as the ultimate routes to a happy ending.

The slash works which these essays explore can also describe the difficult
realities of transgender and intersex experiences with the language of body
horror, or position them as temporary barriers to an otherwise conventional
romantic fulfillment scenario. At best, this is an unflattering disservice—and
at worst, it can be a deeply painful and damaging reading experience. The
essays in Section ii highlight how these narratives ultimately offer a space to
facilitate a powerful reimagining of complex cultural understandings of self-
hood and identity politics. They provide a vital critical lens through which
to unpack and critique the definitions of what is socially constructed as “nor-
mal” and “natural.”

Laura campillo Arnaiz’s “When the omega empath Met the Alpha Doc-
tor: An Analysis of the Alpha/beta/omega Dynamics in the Hannibal Fan-
dom” builds on existing scholarship around the themes of the omegaverse
in slash fiction. Arnaiz critiques the rhetoric of biological determinism which
underpins this trope and performs a close reading of two popular Hannibal
works which deliberately depict this dynamic as violent, sexually aggressive,
emotionally manipulative and inescapably unequal. She discusses how dark
omegaverse narratives permit a space where inherently human feelings of
powerlessness, unlovability and humiliation can be actively invited and sub-
sequently explored, eroticized, and controlled. Additionally, Arnaiz also
examines how dark omegaverse plot events are received and interpreted by
audiences and how the “happy ending” can be read in even the bleakest of
narratives—even if this goes against the grain of an author’s active decision
to end a work in a dissatisfying way. She concludes that while the genre may
not adhere neatly to slash fiction’s more egalitarian romantic conventions,
dark omegaverse and negative themes continue to resonate deeply with the
erotic imagination, despite an audience’s full awareness of how inherently
undesirable such realities would be.

Jesse Ashman’s “pregnancy as bondage: impregnating the cisgender
Man in Works of Sherlock and Merlin Slash Fiction” leads on in this section
to investigate how in its darker forms, mpreg (a trope where cisgender men
are able to become pregnant) draws away from the traditional themes of fam-
ily and domesticity with which it is associated. Ashman explores how mpreg
can operate within a taboo and explicitly pornographic framework which
toys with elements of bDSM. he proposes that this presents a form of fetish
which takes its erotic potential from the deconstruction of the cisgenderness
of canon characters and the actors who portray them, culminating in a highly
intertextual interpretive exchange which can only be present in fan works.
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he concludes that what on the surface appears to be a taboo sex act primarily
concerned with the operation of control is in fact a collaborative and coun-
terpublic transformative act, which provides power to fan communities and
creates a liminal space in which immovable, untouchable bodies become mal-
leable and accessible.

Samantha close and cynthia Wang conclude this section by proposing
that the ideological structures of feminism and queerness are being ruptured
in slash fiction through the reinforcement of traditional structures of power
and pleasure. in “erotic imaginaries of power in Fan Fiction Tropes,” close
and Wang focus on the futanari trope—where bodies sexed as female also
have penises—and highlight how even though futanari switches the tradi-
tional focus of slash to female bodies, sex continues to be defined by the pres-
ence of the  penis- phallus. using examples of popular fan works, close and
Wang argue that while bodies in futanari slash fiction are being queered, sex-
uality and social power dynamics largely are not. They highlight how an aca-
demic focus on what is different in slash fiction often obscures what is staying
the same and which power structures are being reiterated. They conclude
that future scholarship must recognize the operation of additional  non-
normative counternarratives within fan fiction’s  now- familiar transgressive,
queer frameworks, in order to understand how participation with social
norms impacts on and restricts our erotic imaginations.

Slash fiction is far from a perfect model of transformative literature,
wherein the complexities of identity politics can be reworked without invok-
ing the same reactionary discourses that govern these issues in reality. Slash
fiction does provide an interpretive space to explore complex and difficult
questions about the articulation of our identity in relation to social constructs
of what is considered “normal” and “natural” in terms of gender, sexual iden-
tity and sexual orientation. however, these essays also demonstrate how slash
is equally as capable of perpetuating harmful discourses and brushing over
difficult political realities for the sake of generating eroticism rather than
challenging or deconstructing them. The essays in Section ii therefore ask
for continued investigation of the  ever- evolving ways in which slash fiction
as a genre both resists and reiterates the cultural models of selfhood, identity,
sexuality and the complex interplay between these elements.

Section III—Power, Desire 
and the Erotics of Consent

Discussions around sexual agency, bodily autonomy and the ways in
which we articulate and exercise these facets of our selfhood have gained
increasing prominence, particularly with the emergence of new social aware-
ness movements and  fourth- wave feminism. Activist groups, legislators and
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researchers (in addition to many other support organizations, crisis and
refugee centers and outreach programs) have consistently fought to raise the
visibility of these issues through progressive, intersectional feminist discourse
and through support and awareness campaigns. The essays in Section iii
explore how slash fiction—as a genre of literature which is primarily written
for and by marginalized communities—preoccupies itself with exploring the
unequal nature of our relationships to power and the ways that we articulate,
moderate or suppress our desire in response.

of all the problematic elements within slash fiction, it often appears that
works that explicitly challenge understandings of agency and consent draw
the most controversy and create the deepest divisions between fan commu-
nities. in order to address this controversy, a necessary degree of critical
detachment is required in order to examine why and how this division occurs,
while also exploring and acknowledging its significant effects and impacts
from an embedded fannish position. consuming and producing narratives
which feature these elements can call individual subject positions into ques-
tion, provoking passionate and visceral reactions either in defense or advance-
ment of personal ideologies, which may be challenged by the content someone
encounters. This may generate a desire to criticize works which appear ide-
ologically harmful, or provoke an experience of confusion and embarrass-
ment when an enjoyment of exploring contentious themes violently contradicts
conscious understandings of who we are, our value systems and our lived
experiences. however, such disconnect between social and erotic selves can
also offer invaluable opportunities to investigate some of the most prominent
and resonant cultural issues. The essays in Section iii explore the ways in
which the darker side of slash fiction can provide a means to reframe our
exposure to these issues and acrtively articulate our concerns.

charity A. Fowler argues that the transformative possibilities of fan fic-
tion do not automatically make it political or progressive. “A bad bromance:
betrayal, violence and Dark Delight in Subverting the romance narrative”
celebrates the nuance and subversion inherent within fan works that delib-
erately avoid repairing problematic source texts. Fowler examines how these
works instead elect to complicate and extend these issues, but offer both a
critical resistance and a reiteration of heteronormativity. Analyzing a selection
of fan works from three popular bad bromance pairings, Fowler explores
how canonical antagonism, violence and manipulation are handled by fan
authors and their readerships—and how disagreements on how to interpret
and depict such elements can fracture fandom spaces, leading to instances
of aggressive policing, bullying and calls for censorship. Fowler argues that
existing frameworks of interpretation trend towards shaming and silencing
women’s expression of unruly or impure desire, and calls for a more open
critical discourse. She concludes that in order for slash scholarship to evolve,
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we must permit a critical but balanced examination of the complex process
through which women may find themselves being rendered complicit in their
own subjugation, and how fannish sexual agency is policed by fans—even
within allegedly dialogically open and progressive fannish communities.

My own essay, “Dubious consent: The revival of ravishment,” explores
the evolution of the  dub- con trope and suggests that  dub- con is a revival of
medieval ravishment scenarios. however, where classical texts have often
presented enforced submission and sexual violence as an inevitable (and even
desirable) product of heteronormativity,  dub- con openly concerns itself with
the representation of inequality. i propose that  dub- con should not be under-
stood as a rape fantasy, but instead as a submission fantasy—where one is in
control of the scenario at all times and able to pleasurably navigate the com-
plex (and often frightening) relationship between power, desire and personal
agency. Additionally, i suggest that  dub- con is a  self- identifying and political
genre; even the act of tagging or searching for a fan work which involves
“dubious consent” makes us acknowledge that the depicted scenario is not
an ideal that we should valorize or unquestioningly accept. i conclude by
suggesting that  dub- con is a trope which can only exist within the controllable
confines of a fantasy scenario—and that consent obtained dubiously in reality
is no consent at all. i propose further investigation into how  dub- con as a
wider genre allows the fantasy of a pleasurable sublimation of control, but
how its nuances ask us to question the ways in which we perceive and artic-
ulate our identities and assert our bodily autonomy and sexual agency.

Milena popova’s “‘happy consensual gangbangs’: Deconstructions of
Sports cultures and hegemonic Masculinity in Football rpF” closes the collec -
tion, employing a close reading of two stories within the gangbang/team sex
subgenre of Football real person Fiction. popova explores how these stories
deal with the themes of safety, vulnerability and issues of sexual consent—
topics which are particularly controversial within sports culture contexts.
They investigate how sports fans who are marginalized by sports culture’s
hegemonic masculinity structures can use slash fiction to explore hierarchal
masculinity, and the behaviors and practices inherent within these hierar-
chies. popova concludes that by comparing their knowledge and experience
of marginalization within sports culture with the fictional representations
they create, fan authors and fan communities are able to both navigate, and
issue a challenge to, the structures and systems of oppression they encounter.

Summary
ending with popova’s exploration of structural oppression and consent

discourses reminds us how deeply the issues of selfhood, autonomy and
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power resonate within slash fiction’s interpretive communities. explorations
of these themes allows deeper and more inclusive understanding of their
complexity and asks questions about how slash fiction operates—although it
is important to acknowledge that slash fiction in particular has received a
disproportionate amount of academic interest as opposed to other forms of
fan activity. We have celebrated slash’s capacity to create a utopian, egalitarian
genre written by and for the marginalized, which allows both reconciliation
and resistance to forms of oppression. We have not invested as much energy
into exploring its darker side.

if we take for granted the concept that there can be no event or activity
which is totally separated from discourse and free from ideology, then it
becomes evident that the incredibly popular cultural undertaking of writing
and reading slash should be understood as more of a practice than a product.
We exist within a society where objectification of and violence against mar-
ginalized communities is both systemic and omnipresent—it is so much a
part of our lives that it insidiously guides us to oppress ourselves and one
another on its behalf. Slash fiction operates as both a resistance to and a rein-
forcement of the same structures of power and inequalities it is trying to
resist and under which it is continuously evolving. it is unsurprising that we
find in slash the same conflicts, debates and regulation of modes of expression
as we find in modern society—particularly in the case of contentious topics
which provoke or challenge our subject positions.

Judith Fathallah (2016a) notes that contributions are needed to a  less-
discussed aspect of fan fiction: “fan fic and its kinks and tropes as  self- discovery,
 self- empowerment, and a working through of trauma rather than as an explic-
itly political agent of change in the media industries” (Section 6, lines 3–6).
While the essays in this collection demonstrate how the darker side of slash
fiction provides opportunities for the former, i would argue that any engage-
ment with slash fiction—particularly slash fiction which features contentious
themes and problematic elements—is itself an inherently political activity. it
makes us engage with the issues that these works depict and explore, and
invites us to reframe and reassess our subjectivities, lived experiences and
perceptions of wider cultural concerns. it is part of what makes slash fiction
so unique. it exposes us to ideas, identities and erotic potentialities that we
may never have even considered and offers learning opportunities.

There is an inherent risk that when we encounter such literature, we
may find our sensibilities provoked and our boundaries violated, which then
involves us in the discursive process of  meaning- making from which slash
fiction originates in the first place. however, part of showing conscientious-
ness and upholding slash fiction’s unique accessibility is acknowledging that
people can and do experience phobic reactions and can be traumatically trig-
gered by content—particularly violent content. We must also acknowledge

18 Introduction



that within slash fiction and within fan communities we are fully capable of
knowingly or unknowingly reproducing damaging power structures and
behavioral paradigms, and perpetuating the systems of inequality which
silence and invisibilize the desires, needs and identities of marginalized com-
munities both within and outside of fandom.

busse and Lothian (2009) highlight how the dual fannish desires to revel
in comforting tropes and to address real world concerns can provide sites of
contention within fan communities and generate a sense of dissatisfaction
when a story fails to fulfill both (p. 18). Within fan communities and within
fan scholarship there is a simultaneous desire to permit and promote freedom
of sexual expression, and a desire to protect fandom as a utopian interpretive
space. This underpins both the appeal and the problem of slash fiction—and
there are subsequently increasingly difficult questions to face which yield no
obvious answers. how do we raise criticisms of problematic texts in a way
that encourages honest discussion, rather than hostility, defensiveness or dis-
missal of our concerns? how can we compassionately address the fear that
reading and writing problematic slash fiction perpetuates the same issues it
depicts? how can we uphold a fannish ethos of creative freedom and respect
the democratic right to explore contentious content (some of which may be
upsetting) but also acknowledge the real harms that some incarnations of
such content can cause? can we still contest elements of frameworks and dis-
courses we do not agree with without disregarding opposing views or invoking
the rhetoric of morality? if we thoroughly and unapologetically enjoy con-
suming and producing problematic content, can we call ourselves feminists?

Let me be the first to apologize for not actually providing any sufficient
answers to these questions. however, i would like to propose that the essays
in this collection can supplement ongoing conversations about slash fiction
with some new insights into some of this  well- studied genre’s less celebrated
elements. This book is an attempt to demonstrate how engagement with the
darker side of slash fiction provides opportunities to explore modes of being
and test our reading positions against new and often challenging or disagree-
able interpretive frameworks. ultimately, it is crucial to acknowledge how
slash fiction, like any other form of massively popular literature, has both
progressive and regressive aspects—and how privilege, power and repression
work within slash fiction and its interpretive communities and make fandom’s
“safe space” only safe for some and not for others.

As these essays show, the darker side of slash fiction is thriving. if we
can renew the discussion with ethical research and critical rigor, perhaps we
can help to ensure that marginalized voices are being heard, concerns are
being raised, acknowledged and addressed, and that enthusiastic admissions
like my classmate’s do not automatically result in embarrassment, silence and
a reluctance to engage. While dismissiveness continues to compromise under-
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standing, and while shame, fear, guilt and repression constrain open dialogue
in fan communities, the transformative potentiality of these works will never
be fully understood—and we will continue to do a disservice to this incredible
literary phenomenon.

Ethical Considerations
With any investigation of fan works and fan communities, it is imper-

ative that as fans and researchers we respect and acknowledge the very real
underlying concerns about such research—particularly the risk of exposure
and/or consequence that investigations may cause. This is particularly impor-
tant when exploring controversial or problematic elements in source texts,
fan texts and discussions. given that many of the themes explored within
this collection are considered sensitive, a commitment to respectful research
practice and the protection of fan works, fan authors and audiences has
underpinned this project.

The complex debate about the degree to which fan spaces are private,
public or semipublic—and the extent to which fan privacy should be pro-
tected in light of this—is ongoing. bethan Jones (2016) argues that fan works
should be understood as a “private act in a public space,” similar to a “woman
talking about an abortion with a friend in a café” or “[a] parent dealing with
a toddler having a meltdown at the grocery store” (para 10, lines 1–2). She
proposes that though we may feel that we have the right to record or intrude
on these private conversations as they are in a public space, in reality we
understand that doing so would be unethical or at the very least, rude. We
also understand that by recording or intruding on these private conversations,
we could potentially bring harm to others, such as embarrassment or damage
to their reputations. in Identity, Ethics and Fan Privacy (2012), hellekson and
busse promote the importance of similarly respecting the context in which
fan works are generated and shared—and acknowledging that many fans are
not in favor of fandom and academia intersecting. As a benchmark, this
means respecting the norms, values and expectations of privacy within fan
communities and understanding anxieties about  real- life harms which remain
an inherent danger involved in the production, consumption and sharing of
fan works.

Many writers in this field are actively involved with fandom in one way
or another (an involvement which often predates their academic work by
many years) and must reconcile their fannish and academic identities and
subject positions in order to conduct research in an ethical way. Following
on from the foundational hybrid approaches of Joanna russ’ Pornography by
Women, for Women, with Love (1985) and henry Jenkins’ Textual Poachers
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(1992), it is ultimately considered best practice to write about fan communities
as part of the community to uphold the values of honesty, integrity and a
respect for the cultural norms of fan spaces, but to try to avoid privileging
either one’s fannish or scholarly position. Some academics in fan studies are
immersed in fan activities and openly known to their communities as
researchers. others remain more on the periphery of fandom with a smaller
degree of active participation, but maintain a solid familiarity with the norms
of fan communities—although the degree to which they are openly known
as researchers varies from individual to individual. however, this is not to
suggest that any research position is without problems or research biases,
such as debates about how to access and treat information gained through
personal involvement in one’s fan community rather than through research.

given that fan studies is a constantly evolving field there is no unified
best practice framework underpinning fan studies scholarship. however,
cohesive working models can be established through communication with
both our fannish and scholarly communities. During the development of the
collection i consulted other fans, practicing  fan- academics with significant
experience in fan studies research ethics, and the contributors themselves
for guidance on how to be an effective editor in this diverse and developing
field. it was determined that as best practice for this collection i would ask
all contributors to adhere to an agreed ethical baseline when quoting from
fan works, discussions or other materials (i.e., seeking permissions to quote,
anonymizing data, no direct links to fan works). As such, as a minimum stan-
dard this book adheres to the ethical guidelines proposed by the Journal of
Transformative Works and Cultures (hellekson & busse, 2009). Many of the
contributors in this collection also strive towards adhering to the more strin-
gent recommendations presented in the Journal of Fandom Studies (vol-
ume 4, issue 3)—notably those proposed by nielsen (2016), Jensen (2016)
and Fathallah (2016)—in addition to the proposals presented by Kelley (2016)
and hellekson & busse (2012).

however, it was also agreed that as an editor i should not limit what
contributors could and could not address in their research, and that i should
also not mandate how researchers conducted their investigations. Although
the degree of participant involvement in each contributor’s essay varies, both
fans and fan scholars pointed out that while they are absolutely in favor of
following ethical best practices when quoting fan works, an editorial mandate
which makes it compulsory to ask for permission to even discuss a piece of
work makes talking about the problematics of fandom almost impossible—
for example, when a work or community discussion is (either knowingly or
unknowingly) deeply racist.

An inability for researchers to address problematic elements within both
historical and contemporary fan communities and fan works would create a
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bias in fan studies as a whole, something which is itself an ethical dilemma
which must be taken into account. While minimization of harm is a funda-
mental principle of research in this field, toxic fan works, discussions and
instances of silencing and bullying in the community do cause harm to mar-
ginalized groups within fandom. if researchers cannot address these issues
under the mandate of protecting fan spaces, or can only analyze these issues
through policed perspectives, this could lead to research privileging only cer-
tain fan spaces and protecting some fans over others. This then raises ques-
tions about which power structures this reproduces—and which voices it is
silencing in the process.

Some contributors (particularly from the fields of literature and the
humanities) have conducted textual analyses of fan works. They employ
frameworks of literary criticism to explore these narratives as objects of study
in their own right and not simply as byproducts of a subculture or subgenre.
others have worked directly with respondents to formulate new collaborative
conclusions about the nature of engaging with fan writing practices as part
of the wider participatory cultures of individual fan communities. Many
involve elements of both of these approaches. regardless of the format of
each essay in this project, ethical considerations and best practice protocols
have remained at the forefront of this project’s aims. All of the contributors
who have submitted to this collection have therefore made an individual
choice about how to balance their ethical responsibilities to protect fannish
spaces and identities with their right to authorial autonomy, with their subject
positions within fandom and the power dynamics inherent within researcher/
researched relationships, and with their personal research methodologies.

Kelley (2016) proposes that where expert/subject hierarchies are aban-
doned in favor of ensuring that researcher and participant are able to share
information and learn from one another, we begin to move towards what is,
effectively, a transformative model of good ethical practice (2016, 4.11). if
academia as an institution wields power over representation, privacy and
ownership, the onus falls on fannish scholars to develop new research meth-
ods in order to accommodate both our research interests and the needs of
the humans on the other side of the screen. here more than ever, protecting
the privacy of fan spaces and building respectful, reciprocal relationships is
crucial if we are aiming to understand how incredibly nuanced slash fiction
really is.

Definition of Terms
The essays in this collection use common terminology familiar to most

readers with an awareness of slash fiction and wider media fandom—but
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given that such terminology is ultimately dependent on the evolution of fan-
dom itself (and thus is prone to change and redefinition), for the purposes
of this collection some clarifications are required. Where other or specific
terms appear in the collection, these are defined by individual authors within
their essays.

Academic publishing trends towards the use of the  two- word term fan
fiction, so this has been adhered to in this collection. in contrast, the most
commonly used terms within fan communities and outside of publishing
contexts are fanfiction and the abbreviated fanfic or just fic. For a more
detailed debate regarding the differences in the spelling, definition and
semantic use of these terms, please see Flourish Klink’s Fan Fiction vs. Fan-
fiction (2017a) and Towards a Definition of “Fanfiction” (2017b).

The terms fan author and fan writer are used as descriptors rather than
fan fiction writer. This phrasing foregrounds both the fannish identities of
the individual and their status as a producer of cultural artifacts—a position
which rightfully challenges wider cultural snobbery that fan fiction is a deriv-
ative (and thus somehow lesser) genre of popular literature. This attitude has
been repeatedly challenged through discussions of how fan fiction operates
within bordieu’s (1984) model of cultural capital; John Fiske (1992) and Abi-
gail Derecho (2006) have notably investigated the nature of fannish invest-
ment in the cultural economy of fandom. Derecho in particular demonstrates
how fan fiction operates as a critically engaged social practice rather than
just a curious behavior located within smaller communities, and defines fan
fiction as “archontic literature” to emphasize the highly engaged and inter-
textual nature of fan writing.

Where the phrase fan communities is used in lieu of the wider collective
terms of fandom or fandoms this is often an intentional use of the term by
individual contributors. As nielsen (2016) proposes, this distinction “explic-
itly emphasize[s] the multiplicity and diversity of these groups while calling
attention to their internal frameworks and mores” (p. 2).
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Section i. AbberAnt reAlitieS: 
Fringe bodieS And MArginAlized identitieS

Slashing the invisible
Bodily Autonomy in Asexual Fan Fiction

lýsa Westberg gabriel

Introduction
in the dark and dusty corners of fandom, one finds something once as

rare as a dodo in daylight: the asexual slash story. out of more than 2.5 million
fan works posted on the fan works hosting website Archive of our own
(Ao3), 7,647 use the asexuality tag, and only 862 works are left when we look
only at slash fan fiction. the genre, however, has grown exponentially since
the year 2000, where only a handful of asexual slash works were to be found
on what was then the largest fan fiction hosting website, Fanfiction.net. How-
ever, the genre is older than its appearance on Ao3 and other platforms would
suggest; fans report that the term Smarm, coined in early fan spaces in the
1970s but rarely used today, was given to a genre which contained elements
of asexuality, but as the definition of the term came to include sexual content
it went out of use (noracharles, 2017, personal communication with the author).

Slash fiction offers a variety of  sub- genres when it comes to orientation,
gender, and body image, but for the main part the average work of slash
fiction is about sex. Maybe not explicit or pornographic, but sex in one form
or another is usually present, if only implicitly. So how is it that this small
 sub- genre of slash fiction seems to have picked up pace, becoming increas-
ingly popular? What does it do differently to the standard variety of slash
fiction? Who, in a genre which to a high degree is informed by sex and desire,
would want to read slash fiction about couples who have no sexual attraction
to one another? How is it even possible not to want sexual slash fiction? How
is it even possible not to want sex? And where does the body go in all this?
does it even matter that fans discuss these questions in fan works and reader
comments?
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there are, of course, short answers to those questions—but none that
fully explain what asexual fan fiction does for its authors and its readers. nor
do these answers explain how one of the core aspects of asexual slash fic-
tion—bodily autonomy—is explored and negotiated by authors within the
safe confines of a fictional relationship between two or more people—and
later, amongst the readers and writers in archives and communities. Apart
from offering answers to these questions, exploring what it is, exactly, that
asexual slash fiction provides for its producers and audiences might help us
increase our understanding of why slash fiction is so popular.

examining slash within this context removes a critical research pitfall:
looking only at slash as mainly porn/erotica because of explicit content. When
it comes to slash fiction, gender, sexual orientation and relationship structures
are under scrutiny—and  asexuality- themed slash fiction is no exception.
though asexuality slash fiction has a limited back catalogue, it has a vocal
(in a positive sense of the word) group of  asexuality- interested authors, as
well as supporters and readers across a variety of fandoms. Asexual slash fic-
tion not only provides entertainment for its fans, but offers much more: it
provides support, identification, representation, knowledge and an ongoing
debate about bodily autonomy, and offers a response to the ways in which
society appropriates the body and sexualizes it more than even the most
imaginative slash fiction writer could.

Method
based on a textual and statistical analysis of a hundred old and new fan

works and the related conversations and discussions between authors and
readers, this essay will explore how  asexuality- themed slash fiction provides
a  much- needed opportunity for a debate on bodily autonomy in fiction as
well as in real life. As fandom, asexual awareness in fandom and, not least,
the development of the themes and issues under scrutiny in  asexual- themed
fan works appear to be closely intertwined, this analysis cannot be done with-
out a quick overview of the history of asexuality, the history of  asexuality-
themed fan fiction and a general summary of core theory regarding society
and the body.

in terms of the leading theoretical frameworks which appear in this
essay, cerankowski and Milks’ (2014) work on asexuality provides a broad
view on asexuality in context, and Foucault (1976/1978) on the history of sex-
ualities. Simone de beauvoir (1949/1953) and Susan bordo (1993) each provide
useful views on the body. Matt Hills (2002) and Henry Jenkins (2006) provide
insight on fandom contexts, and elizabeth Freund (1987) on  reader- response
criticism and the text. Quotes from fan works or fans adhere to the ethical
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guidelines in fan studies research as set by thessa Jensen (2016) and Kali
dedominicis (2016); authors and readers are not quoted without permission
and their fan fiction is only linked to with their explicit consent.

Vocabulary
it is impossible within the confines of one essay not to make only a gen-

eral and shallow distinction between nuanced orientations instead of pro-
viding a detailed account of the true variety inside the asexual orientation.
However, a short glossary covering the more common asexual identities and
variations might be helpful to those who have encountered asexuality only
briefly in real life or in the world of slash fiction.

this essay mainly uses “asexuality” as an umbrella term, as the orien-
tation itself covers a wide spectrum; from the romantic to the aromantic,
from the  sex- repulsed to the  sex- positive, from purely asexual and aromantic
to the  demi- romantic  sex- positive. it should be noted that AVen (the Asex-
uality Visibility and education network) in their census use the term “ace”
rather than asexual as an umbrella term for people identifying somewhere
on the spectrum (ginoza & Miller, 2014). For further clarification and a
deeper insight, AVen’s website1 offers an  in- depth explanation to the terms
below, as well as a wide selection of other useful terms and information. it
might also be useful to know that the asexual flag flies as three horizontal
stripes in purple, white and black, just as some asexuals have chosen to wear
a black ring to show their orientation.

Aromantic, or aro: A person who experiences no romantic attraction.
this does not prevent the aromantic from forming close, loving friendships
with other people. both sexual people and asexuals can be aromantic.

Asexual, or ace: A person who experiences no sexual attraction. An
asexual person is able to love and connect emotionally in the same way sexual
people do, just like they are able to get aroused or have orgasms. they simply
never desire sexual gratification with a partner. romantic asexuals experience
romantic attraction. Some asexuals choose to engage in sex for the intimacy
of it, or to give pleasure to a sexual partner.

AVEN: Asexual Visibility and education network. Asexuality informa-
tion resource and online community for asexuals and others with an interest
in the topic.

Cake: better than sex. An inside joke in the asexual community.
Celibate/celibacy: the act of choosing to abstain from sexual encounters

or gratification. A person who is celibate usually experiences sexual attraction
during their celibacy.

Demi-sexual: Asexuals who experience sexual attraction only if they
are closely emotionally connected to the person(s)/partner(s) in question.
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Gray asexual, or gray ace: People who identify as fluctuating to some
degree between asexuality and sexuality, also people who occasionally (but
usually rather rarely and at a low level) experience some degree of sexual
attraction.

Homo/hetero/bi/pan-romantic: Although asexuality is an orientation
in its own right, romantic and gray asexuals might have preferences on which
gender(s) they are romantically drawn to. Some asexuals are heteroromantic,
others  homo- romantic,  bi- romantic, or  pan- romantic.

Queerplatonic: A degree of commitment which is more than friendship,
but not romantic. Although the term mainly has been used in asexual con-
texts, sexuals can be queerplatonic as well.

Sexual attraction: the innate desire to have sex with a partner.
Sexual desire: libido, the need for sexual gratification.

Statistics and Numbers
on Ao3, a search reveals that only 22 percent (1680) of the works tagged

with “asexuality” are stories concerning heterosexual couples (Archive of our
own, 2016b). in comparison, 63 percent of  asexual- themed fan works feature
a male/male couple, whereas female/female couples account for 11 percent
(862) of the published asexual fan works. Parings consisting of more than
two characters (tagged “multi,” “gen,” and “other”—which cover for instance
poly relationships and platonic pairings) and stories with no romantic or sex-
ual content make up 14 percent (1075), 21 percent (1584), and 8 percent (647)
respectively. Some works do fall into more than one category, naturally skew-
ing the number of works compared to categories.

naturally, sourcing data only from Archive of our own does create a
statistical bias. not only is Archive of our own a relatively recent invention
(first proposed in 2007), early asexual fan fiction is ultimately widely spread
across the internet, mainly hosted on earlier sites such as Fanfiction.net and
liveJournal, and at smaller,  pairing- specific archives, which makes it more
difficult to find. However, Archive of our own together with Fanfiction.net
are the archival locations of most recent fan works, and therefore these sites
offer a large selection of recent fandoms and themes, plus repostings of fan
fiction that might otherwise be unrecognized if found only in their original
locations. Additionally, there is another statistical bias to consider in that
Fanfiction.net does not allow r and nc-17-rated fan fiction. With these ele-
ments in mind we must consider that Ao3 and Fanfiction.net’s numbers give
only an idea of what is going on in primarily Western fandom spheres. the
huge Asian fandoms, in particular the chinese and Japanese fan communities,
fly under the radar to some degree for obvious reasons. in Japan the social
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stigma of being a fanboy/girl/person does not encourage fans to be open
about their interest:

[c]ontrolling [the] otaku movement is no easy task, and the solution as i have seen it
in Akihabara has been to simultaneously naturalize their image and marginalize their
physical presence. the otaku image operates in increasingly contradictory ways.
Variety shows featuring “otaku idols” (otadoru) appear next to reports of crimes per-
petrated by otaku [galbraith, 2010, p. 211].

Additionally, writing and reading slash is a punishable offence in china.
erika Junhui Yi writes about fan author arrests in china:

Perhaps the most outrageous action taken against bl fan girls happened in 2011. 
the police in zhengzhou Province arrested 32 slash fiction writers whose work 
had appeared on a Web site specializing in homoerotic content [Yi, 2013, para. 4,
lines 3–4].

given the rise in people who declare themselves asexual and/or disinterested
in sex in Japan, it could be valuable in subsequent investigations to add to
this statistic an account of the numbers of  asexuality- themed fan fiction or
doujinshi (Japanese  fan- made comics based on a canon source), especially
since a substantial number of works posted on Fanfiction.net and Ao3 are
based on Japanese  pop- cultural canon.2

Invisibility and Exposure: Asexuality 
Then and Now

this essay is concerned primarily with the perception of bodily auton-
omy in asexual fan fiction. However, in order to contextualize these discus-
sions around and within both academia and fandom, it is crucial to take into
consideration that alongside the debates happening within fandom, asexual
activists, researchers and pop culture trends have all contributed to the dis-
course on asexuality in real life before fans began to raise awareness of these
debates. this section of the essay is therefore dedicated to providing a brief
introduction to asexuality and notable events taking place outside fandom
contexts, so as to gauge their impacts and effects inside it.

to begin with, from a purely biological perspective asexuality is defined
as “an organism capable of asexual reproduction [which] is able to produce
offspring in the absence of a mate. in asexual reproduction, the offspring is
a clone of the parent and therefore results in low genetic variation in the
species as a whole” (Asexual reproduction. 2016, para 2, lines 1–2). in sexology,
however, it has a different meaning—one which is not necessarily entirely
agreed upon yet, as the research field is quite young. Alfred Kinsey’s ground-
breaking research introduced sexuality as appearing on a scale, and created
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a new understanding of sexuality as fluid and not merely binary. His research
showed that human sexuality varies greatly, and that humans are not purely
either hetero- or homosexual. the Kinsey reports directed attention to both
the bisexual and the asexual spectrum, thus acknowledging sexual identities
that had long been overlooked or even denied. Kinsey mentioned in his
reports (dated 1948 and 1953), a male group—X—which has “no  socio- sexual
contacts or reactions,” including 1.5 percent of the male population (asexu
ality.org, 2016, para 2). Kinsey wrote in Sexual Behavior in the Human Female,
that the group X are people who “do not respond erotically to either hetero-
sexual or homosexual stimuli, and do not have overt physical contact with
individuals of either sex in which there is evidence of any response” (Kinsey
1953/1998, p. 472). the indications of a group of people with no response to
sexual stimuli furthered research based on Kinsey’s findings. one of the first
articles on the topic was Asexual and Autoerotic Women: Two Invisible Groups
by Myra t. Johnson (1977). Johnson refused the previous view of asexuality
as being a result of a religious or traumatic nature, and made the distinction
between asexual and autoerotic women. Furthermore, she directed attention
to the oppression of asexuals due to the nature of their orientation’s invisi-
bility.

it has been more than thirty years since Storms (1980) developed a new
theory, based on Kinsey’s report, which argued that placing sexuality on axes
and not on a scale allowed a distinction that Kinsey’s scale did not: the dis-
tinction between bisexuality and asexuality, although this did not convince
all researchers. in 2004, dr. Anthony bogaert published a series of research
papers, demonstrating that around one percent of the british population
identified as asexual, but although bogaert’s findings were supported by some
key figures such as dr. John bancroft, a former director of the Kinsey institute
for research in Sex, gender and reproduction at indiana University, other
researchers from several fields disagreed with him. Until the diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental disorders (dSM-5) was revised, asexuality was
included under the diagnosis of Hypoactive Sexual desire disorder (Q13
news Staff, 2014)—an argument which was disputed vehemently by asexuals
across the world. disregarding the academic kerfuffle and researchers who
tried to erase their existence, asexuals gathered in the Asexual Visibility &
education network (AVen) founded by david Jay in 2001.

david Jay, then merely eighteen, encouraged asexuals across the world
to meet and support each other. it was the need to discuss his experience that
drove Jay to launch the network’s website, AVen. com, in 2006:

For a couple of years i just assumed that i was broken. […] i had spent the past four
years struggling to realize that i was okay, and i didn’t want other asexual people to
have the realize the same thing [Hills, 2012, para. 9, lines 2–3].
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Hitting the internet at the exact right time, AVen.com could easily be
found by search engines, which lead to the network experiencing a perhaps
unexpected rise in popularity. Suddenly, the invisible and silenced had a
voice; a place to go where people understood the challenges of having no
sexual desire in a Western society drenched in sexuality and the expressions
of it:

the website soon became a rallying cry: first for hundreds, then thousands, and later
tens of thousands of people who felt alienated from the sexual stories and imagery
that dominate our culture [Hills, 2012, para. 4, lines 5–8].

Asexuality has entered into what Jay calls the “third phase”; the budding
normalization of asexuality, expanding mainstream’s view on what is normal,
however unusual. cerankowski and Milks write in their introduction to Asex-
ualities: Feminist and Queer Perspectives:

… we need to recognize the ways in which asexual people are marginalized—or
queered—in hypersexual societies […] synonymous with not only pathology and
dysfunction but repression, aloneness, antisociality, repulsiveness, unattractiveness,
and inhumaneness. the time has come to register the occlusion of asexuals within
[…] mainstream culture, with its “make it sexy” imperative and “hot or not” hierar-
chy, but also within feminist and queer culture; and somewhat shockingly, perhaps,
within the fields of gender and sexuality studies as well [cerankowski & Milks, 
2014, p. 13].

despite recent work and initiatives which support asexuals and recog-
nize asexuality as an orientation, the  decades- long debate epitomizes the core
of the asexual orientation: at best, it is invisible, and at worst, it sees asexuals
as “broken”—framing them as traumatized, dysfunctional victims of abuse
or neglect, causing them to refuse society’s compulsory imperatives regarding
sexuality and sexual expression. Asexuals repeatedly encounter therapists,
sexologists and psychologists who insist that there is something wrong with
them; something which is, as AVen’s surveys show, far from the truth since
only 22 percent of respondents identifying on the asexual spectrum wish to
change their sexuality if they could (ginoza and Miller, 2014). in general,
very few asexuals (also known as “aces”) have any urge to change what they
are. AVen itself addresses the issue like this:

there is no litmus test to determine if someone is asexual. Asexuality is like any
other identity—at its core, it’s just a word that people use to help figure themselves
out. if at any point someone finds the word asexual useful to describe themselves, 
we encourage them to use it for as long as it makes sense to do so [AVEN Overview,
2016].

one can sympathize with the “asexuality is not an orientation” camp,
or with the asexuals themselves, but the attempt at scientific erasure is some-
what reflective of how asexuals have been perceived in general. even in a

Slashing the Invisible (Westberg Gabriel)  31



lgbtQ context, asexuals have been shunned, ridiculed, or accused by mem-
bers of the lgbtQ community of  co- opting their oppression. Asexuality,
exactly because it exists in a society where the default setting is “have sex at
some point,” is overlooked and erased because society as a whole is tuned in
to this preset ideology. on top of it comes the fact that  romantic- aces (asex-
uals who feel romantic attraction) might be either heterosexual, bisexual or
homoromantic—something which can be very confusing to some people.
Additionally, asexuals who are not  sex- repulsed might choose to have sex
with their partner so as to enjoy their partner’s pleasure. that, however, does
not mean that an orientation which is able to “pass” is also  non- existent. it
means that it is harder to see, yes, but not that the asexual community is
invisible.

in short: the asexual orientation is questioned, erased, ridiculed and at
best, invisible. is it then so surprising that many asexual readers and authors
want representation in both media and fan works?

Society and the Body
one would think that gender would be unimportant in relations between

asexuals, or in the way asexuals are treated. However, the male and female
genders are still perceived very differently, as are their desires. nonbinary
genders and  non- gendered identities are close to  non- existent in a world
which prefers the  heteronormative- binary. therefore, we need to approach
the topic of asexuality and bodily autonomy with that in mind.

in her essay Solving Desire (2016), Alyson Spurgas highlights how even
desire itself is gendered by examining the difference in treatments for what
some might call sexual dysfunction.  twenty- six different  FdA- approved
drugs for men on the market all are aimed at the body; Viagra gets it up—
it’s a mere physical reaction. A male mind doesn’t have to participate as long
as his instrument works. in contrast, Addyi (a pink pill)—the single drug
aimed at women—targets the mind to “remedy” the  female- only diagnosis
of FSiAd (Female Sexual interest/Arousal disorder), which is all about a
“lack of receptivity” (Spurgas, 2016, para. 6). thus, society and medicine leave
us with a mandatorily heteronormative couple; the male as performer and
the female as his pliant receptacle, both dysfunctional in the eyes of society
if they do not adhere to this gendered, medically sanctioned norm.  Hetero-
norm, mind.

the body therefore exists in both a biological and cultural context.
Where the body is meant for recreation, only in the sexualized context is
asexuality exposed—celibacy therefore becomes an option that is ridiculed
by most. in popular culture, purity vows are something that is seen as a prom-
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ise to be broken or lied about; sex is mandatory. it is implicit in today’s West-
ern society that the body ultimately must be used for intercourse at some point.
that a person defines themselves as asexual is of no concern; to the unin-
formed, it merely means that the right, proper person has not yet emerged.

“the body is a situation,” writes Simone de beauvoir (1949/1953, p. 66),
and being asexual and having one’s body placed in a situation where its auton-
omy is removed by society—by doctors and psychologists, by boyfriends and
girlfriends, by parents and friends—is not an envious one. Foucault (1976/
1978) suggests that the body becomes a focal point for struggles over the
shape of power, and in his chapter on the body and sex as domains he gives
an extensive account of the ways society normalizes and controls the body
and sexual behavior. like de beauvoir, Foucault notes how society takes over
the body, something he calls society’s “psychiatrization” of “perverse pleas-
ure”; wider society carries out the socialization of procreative behavior and
the control of it, normalizing behaviors which are seen as anomalies of the
normative sexual act (1978, p. 105). reproduction, sex and the normalization
of the perverse thus become the family, and “the family is yet again the inter-
change of sexuality and alliance: it conveys the law and the juridical dimen-
sion in the deployment of sexuality” (1978, p. 103–114). He highlights the
control and hysterization of female bodies in particular as being:

A threefold process whereby the feminine body was analyzed—qualified and disqual-
ified—as being thoroughly saturated with sexuality; whereby it was integrated in the
sphere of medical practices, by reason of pathology intrinsic to it; whereby, finally, it
was placed in an organic communication with the social body […] the family space
[…] and the life of children [p. 104].

through this process, women have historically been regarded as having
no sexuality and no voice of importance; they are merely receptacles for the
male desire, and it gets worse if the woman is a woman of color. in contrast,
however, Susan bordo argues that “men’s desires bear no responsibility, nor
does the culture that subordinates women’s desires to those of a man” (1993,
p. 22). As a result of this process, it is often questioned why particularly
female fans write slash fiction, how they write it, and what they get out of it.
Some of the answers given to that from  non- fans are as offensively unin-
formed as the heteronormative presets that society suffers. in Let’s make it
personal! Ontological ethics in fan studies (2016), for example, thessa Jensen
describes how even fan scholars use words such as “deviant,” “perverted” and
“ugly” to explain slash and its relationship to heteronormativity.

Henry Jenkins (2006) points out that slash is not a static genre and thus
the reasons for writing it are also not static, but there are a variety of plausible
explanations as to why fan authors of all genders3 prefer to write about
male/male couples. including only men as protagonists in a work guarantees
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that both characters have agency, no matter if one is weak and the other
strong—something which deconstructs the view of the heteronormative mas-
culinity structures that normative society expects of them. it can be argued,
of course, that writing strong female/female couples or equal heterosexual
couples would allow the same frameworks. However, as Jenkins argues this
would require strong female role models to identify with; females who have
strong, rewarding relations with other females—females whose main purpose
is advancing their own agency and agenda, rather than that of a man. “A
woman,” argues Jenkins, “having internalized the values of our culture, might
feel that women are devalued per se, regardless of script, thus the  woman-
heroine becomes a worthless object of identification” (2006, para 21). Fur-
thermore, Jenkins underlines that the relationships portrayed in a variety of
popular media between the male hero and his male partners and friends is
showed as stronger and more meaningful than any relationship he has with
women. if fans had a similar number of female identification models—fully
realized persons rather than  decorative- but-mute bystanders to male hero-
ism—who connect as meaningfully with the male protagonist, maybe het-
erosexual fan fiction would be vastly more popular.

When looking at the asexual person, however, no matter their gender
presentation or ethnicity they exist under a similar  socially- induced mute-
ness. it can be suggested that the reason for this is that asexuals, like women,
receive little concern from patriarchal society about their desires and wants.
they must either be sexualized to fit in, or give over their desires (or lack of
them) to the scrutiny of medical professionals and sexual partners—it is,
after all, “only natural.” So where does this leave the asexual reader and the
asexual character, other than in a constant struggle to either ignore and sup-
press their own desires, or to battle society’s notion of what desire is and of
how sex is performed and expressed? the body is held hostage between ori-
entation and expectation, and it is not an easy trap to get out of.

this is where it leaves us. As Foucault argues, “the deployment of sex-
uality has its reason for being, not in reproduction itself, but in proliferating,
innovating, annexing, creating, and penetrating bodies in an increasingly
detailed way, and in controlling populations in an increasingly comprehensive
way” (1978, p. 106). Society wields its full power of medication, psycholo-
gization (here meaning the societal pressuring of the normal into a psychiatric
context where it becomes suddenly abnormal) and stigmatization on those
who attempt to evade the encoding power exercised on the supposedly
autonomous domain of the body. in great parts of modern Western society,
sexual repression of those who want to be free to explore their sexual urges
and kinks has lessened in the past few decades. However, sexual repression
and stigmatization of those who do not hand over their bodies to some kind
of sexual identity or practice is still rampant.
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this insidious form of repression looks different in different cultures,
different for persons of color, and different for queer sexualities or  non-
binary genders, but it is still repression. there are varying degrees of tolerance
to the sexualized—what of women, people of color, the poor and those who
are  class- marginalized?  non- male,  non- heterosexual,  non- white; there are
so many ways to be wrong according to the norm, a notion shared by femi-
nists such as Susan bordo, who notes that “the ‘generic’ core is usually in
reality a white or male body passing as the norm for all” (1993, p. 35). the
debate around the appropriation of  non- heteronormative bodies is ongoing
across fandom spaces and it is within this additional frame that we need to
understand asexual slash fiction. it can be suggested that the  asexuality-
themed fan authors, like many other authors in wider fandom, are actively
trying to avoid the  conflict- filled, heteronormative presets we know from
daily life, thus remaining free to explore asexuality as a theme without having
to deal with the deconstruction of the patriarchal/heteronormative context
of M/F pairings. Further inquiries might help cast a light over their choice,
but it is arguable that asexuality fan fiction—a genre which features and cham-
pions the representation of differing ethnicities, sexualities, relationship
structures and genderqueerness—is perhaps inherently diverse.

The Rise of the Asexual Fan Work
before 2000, almost all fan fiction led a secret life in places such as mail-

ing lists and internet relay chat, in closed archives hidden away from the
public eye. Fanfiction.net was created in 1998, years before liveJournal went
online and a full decade before Archive of our own was built, and it provided
fans with a relatively safe place to post their works on this new archive. look-
ing at the number of  asexuality- themed works posted here before 2001 (the
year AVen was founded) it is a very small collection—consisting, in fact, of
only a single piece of fan fiction.

not even the organization of asexuals elicited any rise in numbers:
between 2000 and 2005, no more than two  asexuality- themed fan works were
posted at Fanfiction.net. in 2006, when AVen founder david Jay went online
and out, this event created little impact on the fandom scene: five additional
works on Fanfiction.net, one on Archive of our own.4 over the next couple
of years, asexual fan fiction saw a minimal increase in numbers: an additional
six works in 2006, ten in 2007, and nine more in 2008, bringing the total
number of  asexuality- themed fan works on Ao3 and Fanfiction.net up to an
unimpressive total of 32 fan fictions in almost as many fandoms. one would
believe that the increased awareness about asexuality from scientists, psy-
chologists and the general public would have a  trickle- down effect on fandom.
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it is, however, not so—or rather it is, but it is a very limited effect. it is else-
where we need to direct our attention if we want to find a plausible source
or sources which are at least partly responsible for the exponential rise in
asexual fan fiction.

Archive of our own came out of closed beta in november 2009, and
made its opening towards the fandom users with a bang; the giant annual
fan fiction exchange, Yuletide, moved to Ao3 and users in the thousands
were driven towards the new  fandom- owned and run archive. incidentally,
this coincided with the rise in popularity of the blogging site tumblr which
opened in 2007. While tumblr as a platform is somewhat less suited for fan-
dom purposes, when paired with Ao3’s sudden burst of activity this combi-
nation of blogging and fan fiction posting became fandom’s new otP—its
one true pairing.

Simultaneously, the bbc aired the first season of the tV show Sherlock
(gatiss & Moffat, 2010), featuring a Sherlock vastly more interested in the
mind than the body. Additionally, the Warner bros series Supernatural
(Kripke, 2005) began introducing characters who openly declared that they
either have no body, or do not care about them in general: demons inhabit
the bodies they forcibly take over and angels (who are genderless) select the
bodies they borrow regardless of gender. the theme of bodily autonomy
repeated within Supernatural and the angels’ canonical indifference to phys-
ical form was confirmed in the middle of 2011: castiel, a seraph, confesses
that he “spent time as a celestial wave of intent” (Kripke, edlund & Singer,
2010), and later it is stated that castiel, angel of the lord, is “utterly indifferent
to sexual orientation” (gamble & Sgriccia, 2011), an instant that might be the
sole line in the Supernatural series which kicks its asexual fans into action.
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the source of the surge in interest in  asexuality- themed slash fiction
could be located within the combined power of all of these circumstances
and events. it might be that Jay’s coming out and the creation of AVen started
the budding knowledge and awareness of asexuality, but it is from within
fandom and media culture (especially on tumblr) that new discourses and
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Sherlock Fandoms, 2000–2015.

Table 1: Numbers of  Asexuality- themed Works and Corresponding Events Time-
line.



ideas around asexuality in fandom bloomed. However, the annual Asexuality
Awareness Week might indeed have had a small impact: there are currently
95 fan works in its corresponding tag (Archive of our own, 2017).

in 2006, asexual slash fiction could be found across a wide range of fan-
doms, albeit in very small amounts, but it was concentrated predominantly
in the fandoms of Supernatural, Sherlock, and to some degree the Marvel
cinematic Universe (McU)—especially within the pairings of clint barton/
Phil coulson and Steve rogers/bucky barnes. despite works being spread
across a number of small fandoms, on Fanfiction.net it was also possible to
find a number of asexual fan works featuring persons of color—in this case,
predominantly in the fandoms of Japanese manga and anime which gave eth-
nic diversity (or at least the implication of being  non- white within the nor-
mative sexualized Western context) in asexuality fiction a relatively larger
representation. it is worth noting that 30 percent of  asexuality- themed fan
fiction is comprised of a substantial number of works in non–Western fan-
doms featuring main characters of color, mainly Asian.

in 2010, everything began to change. Starting slow, the Sherlock fandom
provided 34 out of 106 fan works, and when castiel came out as being indif-
ferent to sexual orientation and gender, the Supernatural fandom began to
rise in popularity from 2011.  Asexuality- themed fan fiction began rapidly
increasing in numbers each year, topping 2015 off with 222 works, all but two
of which were posted on Ao3. Seen in relation to Supernatural’s whopping
145,000 fan works generated in 2015 alone, this small number pales in com-
parison—but to the people who identify as asexuals, it is an important con-
tribution. it represents a small but pivotal possibility to see their desires,
experiences, options and solutions represented in a fictional universe—to
find a space where an asexual reader can find a mirror where their emotions
and experiences can be examined, recast and explored safely.

Slashing the Invisible
contemporary  asexuality- themed fan fiction comes in all shapes and

sizes; from a short 100-word drabble, to  novel- length epic tales. in some fan
works asexuality is the core of the narrative, in others it is merely mentioned
in a passing sentence, having no influence on the overall story or its charac-
ters. A handful of authors use the biological definition of asexuality, telling
stories about humans sprouting children. others again confuse asexuality
with celibacy. none of these discoveries are particularly surprising or shock-
ing, but studying a number of fan works written between 2001 and 2016 posted
on liveJournal, Archive of our own and Fanfiction.net does, however, reveal
some interesting trends.

38 Section I. Aberrant Realities



carrying out an analysis of more than a hundred fan works (half of
which were selected on the basis of year written and number of comments,
and half randomly) shows that not only does asexual fan fiction serve as
entertainment, but also as a therapeutic tool for asexuals and as an inform-
ative channel to spread knowledge about asexuality. these are findings which
coincide with the conclusions established by existing scholarly investigations
into the function and operation of wider slash fiction spaces. What is more
surprising is that a great number of  asexuality- related fan works are set in a
frame where it is not only the asexual character who might be in conflict
with the sexualized society, feeling restrained, or caving under expectations
when it comes to bodily autonomy. in almost 50 percent of all  asexuality-
themed works, the other person in the pairing is restrained as well; either by
biology, circumstances, or location. the stories (independent of fandom) fall
into six main themes, some of which overlap and thus subsequently skew the
totals.5 these categories are:

• Pre-asexuality—10%
• “Cock cures all”—25%
• Label-but-no-impact-on-plot—16%
• Informative—30%
• Body-otherwise-bound—50%
• Third-wave fiction—6%

Pre-asexuality (10%) mainly consists of fan fiction that in one way or
another treats asexuality with a less informed approach—and it is worth high-
lighting that this group contains a great deal of fan fiction published before
2006. A lack of understanding about the complex issues and discourses
around asexuality as an orientation is not entirely surprising, as this had hith-
erto been limited to the scientific sphere and to discussions conducted within
offline groups. these works tend to show asexuals as beings who are celibate,
or the author somehow connects social disorder with asexuality, or asexuality
is confused with other orientations and gender issues. A few, however, do
correctly identify and adhere to the biological understanding of the term and
have their characters multiply by sprouting.

“Cock cures all” (25%) contains slash fiction stories which feature the
asexual character realizing that they are not asexual after all; their partner’s
penis simply cured them of the condition. Some of these works might have
characters who fall into the demi- or  gray- ace part of the spectrum, and the
reader response is at times not favorable when readers, who are either asexuals
or allies, comment on this. these works might present or be perceived as
presenting the idea that asexuality is curable or that asexuals are broken, or
express the need to fit into society’s demands—to have a “normal” life without
the obstacles that an asexual invariably will meet in a world that runs on sex.
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Label-but-no-impact-on-plot (16%) contains works that mention asex-
uality, but in which asexuality itself has little impact on the characters or the
plot, if any.

Informative (30%) contains, as the label indicates, “information fan fic-
tion”; works which at some point explain asexuality to the reader through
the voice of one of the main characters. A part of these works also serve as
a therapeutic outlet and contain autoethnographic elements.

Body-otherwise-bound (50%) is the largest group of works. these fea-
ture a pairing consisting of an asexual,  gray- ace or  demi- sexual character
who is paired with a sexual character who is otherwise confined, disabled,
incarcerated or bound—for instance, imprisoned. it is not uncommon to see
the story set in the omegaverse, or with characters merely living in a con-
straining environment—like a spaceship or a boarding school.

Third-wave fiction (6%) contains works which, one way or another,
turn asexuality on its head, or feature a plot or characterization which deviates
from the  above- mentioned information works or  bound- body works. it can
be a deviation from the common pairing of sexual with asexual character, or
it can be the meeting between asexual and  non- human sexuality, as for
instance between Kirk and Spock in Star trek. Also included within this
group are works which feature strong and out asexuals who defy sexualized
society. Maybe it is in this group that we can find the future of asexual fan
works; stories which, together with informative fiction and  body- otherwise-
bound works, cover asexuality and the asexual character through stages of
realization, exploration and equality.

the  pre- asexuality works are outdated, presenting little more than a
snapshot of the development of the kinds of awareness and information on
asexuality that fandom as a whole had at the time. However, analysing the
groups of informative fan fiction, body-otherwise-bound fan fiction, and
third wave fan fiction offer an insight into how authors and readers negotiate
themes of bodily autonomy—both inside the fictional narrative and outside
it. Ultimately, when examining these three groups of narratives, a clear pro-
gression in the portrayal and reception of asexuality, asexual bodies and rela-
tionships within slash fiction becomes visible.

Informative Fan Fiction
As discussed in the introduction to the history of asexuality introduced

earlier in this collection, asexuality as an orientation has been hidden, over-
looked or ignored for a very long time. Although the asexual individual often
might pass as heteronormative, the lack of representation, validation and
acknowledgment of asexual identities in general society is reflected in the
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way body and orientation are portrayed in asexual fiction. often, the main
pairing’s sexual half is not aware of the orientation, or does not know much
about it, which forms a recurring conflict within this subgroup of  asexuality-
themed slash fiction.

in Sidney Sussex’s To live for a moment in unison, clint barton is falling
in love with an asexual Phil coulson, and seeks advice:

He frowned at the little search text box, backspaced over the letters he’d already typed
in, and entered what Phil had said earlier. Asexual.

clint didn’t know what he’d been expecting when he hit the search button, but he
was pretty sure he hadn’t thought there would be five million hits.

“Uh,” he said aloud, scrolling up and down the first page of results. “Um, little help
here, JArViS?”

“i suggest selecting the first result and working from there, sir” [2012, p. 10].

the author makes it clear that asexuality is defined by the individual in their
notes for their work, and that their short story is not meant to offer instruc-
tion as such:

[r]emember that one person’s (a)sexuality is not necessarily anything like another’s.
not everyone who identifies as asexual will have the issues presented here; some will
have more, some fewer, some different. As usual, this depiction is taken from traits of
my own and close friends (with permission); it’s not meant to offend or to instruct,
only to illustrate. this is told through experience, not expertise, so please don’t read
it as anything more [Sidney Sussex, 2012, Author’s notes].

Another example of this can be found in inrainbowz’s Body and Soul,
Free to Withhold (2016), which is based on the author’s personal experience.
in Body and Soul, Free to Withhold, Shadowhunter Alec lightwood struggles
with his sexuality, thinking that sex is something he must have when his part-
ner—wizard Magnus bane—wants it. Alec never experiences any sexual
desire, and thinks something is wrong with him. A friend comes to explain
to him that it is not the case:

“do you know there are a lot of different sexual orientations?”
it wasn’t what he was expected at all. He stared at her.
“Uh, what?”
“You know, heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual.”
“And?”
“And there’s more” [inrainbowz, 2016, p. 7].

What follows is a nice overview over the main points of being on the
asexual spectrum and it is not strange that the short piece received many
comments, in particular from readers who want to share their similar expe-
riences and to praise the author for writing a piece that is both touching and
informative.

these examples are not rare. on the contrary, the  informative- type fan
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fiction undoubtedly has great importance and impact, creating the frame for
discussion and reassurance between asexuals and other interested readers.
Fan works within this group function as an outlet where information about
asexuality and experiences—good or bad—are shared. Some of these works
deal with the discovery of asexuality, others with the practicalities of everyday
life as an asexual, or when one partner wants sex and the other does not.
others deal with the asexual character’s encounters with ignorant, biased
and rude people. these encounters are very similar to what the average asex-
ual person experiences in everyday life; accidentally or intentionally unin-
formed or stigmatizing comments from doctors, parents, teachers, friends,
and partners.

the importance of this type of fan fiction cannot be overestimated, nor
can the therapeutic effect of being able to share one’s experiences with a
friendly group of  like- minded readers. these works serve more than a sin-
gular purpose beyond being entertaining and touching stories which are
pleasurable to read. the sense of community, the “perception of similarity
with others, an acknowledged interdependence with others, […] the feeling
that one is part of a larger dependable and stable structure” (obst, zinkiewicz
& Smith, 2001, p. 2), matters. there are several examples of asexuals coming
out to the reader group, or readers asking questions to the author that they
might not otherwise have gotten an answer to.

Body-Otherwise-Bound Works
Almost half of the studied  asexual- themed fan works place the sexual

character in a frame where his bodily autonomy is at stake. Since a significant
number of the analyzed works contain this type of framing, it could be sug-
gested that this may be the asexual (or  asexuality- interested) author’s method
of making the pairing more equal and egalitarian. Smoothing out the differ-
ences in power and pressure from the surrounding society is similar to how
slash pairings are used as a means to address gender inequality. there are
many issues to write about for the average asexual: biological imperatives,
relationships, equality, gender, orientation, love, power struggles inside the
relationship, societal expectations, and medication of the  non- normative
body. one type of the  body- otherwise-bound fan fiction combines them all;
the Alpha/beta/omega trope. commonly known as the omegaverse, or
A/b/o, the genre is very popular; some of these works have hundreds of com-
ments, so it is interesting to explore how asexuality is portrayed within this
subgenre of asexual slash fiction.

A/b/o stories are set within the context of a universe in which people’s
gender is any gender as we know them—plus the addition of a second bio-
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logical sex layer. this new layer splits people into groups of either Alphas
(sexually dominant and physically strong individuals), betas (individuals
who exhibit more “normal” human anatomy or have no special attributes),
or omegas (sexually submissive individuals who are physically weaker and
capable of becoming pregnant). the omegaverse also has its own set of
tropes: true mates, mating bites and (sometimes enforced) knotting/breeding.
it might not be easy to imagine how this  hyper- sexualized genre could pos-
sibly offer anything to  asexuality- interested writers or readers, but strangely
enough this odd pairing makes for a challenging and complex dynamic in
asexuality themed slash works.

early A/b/o-fan fiction themes were heavily problematic with a focus
on negotiating consent, usually featuring wholly submissive omegas strug-
gling with the pairing’s difficulties in dealing with their biological imperatives.
it later developed into a field where the issues around gender equality, eman-
cipation, sexuality and power were foregrounded. the genre grew up, so to
speak, from a  rape- kink into a  meta- genre, where various expressions of
power and bodily autonomy are negotiated. in that frame, it is not surprising
that asexuality fan works set in this universe—where people are bound by
biological constraints other than sexual orientation—are common; it levels
the field for the characters by setting them on equal footing when it comes
to having one’s desire held in a tight grip by instinct and/or orientation. A
large part of A/b/o-themed asexuality fan works fall into the two groups
mentioned above: either they are informative fan fiction, or asexuality is men-
tioned in a passing sentence, playing no part (or in some cases, a misunder-
stood part) in the plot.

When they fall into the information works category, A/b/o slash fiction
is often no different than other asexuality fan fiction. common plots include
an exploration of the situations faced by an ace character either coming out
or having to explain their orientation to a partner; a plot centered around
the negotiations between a partner who doesn’t know about asexuality; or
an ace who is shamed or vilified by a sexual society or insecure about how
their relationship will turn out. in some cases, this turns out to be a  cock-
cures-all solution, or it shows an asexual character in reality being  demi-
sexual. in some of these works, the asexual partner ultimately agrees to
appease the needs of their partner to please them. there is nothing wrong
with those latter scenarios, of course, as this is the reality for many asexuals
who try to navigate orientation and relationship in a world where more than
95 percent of the population is sexual (Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin & gebhard,
1953/1998).

Adherence to common plotlines, however, is not always the case. in
mnwood’s Typecast (2015), a Supernatural AU (Alternate Universe) story, omega
dean Winchester and Alpha castiel novak are actors who are comfortable
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acting the parts of the opposite sex. dean plays a character who is alpha and
aromantic pan- or bisexual, whereas castiel plays a romantic  demi- sexual
(labeled so by the author). castiel has had his run of horrible relationships,
and dean none—by choice. in Typecast dean is coming out as an omega
and gay—and although sex is a big part of what goes on between them castiel
never questions his own orientation, nor does he apologize for it or do any-
thing to appease dean unless he wants to. contrary to most slash fiction, this
story depicts an asexual character who becomes less attracted sexually as he
gets to know his partner. However, castiel welcomes his rut as it makes him
want dean sexually:

cas gets drunk on it, licking and kissing dean’s hole and swallowing everything he
has to offer. He’s never had desires like this before and likely won’t again until his
next rut, so he’s going to make the most of it now [mnwood, 2015, pp. 185–186].

in Typecast, castiel gets a new understanding of how it can feel for a sexual
person to be with a demi- or asexual when dean, tired of his partner’s rut,
lies back to eat ice cream and let castiel take him again:

He then reaches for the nightstand and grabs the gelato.
“oh,” cas says.
Around a mouthful of melted gelato, dean asks, “What?”
“is this how you feel when i’m not particularly interested in sex?”
“that depends, how do you feel?”
“ignored. like i have to do everything myself.”
“Aw, quit being so dramatic. So i made you do a little extra work, doesn’t mean i’m

ignoring you” [2015, p. 186].

other popular asexuality themed narratives have featured characters
experiencing anxiousness when presented with situations where they may
be forced to live up to societal expectations—such as the joining of minds
between an asexual character and their partner. the fear of being perceived
as abnormal, or worse—of being accused of being disinterested in the rela-
tionship or having deceived one’s partner—showcases how society’s expec-
tations in regards to presentation of sexuality weigh heavily on those who do
not adhere to them. to fully understand how important these small clusters
of  asexual- themed fan fiction are to their readers in offering representation
and recognition, it is important to examine the comments from readers.

Reader Response and Reception
Typecast is particularly well received for a variety of reasons: firstly, it

features the most popular slash pairing on Ao3, castiel/dean Winchester.6

Secondly, it is one of the most popular tropes/genres within slash fiction:
A/b/o. thirdly, it is what this essay argues is a third wave asexuality awareness
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work: a story which progressively shows an asexual character to whom his
orientation is not a source of pain or confusion, but one of acceptance. Works
where there is a resolution to being a sexual/asexual couple are plenty, but
there are few describing the asexual (or demi-/gray) character as one who is
secure in his sexuality—one who never makes excuses or apologizes for it.

in Typecast, according to the author, castiel is asexual but romantic,
and dean is aromantic, but bisexual. However, this choice was received very
well with the readers, although the deviation from what is common in
 asexual- themed fan fiction also leads to some confusion among readers as
to what was happening, with one reader reporting that she was a little con-
fused by the “asexual castiel” tag, asking whether castiel is “grey-asexual,
since he clearly responds to dean with instant sexual attraction?” (Alessariel,
2015). the author explains:

there are two reasons for cas’ sexual attraction to dean. First, asexuality is a spec-
trum, and i’m writing cas in this fic as more of the demisexual side of the spectrum.
Additionally, this universe deals a lot with people’s base (or animalistic) instincts, so
cas experiencing sexual attraction wouldn’t be surprising to him even though it only
happens to him rarely. And the second reason is that cas is very much connected to
the character he’s playing, so during scenes he naturally reacts to situations the way
that his character would react. that’s why during the filming of the sex scene he was
so immediately turned on. it will be addressed later, promise [ibid.].

Another reader raises doubts about how asexuality and A/b/o are portrayed
when they are combined:

So—you have this tagged as cas is asexual and dean is aromantic—and you’ve set up
support for that with all the backstory and the current placement—but it seems that
in this AU, the fact that they are true mates is going to somewhat  over- ride both
those settings?? [sic] cas is getting unexpectedly horny, and dean has already
responded more to cas than he expected. So far, it doesn’t look like there is much
romantic connection from dean to cas, but maybe eventually? [lizerd70, 2015].

this concern is subsequently acknowledged and directly addressed by
mnwood:

[…] to answer your question, yes, kind of—the fact that this is a/b/o somewhat
changes the definitions of asexual and aromantic. bUt that doesn’t mean it’s going to
be all rainbows and butterflies for dean and cas once they get together [ibid.].

reader Porcupinegirl comments on the structure of the story and more or
less sums up what it is that A/b/o-themed fan fiction does when it is com-
bined with asexuality:

i’m also interested to see how the aro/ace thing plays out in an omegaverse. in my
mind, at least, there seems to be a third kind of attraction at work in omegaverses,
the biological/chemical/scent thing. Which isn’t necessarily in itself either romantic
or sexual, but can foster either of those. but that’s the type of attraction that actually
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drives people to mate/bond/claim/whatever (usually, obviously the rules of every
omegaverse are slightly different), even though it usually is accompanied by or causes
one or both of the others. So i’m curious how that type of attraction plays out in the
absence of the other two. […] (or maybe your omegaverse functions totally differ-
ently, but it sure seems like scent attraction plays a big part here that’s not quite
equivalent to the others.) [Porcupinegirl, 2015].

this open discussion between author and readers is characteristic of
much of the interaction that occurs in and around asexual fan fiction. it is
rare to see rude comments; most often the author responds kindly and helps
clear up definitions and misunderstandings, gently correcting people if a
commenter is not aware that asexuality is an orientation. generally, the com-
menters are curious, supportive and kind and, on occasion, the safe setting
even gives readers the courage to come out as asexuals, or to consider that
they might be. the fan base surrounding the authors and their works is often
very welcoming and open about their sexuality and this, in addition to the
narrative’s resonance with everyday life and readers’ experiences, is enthusi-
astically debated. this then adds to the sense of identity and community
amongst the readers who share these experiences.

So Where Do We Go from Here?
Asexual slash fiction is still about sex. in some, the main characters have

sex. in others, they don’t. in some, they have cake. the difference between
the works where the characters are both sexual, and those where one or both
are identifying as being on the asexual spectrum, might be how the space in
which the body is placed is itself placed under scrutiny—thus leveling the
power balance between the couples. So when sex becomes unimportant, or
its importance changes and takes a different form, is there anything this dis-
covery can tell us? Perhaps that when sex is out of the picture, the core of
slash fiction is all still about equality; about placing the conversation about
body, relationship, power and love in a setting where heteronormative patri-
archy cannot reach? clearly, the asexual fan work has other agendas as well,
such as providing support and raising awareness, but on the bottom line it
is the typical story about a love between equals and seeing the conflict
resolved that would otherwise have kept lovers apart.

Popular omegaverse stories like mnwood’s Typecast (2015) are not the
only works which take asexuality and give it a twist. other works feature
interspecies couples who realize they would be happy fulfilling each other’s
respective biological urges twice a year and cuddling the rest of the time.
Another work may feature a vampiric asexual who is into dominance and
submission, making it clear that asexuals are not taking it lying down, but
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standing proud—preferably with whip in hand. the small rise in numbers
when it comes to fan fiction featuring main pairings who are asserting their
asexuality without shame or apologies might denote a change in how asex-
uality itself is being viewed and portrayed. this may even indicate a potential
shift in the kinds of themes and empowerments that readers might find in
the genre in the future.

the debate and negotiation of the  coming- out part in asexual informa-
tion and therapy fan fiction has been an important and necessary development,
drawing away from the misunderstood and  biology- based interpretations of
asexuality within slash fiction. Judging from the comments on these works,
writing, reading and sharing  asexuality- themed works within an interpretive
community empowers audiences and authors to negotiate their own relation
to sexuality in a friendly atmosphere. thus, asexuality themed slash fiction
and its interpretive communities strengthen readers and authors alike, maybe
helping them to become stronger and  self- asserting individuals, proud to be
asexual and standing strong knowing that they are not alone in fandom or
in the world outside it. it can be argued that  asexuality- themed fan fiction
and its audiences participate in a profoundly positive cultural exercise—
where media, asexual information networks and fandom passions combine,
creating a lasting impact on our asexual awareness.

noteS
1. www. asexuality.org.
2. Although the author of this essay has lived in Japan and speaks Japanese, the language

barrier prevents further investigation within the timeframe of this work.
3. only around 35 percent of M/M slash fans identify themselves as heterosexual

females, according to the 2014 Ao3 census conducted by metastatistician centrumlumina.
4. As Ao3 went into closed beta in 2007 and reopened in 2008, the works posted here

dated prior to 2007–2008 are backdated and would have been posted elsewhere, and only
later archived at Ao3.

5. this overlap occurs mainly within the informative,  body- otherwise-bound and  third-
wave groups of asexuality themed fan fiction.

6. out of 1,409,146 works on Ao3, 61,583 are castiel/dean Winchester slash—over
10,000 more than the second most popular pairing of Sherlock Holmes/John Watson with
49,240 works.
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icons of Self-destruction
The Portrayal of Aggression

and Abusive Behaviors 
in Band Slash Fiction

Ágnes zsila and zsolt demetrovics

Going Backstage: An Introduction 
to Band Slash Fiction

in a survey conducted by boon and lomore (2001) of  admirer- celebrity
relationships among canadian young adults, 58.7 percent of undergraduates
perceived that their favorite celebrities had an influence on their attitudes
and values, whilst 46.7 percent of them reported that they engaged in one or
more particular activities (e.g., acting, creative writing) because their idols
shared the same interest. despite the growing academic interest in exploring
the association between fan engagement and creative practices, relatively
little research attention has been paid to real person slash (rPS), which can
be considered as an intersection of these two phenomena.

band slash is a popular subgenre of rPS, which thematizes the romantic
encounter of particular members of famous bands—mostly boy bands, as
thomas (2014) points out—often in a sexually explicit form. based on the
early observations reported in audience studies on the perceived high atten-
dance of female enthusiasts in the fan base (darling‐Wolf, 2004) and gay cul-
ture (Fackler & Salvato, 2012; Moon, 1995) of famous boy bands, it might be
assumed that the majority of band slash readers and writers are young, het-
erosexual, highly educated women, such as in the case of the proposed stereo-
typical profile of slash fiction fans.1 dyer (2004) reports that the narrative
elements of band slash stories are generally based on interviews, biographies,
and live performances of the musicians, which subsequently inspire fans to
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enrich their overall impression of their idols with speculative personal infor-
mation in the form of creative, invented stories. As a result, band slash writers
individually decide what information should be considered as truth, irre-
spective of the objectivity of the source, and interpret it accordingly in their
narratives (busse, 2006b). Page (2013) argues that social networking sites
such as twitter have become virtual “back stages” in recent years, where fans
can find personal information about their favorite celebrities. However, the
author also points out that these sites serve as a form of  self- promotion
instead of providing an intimate intersection between celebrities and their
fans.

boys’ love genre (also known as bl or yaoi), the Japanese counterpart
of slash, became popular rapidly in the early 2000s, which had a significant
influence on the homoerotic writings of european fans as well as Asian fans
(Welker, 2015). As a consequence, many band slash stories centered on Japa-
nese and Korean boy bands. According to the prevalence of band slash fans
in related online communities, it can be seen that  J- pop/rock,  K- pop/rock,
and visual kei2 band slash works have also attracted several fans from the
 anime- manga subculture.

the early concepts on fan cultures mostly emphasized the negative side
of participation, and defined fans as pathological entities cherishing immature
fantasies (Jenkins, 1992). by contrast, in the following years several academic
essays argued that fan communities are developing and dynamic spaces
(thomas, 2006) in which members are encouraged to share their fantasies,
ultimately establishing international collaborations between authors and
readers of related works (busse, 2006a). the increasing accessibility of the
internet had a great contribution to the global expansion of fan spaces, result-
ing in the construction of active virtual communities in which native and
 non- native  english- speaking fans could meet and gain inspiration from each
other’s works (black, 2004) while developing their writing skills.

busse (2006a) argues that the discrepancy between public performance
and the private lives of celebrities drives fans to create wishful fantasies which
materialize in textual form. According to this, the role of male homoerotic
narratives lies in the avoidance of rivalry, since female characters would cause
tension in the writer/reader who may act out his/her own desires while engag-
ing in narratives of intimacy and personal secrets (busse, 2006a; Scodari,
2007). Fans distinctly separate the official and personal lives of their favorite
stars in their works, and the secrecy surrounding the sexual identity of
celebrities—that can be found in the majority of band slash stories—is used
for this purpose (busse, 2006a). in these fan narratives, the depicted band
members are mostly heterosexual men (Kaplan, 2012), who may be married
with children but who engage in homosexual interactions onstage in order
to entertain fans (a practice which can be recognized during live performances
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as “fan service”3) while secretly being involved in a complex, often  sexually-
driven emotional bond with other band members. their anxiety of being
exposed in public for their sexual ambiguity is often expressed in angst stories,
a subgenre of slash that depicts character and situational anxieties relating
to the relationship of the main couple (Keft-Kennedy, 2008).

As with slash fiction as an overall genre, a wide variety of other themes
can be found in band fiction, such as emotionally balanced stories exploring
the everyday life moments of band members (termed “fluff ”) (Hellekson &
busse, 2006). Some band slash stories focus on sexuality instead of developing
a detailed story background and these sexually explicit narratives are often
labeled “PWP” (“Porn without plot” or “Plot? What plot?”) (tosenberger,
2008). the first sexual interaction between characters (referred as “first time”
in fans’ categorization) and a relationship developed between friends (“estab-
lished relationship”) are also popular settings in band slash stories. by creating
physically and psychologically vulnerable characters in their stories, band
slash authors make them more human and identifiable for readers. therefore,
they “reappropriate” the prototypical male characters (Kustritz, 2003, p. 371)
and often make them more passive, sexually repressed, and emotionally vul-
nerable (booth, 2014). external to the angst stories, several other slash sub-
genres provide space for more negative feelings, illustrating the darker side
of reputation.  Fan- created stories depicting physical and verbal aggression,
rape, and sexual encounters in which either of the partners derives pleasure
from experiencing pain and humiliation both within and external to bdSM
situations also attract several readers (roddy, 2011)—although hurt/comfort
stories (in which a physically or emotionally hurt character finds comfort in
his relationship) are also popular (Mcgee, 2005). these melodramatic stories
often employ narratives that discuss psychological harms and related behav-
ioral consequences such as abuse, emotional blackmailing, coping with ter-
minal illness, and traumas.  Self- destructive practices are presented in band
slash works in the form of suicidal thoughts, attempted and/or committed
suicide, and addictions (such as alcohol and/or drug addictions).  Self-
harming practices are rarely found in band slash stories, but these thematic
elements are mostly derived from the observed prevalence of such behaviors
in biographies of famous band members (oksanen, 2012). if negative themes
appear in the text, the author often warns readers in the header of the story,
in tags or in the author’s notes, which offers detailed information about the
piece in order for a reader to assess whether they wish to proceed with the story.

there have been several studies which have explored the underlying
motivations of creating homoerotic stories featuring fictitious and/or real
persons (notably Hills, 2002; Jenkins, 1992 and Sandvoss, 2005). Focusing on
psychological theories, thomas (2006) emphasized that slash provides a space
for  self- exploration by creating plots that have a personal relevance for the
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authors. Sandvoss (2005, p. 121) argued that fans subconsciously derive pleas-
ure from immersing in  self- reflective narratives, since they are “fascinated
by extensions of themselves.” in a similar vein, Hills (2002) elaborated that
fans gain pleasure from stories and textual representations which allow them
to challenge the boundaries of their inner selves and external constructions.
busse (2006b) also underlined that slash works allow young readers in par-
ticular to explore their sexual desires in the safe place of fantasy. in the study
of lothian, busse, and reid (2007), fans also reported that slash works pro-
vided a virtual space for them to express identities that they have to repress
in real life, and to act out their anxieties and personal problems through tex-
tual representations.

despite the increasing research interest in the motivations of slash read-
ers to engage in a highly  self- reflective narration of secret fantasies involving
their favorite musicians, the darker themes and elements around reputation
has received relatively little research attention. the primary aim of this study
is to explore the underlying motivations of band slash writers and readers
who tend towards dark themes (e.g., aggression, emotional harm, suicide,
addiction) in these  fan- created pieces. in order to gain a more nuanced pic-
ture of this phenomenon, we investigate readers’ reactions, motivations, and
engagement from the perspective of band slash authors. Secondly, this inves-
tigation will explore the differences between popular and underground
authors’ insights regarding writers’ motivation and readers’ reaction from
their perspective. by gaining a greater knowledge of fans’ motivations from
band slash authors, we can synthesize writers’ and readers’ experiences with
the theoretical frameworks found in the existing literature of slash studies.
All quotes and data contained within this essay are featured with the kind
permission of the respondents.

Methods

Participants and Procedure
eight band slash authors were asked to complete an online questionnaire

containing both qualitative and quantitative questions. All participants were
Hungarian women aged between 18 and 34 years (mean age = 25.25 years,
standard deviation = 6.09) who published their works in Hungarian lan-
guage. Furthermore, each author wrote band slash fictions featuring  J- pop,
 J- rock, visual kei,  K- pop, and  K- rock boy bands. Half of the sample group
could be labeled “big name Fans”4 (according to their relatively large read-
ership and productivity), whereas four authors reported that they published
band slash stories mostly on their blogs to a smaller readership. However, we
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would prefer using alternative labels to refer to different author groups in
this study, since the term “big name Fan” can have a pejorative connotation
in fan conversations, and as emphasized by Hellekson and busse (2006), pop-
ular fans often reject this label. Furthermore, authors who have a smaller
group of followers than other writers in this sample may do so because they
actively do not wish to publish their works to a broader audience. thus, their
relatively small readership base cannot be associated with the literary quality
of their works. Moreover, stories featuring members of extremely popular
bands attract more readers than pieces featuring two or more  lesser- known
musicians, irrespective of the quality of these stories. therefore, for the pur-
poses of this essay we will refer to band slash authors with a relatively large
readership and productivity as “popular authors,” whereas authors who do
not write band slash regularly and have a smaller readership base will be
labeled “underground authors.”

Materials
the collected data included demographic characteristics, band slash

writing activity (e.g., number of written stories, preferred subgenres), per-
sonal experiences with participants’ favorite bands, and writing practices and
feedback related to the dark side of band slash fiction. this latter section was
separated into eight subthemes, which were selected on the basis of the exist-
ing literature on slash fiction contents (as identified by Hellekson & busse,
2006, and roddy, 2011), and on theoretical considerations following the  data-
driven argument of  rodriguez- Srednicki (2002) regarding psychological,
physical and sexual abuse, and drug and alcohol use. We identified four major
themes, comprised of eight subthemes.

Physical aggression and suffering:

1. Physical and/or verbal abuse
2. rape
3. illness and/or bodily suffering

Emotional harms:

4. emotional blackmailing, intimidation, threats, constraint and
coercion.

5. Humiliation and/or shaming.
6. depression, anxiety and other psychological disorders

Self-destruction:

7. Self-destructive behaviors and/or suicide
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Addiction:

8. Addictions: drug/alcohol, etc.

respondents were asked to indicate through a multiple choice
question which of the given themes appeared in band slash works
they had written preceding the data collection, and participants
could select more than one category. if the respondent answered
positively to a theme, three recurring questions were asked:

1. “What motivated you to write band slash stories about this theme?”
2. “What kind of feedback did you get from your readers when you

had written about this theme?”
3. “Why do you think your readers like your piece/pieces written

about this theme?”

Results
Descriptive Demographic Data 

of Band Slash Authors
demographic characteristics and information about band slash writing

activity of the authors (sample size = 8) are presented in table 1. the popular
authors were older (between 19 and 34 years) than underground authors
(between 18 and 28 years), and reported a higher level of education. three
of the four popular authors had a prestigious job at the time of the survey
(jurist, resident doctor, researcher), whereas all of the underground authors
were students. there were no relevant differences between the two author
groups regarding marital status. Half of the authors were single, whereas half
of them lived in a form of relationship. However, only half of the authors
identified as heterosexual.

All of the popular authors had written more than 20 band slash stories
and had on average more than 100 readers per story (calculated from the
unique hits statistics of the web pages where they published their works).
the majority of them published their stories on the current most popular
Hungarian fan fiction website (Anime Fanfiction Style) and band slash fiction
website (rising Sun). the majority of them had written band slash for around
six to nine years. in comparison, underground authors had written on average
fewer than eleven band slash stories and had fewer than 51 readers per story
(if website statistics were not available, authors were asked to estimate the
size of their readership). none of them had written band slash regularly (more
than 1–2 times per year). three of them published their stories on their blogs,
but half of them also published stories on dedicated websites.
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Using a  multiple- choice question, it was identified that the stories these
authors wrote mostly angst (mentioned by four authors), hurt/comfort
(three), and fluff (three). Furthermore, five authors had written “first time”
stories, whereas only one had written “established relationship” narratives.
regarding bands, half of the authors wrote band slash stories about the
gazette and three wrote about dir en grey members. they also mentioned
similarly popular bands such as Alice nine, bangtan boys, and other, com-
paratively underground  K- pop bands (e.g., exo, infinite).

All of the authors have been fans of their favorite bands for more than
three years. three popular authors had been fans for more than six years
(with P4 reporting having been a fan for over a decade) and the fourth author
had been a fan for three to five years. Half of the underground authors had
been fans of their preferred bands for six to nine years, and half of them for
three to five years. Popular authors reported that they visited concerts staged
by their favorite bands more frequently than underground authors; two
attended concerts yearly and three had attended ViP meetings with the band
members, where they could chat, take photos, and shake hands with their
idols. in contrast, the majority of underground authors had never seen any
live performances of their favorite bands; only one author had the opportunity
to attend a concert. However, the attendance of fans may not be independent
of their time constraints and financial status.

Motivations for Writing Band Slash Fiction
in order to explore the motivations of band slash writers, respondents

were asked why they wrote band slash fiction. For the sake of anonymity, the
real names and the pen names of the authors are withheld in the analysis,
and personal codes are used (see table 1).

All of the popular authors mentioned that they write band slash because
they do not want to work with original characters and/or do not feel that
they are ready for working with original characters. As P1 explained:

i think real person slash is the most comfortable way of writing, because i do not
have to create characters (problems with giving a name, how he should look) and
work with fictional characters created by another author. […] From this perspective,
the difference between rPS and original is that in the former case, the majority of
readers can identify the characters, whereas in the latter case, their identities remain
secret.

Another popular author added that she and her readers are fans of the same
musicians and bands, which provides a great opportunity to make friends.
Underground authors mostly emphasized that they gained inspiration from
their own adoration and appreciation for the bands. Furthermore, one author
wrote that she was curious about homosexual relationships between particular
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band members (real or fictitious) that she found more sensual compared to
heterosexual love. Another underground author reported that she found it
challenging to write band slash, and this motivated her.

in summary, the general motivation of popular authors to write band
slash fiction was related to their writing skill development. they wished to
improve their abilities to create complex stories through real characters and
structures (e.g., show business), which allowed them to practice their writing
skills without investing large amounts of time and energy into generating
original character plans or story settings. they reported that they preferred
to increase their distance from real sources towards an original story through
this  step- by-step learning process, as was suggested by lewis (2004) and
thomas (2006). conversely, underground authors were inspired by their
favorite musicians, and this appreciation was the primary motivation for
them to expand their imagination of the musicians’ true personalities behind
the stage. these authors preferred to share fictitious, speculative or real infor-
mation with similarly dedicated authors in order to express their enthusiasm
and participation, and to immerse in a social network of fans with the same
interest, which facilitates their social and individual  self- construction, in
accordance with the theories emphasized by Sandvoss (2005).

Exploring the Dark Side 
of Band Slash Fiction

in this section, we analyze the responses to the qualitative part of our
research, which focused on the function of dark themes in band slash fiction,
and the motivations behind creating and consuming band slash with trou-
bling themes from the perspectives of both popular and underground authors.

Physical Aggression and Suffering
“is beating someone also part of taking care of them?” i am
unable to ask this without irony.

“Yes, it is” Aoi nods. “only those can evoke such intense
emotions in you who are important to you. if this had
occurred one year before, he might have made me happy
with a gesture like this. i mean, if he had tried to hit me.” 

—nanami, 2012

tHeMe one: PHYSicAl And/or VerbAl AbUSe

Six of eight authors had written band slash stories containing physical
and/or verbal abuse. the motivations of popular authors to write band slash
stories illustrating physical or verbal aggression were sharply different from
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the motivations mentioned by underground authors. three popular authors
found it challenging to portray physical abuse and considered their related
works as a next stage in the development of their writing skills. Moreover,
two of them wrote that aggression was a necessary stage in character devel-
opment. this motivation reflected the general goals of popular authors which
were related to their efforts to improve their writing skills.

in contrast, the reasons of underground authors for generating aggres-
sion in their narratives were more personal. one author, U1, claimed that she
needed to release her negative feelings to turn them into her advantage in
creating pieces. She wrote aggression in order to “dwell on the negative feel-
ings, generated from real reasons.” Furthermore, understanding human
nature also appeared in the responses as a motivation. As another under-
ground author, U2, exemplified: “if we hurt or humiliate someone, it gives a
reason for another character to feel sorry for him, then he consoles the other,
and their relationship begins to deepen.” these motivations were in line with
those reported by thomas (2006), whose study observed that writing char-
acters and narratives that are personally relevant to fans’ own identities is of
special importance for slash authors.

regarding readers’ reactions, both popular and underground authors
reported similar experiences. they all stated that the feedback they received
from their readers showed large variation. two authors received mostly neg-
ative feedback on their stories portraying aggression, whereas only one author
claimed that the majority of her readers liked her stories containing aggres-
sion, adding that her readers had curiously waited for her to continue these
stories. only a small minority of her readers felt that they did not wish to
read about the suffering of others after a long day. in a similar vein, another
author emphasized that readers’ reactions are often dependent on the ending
of the story, and positive solutions are always preferable.

there was a consensus between both popular and underground authors
that the reason why their readers liked these stories relied in their closeness
to reality and the potential for reader identification. one of them pointed
out that a small minority of readers may perceive these narratives as a pro-
jection site for their own problems. However, another author noted that it is
important to emphasize that meaningless violence (violence which does not
contribute to the character development in the story) is rather undesirable.
She argued that audiences wish to read about the progress and dynamics of
the relationship between characters under the pressure of destructive circles
and situations, since they are curious about the effects of violence on emo-
tions. this effort was also recognized by Jenkins (1992), who suggested that
fans seek to pursue more complex narratives and solve more difficult prob-
lems, and thus readers are here able to get more information about the char-
acters through detailed psychological background stories.
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tHeMe tWo: rAPe
Four authors reported that they had written band slash stories in which

rape occurred. three of them were popular authors, who claimed that the
motivation for them to write rape in their stories was to add new, controver-
sial elements to the narrative. one underground author also used this trope
to deepen the relationship between the protagonists and to disrupt the monot-
ony of the storyline.

reader feedback on this theme was reported by only popular authors.
two of them wrote that they received mostly negative comments from read-
ers, who felt sorry for the character that suffered sexual violence, but P4 reported
that the reactions she observed showed great variety. As she remarked:

[…] several core readers of mine told me that they did not even start to read the
story because this theme was far too disturbing for them. However, other readers
found it interesting how the personalities of characters and the dynamics of their
relationship change, and how it affects the story.

Authors suggested that their followers read their band slash stories in which
either of the characters becomes a rape victim because these stories are real-
istic, and they like plot twists and radical changes in the narratives which
result in unpredicted outcomes. However, P1 argued that rape also has a spe-
cial resonance with the readers, arguing “i think rape is a little bit arousing
in the level of fantasies for all those who have not experienced it.” She further
argued that rape is a controversial theme in this aspect; readers may wish to
participate in new experiences in the safety of fictional circumstances, but
as a victim of rape they could only identify with a passive, helpless character
that has no choice in this situation.

nevertheless, the positive reframing of rape experiences in male/male
homosexual fiction is not limited to slash. rape also constitutes a main com-
ponent of the boys’ love genre, in which the stronger character rapes his part-
ner, urged by the will to express his overflowing desire for him (Mizoguchi,
2003 & 2008). therefore, it may be another common feature shared between
these two male homoerotic subgenres, indicating that fans’ needs and pre-
ferred narratives may not be so different in the genres of slash fiction and
boys’ love.

tHeMe tHree: illneSS, PHYSicAl SUFFering
Similarly to rape, half of the authors (three of whom were popular

authors) reported that they had written band slash in which either of the
characters suffered from illness or had other physical health concerns. their
motivation to describe terminal illness, physical pain and injuries in their
stories was mostly based on their studies, curiosity, and personal experiences
from their professional life. For instance, P4 discussed that she had trans-
formed some of her professional work experiences into stories.
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All authors agreed that the reception of these works was notably negative
in the majority of cases. they attributed this to readers’ experiences, consid-
ering that a number of them were personally affected by these life events.
thus, reading about cancer or other terminal illnesses may have revived
unpleasant memories for them. Authors reported that the most common
reactions to these works were sadness, empathy, and pain. Furthermore, one
author emphasized that her readers expressed strong emotional reactions to
these themes, and a number of them told her that they cried while they were
reading those stories. despite the negative reception of stories describing ill-
ness and physical suffering, two popular authors noted that readers felt the
need to identify with characters going through these kinds of tragic or chal-
lenging life events which could happen to anyone. As P4 remarked, “[My
readers] like reading about things that could also happen to them because
they can sympathize with the characters and [understand] their actions more
deeply in the plot.”

in prior studies, the motivation of gaining more knowledge about what
can happen to oneself was identified as a main motive for media consumption
in the field of media psychology (rubin, 1983 and Weaver, 2003). the repre-
sentation of physical health concerns in band slash fiction can be an impor-
tant source of information for those fans who exhibit a high level of this
motivation. However, P1 also added that despite the fact that illness and
health concerns are not popular themes amongst band slash readers, they
prefer reading about physical suffering more than psychological problems,
because the latter is more inconceivable. this observation partly contradicts
the commonly held assumption that heavy psychological themes are popular
amongst band slash fans (Hellekson & busse, 2006), but also highlights the
diversity of fan reactions to the same narrative elements.

Emotional Harms

Actually, i could have resisted. i could have walked away
anytime but i didn’t dare to do so. Kiyoharu made me
addicted to him; he was like respiration for me, or like
heroin for him. He destroyed my  self- confidence, and i felt
unable to exist without him. i have lost a part of myself, an
important part that i could not replace anymore.—rami,
2013

tHeMe FoUr: eMotionAl blAcKMAiling, intiMidAtion, 
tHreAtS, conStrAining, coercion

More than half of the authors had written band slash stories in which
emotional harms (e.g., emotional blackmailing, threats) occurred, the major-

Icons of Self-Destruction (Zsila & Demetrovics)  61



ity of whom were underground authors. Popular authors shared a consensus
that their motivation for writing stories centering on negative emotional
bonds was the challenge of writing about it; they wished to write about some-
thing that they had never written about before, which facilitated the devel-
opment of their writing techniques. in contrast, the reasons of underground
authors were again rather more personal. U1 reported that “the inspiration
and the emotional charge” motivated her to write about such emotional
harms. Another author noted that emotional burdens could also be a conse-
quence of physical abuse. Furthermore, emotionally unstable characters could
evoke sympathy in other band members in the story, leading to more complex
relationships, as it was suggested by another underground author.

the majority of the authors who had written about emotional harms in
their band slash stories reported that their readers found these themes excit-
ing. As P4 recalled, “it evoked strong emotional responses in several people;
they became attached to characters or began to hate them very much. Many
readers described what they would have done in that situation.” An under-
ground author remarked that her readers were surprised and curious about
the writer’s motivation behind her reconfiguration of the real personalities
and attitudes of their favorite musicians in her works. this curiosity may
indicate that fans hold different fictional interpretations of their favorite stars’
attitudes and behaviors, and they wish to explore other fans’ representations
by reading their stories.

Some authors pointed out that the reason why these themes attract many
readers may be rooted in the realistic representation of emotional problems,
which facilitates readers’ identification with the characters. Furthermore, a
popular author added that readers like reconsidering what they would have
done in the same situation, whereas another popular author argued that it is
easier for them to read about these emotions than to experience emotional
distress personally.

tHeMe FiVe: HUMiliAtion, SHAMing

Half of the authors, three of whom were popular authors, reported that
they had created band slash stories in which either of the protagonists suffered
humiliation and shaming from other characters. All of the authors reported
that their motivation to portray situations in which a character had been
humiliated was to enrich his personality with additional traits and dark
secrets. they argued that this twist in the plot is often unavoidable in respect
of character development and has an integral role in the logical structure of
the story.

only popular authors could relay readers’ reactions in relation to this
theme, and two authors also emphasized that they did not receive many com-
ments on this topic compared to other story elements (such as physical abuse)
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in their works, or within the same story. However, P3 reported that she
received positive feedback from her readers, whereas P4 stated that her read-
ers expressed sympathy for the victim in the majority of cases, although she
noted that there are special conditions that could lead to positive reactions:
“they found it particularly exciting in PWP stories in which humiliation was
part of the sexual roleplay with the approval of both partners.”

Kustritz (2008) drew a similar conclusion in her study regarding bdSM
in slash fan fiction. She argued that the representation of sexual coercion and
humiliation in slash stories may not carry the same meaning for all fans, and
different perspectives are often present in fan conversations regarding this
theme. in the current study, only one popular author presented some spec-
ulative reasons as to why fans read band slash stories in which humiliation
and shaming occurs. P3 pointed out that readers may find realistic stories
more engaging: “life is not a fairytale. […] if [the humiliation of a character]
is not gone too far, then it just makes the piece more realistic.”

tHeMe SiX: dePreSSion, AnXietY, 
otHer PSYcHologicAl diSorderS

Six of the eight authors reported that they had written band slash stories
in which some of the characters had psychological problems. Popular and
underground authors were equally distributed in this group. the motivational
pattern of depicting psychological disorders in band slash stories was similar
to the motivations found in theme 4 (emotional blackmailing, threats, and
other emotional harms) across the two author groups. Popular authors men-
tioned that they derived these experiences from their studies and professional
life, whereas one author simply wished to write about this theme authentically.
in contrast, underground authors’ motivation was again more personal. For
instance, one underground author confessed that she had similar problems
at the time she had written her related pieces, and exploring these in her nar-
rative helped her with the coping process. Another author found it important
to portray male characters struggling with psychological problems, since it
is against the commonly held assumption that mainly women are affected by
these difficulties. U4 reported that she uses these narratives as a cathartic
strategy to release her own negative emotions:

there is nothing wrong with happy stories, since they are here to make our day after
a pretty bad Monday. However, i can deal with the daily grind more easily with a
negative story, since it “has never happened,” although i keep convincing myself that
it was “far worse, more crucial” what happened to my characters. the majority of my
bad stories depict how the main characters can bounce back from horrible situations
and do things that may the writer herself would never be able to do.

According to U4’s argument, a possible explanation for band slash writers’
motivation to create detailed psychological background stories of their
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favorite musicians in which they suffer from psychological harms could be
that fans wish to cope with their own problems through the identification
with strong and competent characters, who have a rich array of coping
resources and social support. thus, fans perceive these resources more acces-
sible for themselves, which may facilitate the development of their own coping
processes and frameworks.

two authors noted that their readers found this theme depressing, and
they subsequently did not receive much feedback on these works, while in
contrast another two authors reported that their readers liked these narra-
tives. However, no relevant difference was observed between popular and
underground authors regarding these experiences. P2 added that her readers
were surprised by the thematic content, and they appreciated the realistic
representation of these problems in her pieces. P4 reported that some of her
readers had queries regarding personal mental health concerns, hoping for
suggestions from the author herself:

instead of particular feedback, they often ask questions—this is maybe due to the fact
that some of my readers are aware of my professional background, or they are simply
interested in this topic that much. besides, many of them share their personal experi-
ences in relation to this theme [e.g., psychological disorders of family members,
acquaintances].

two underground authors argued that their followers like reading realistic
stories, which facilitates their immersion in the narrative. P2 explained:
“[they like this theme] because it discusses common things that they might
have already experienced or they think it can also happen to them.” Another
author added that these narratives help readers to forget about their own
problems and to reconsider them after reading about characters who faced
far worse situations. However, one popular author noted that in contrast to
the positive reception identified by some of the respondents, her own readers
are concerned with their own problems and do not wish to identify with
characters that face more complex difficulties. in sum, reader reactions
regarding this theme showed a mixed picture, which again indicates that fans
can and do view the same narrative from different perspectives in band slash.

Self-Destruction

You were completely knocked out when i found you in that
separated room reserved for ViP guests. the owner called
me saying that you were there and out of your mind. Well
yes, they always call me in such situations; however, it is
true that the owner is an old friend of mine and i was the
one who had brought you there for the first time. i had no
idea whether it was the alcohol that knocked you out that
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much or something else, or maybe the combination of both,
but i couldn’t believe it was you.—Allesya, 2010

tHeMe SeVen:  SelF- deStrUctiVe beHAViorS
And/or SUicide

Six of the eight authors had written band slash stories in which  self-
destructive practices and/or suicide were presented, of whom three were pop-
ular authors and three underground. both popular and underground authors
mentioned personal and professional motives for writing about the  self-
destruction of famous musicians, with one underground author arguing that
 self- destructive behaviors reflect deep emotions in the narratives, represent-
ing suffering, pain, and unfulfilled desires. Furthermore, a popular author
reported that observing the struggle of others in these stories relieved her
pain and helped her to overcome her personal problems. thus, she attributed
part of her successful coping strategies to her identification with her favorite
band members in the panorama of fictional struggles and obstacles.

in addition, an author who identified herself as a lesbian reported that
she found it challenging when she wrote a special story featuring her favorite
musicians in which either character sacrificed his physical health for the sake
of a relationship. the author described in detail that her story was centered
on the recovery of the main character after receiving sex reassignment sur-
gery. this decision was made by the main character himself, who did not
wish to become a woman but felt he had no choice after falling in love with
someone who could not love him as a heterosexual man. the author consid-
ered this sacrifice a total destruction of the self, in which the reconstruction
of sexual identity is deeply embedded in the context of contemporary social
norms.

As seen, practical considerations such as the development of writing
skills did not appear in the motivations in this theme. instead, both popular
and underground authors expressed a deep emotional involvement in these
narratives, which were inspired by personal experiences in the majority of
cases. this might indicate that band slash authors are more likely to write
richly detailed plots depicting  self- harming practices when they are person-
ally affected. Writing about this theme in band slash might help authors and
audiences to reconsider and positively reframe their experiences in the safe
confines of fantasy, under more controllable circumstances.

regarding readers’ feedback, all authors reported that their readers had
strong emotional reactions to stories containing themes of  self- destructive
behaviors. U3 stated that some of the most frequently observed reactions
were “surprise, crying, freaking out, and other emotional responses.” P2
reported that her readers did not understand the motivations of characters
hurting themselves, whereas P1 stated that her readers were dissatisfied and
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wrote alternative solutions which would have led to a more optimistic ending.
Furthermore, one author relayed that her readers reported feeling depressed
and deeply touched by the narratives.

A popular and an underground author argued that band slash stories
featuring  self- destructive characters can be attractive for readers wanting to
understand and explore the underlying motivations of  self- harming practices,
and for readers who wish to immerse more deeply in particular roles. P1
pointed out that readers often like this theme “because they would like to
save the protagonist, and thereby, a little bit of themselves.” in a similar vein,
an underground author added that readers might need the love and attention
of their environment as well, and in these stories they can become the one
who receives careful attention through the identification with the  self-
destructive character who will be saved in the plot. this suggests that these
narratives can facilitate the coping of fans with similarly destructive experi-
ences through the identification with competent characters who successfully
overcome their struggles.

Addiction
i see her broken arms and wounded body. She is floating
slowly, winks at me and then stretches herself out. i know
the injected drug makes me see that. Seokjin told me that
it wouldn’t do me any harm if i tried it once. He has been
an addict for at least half a year, because otherwise he could
not have dealt with the death of his girlfriend who had died
because of his actions. i told him “god forbid i ever try it.”
but now this is it. i couldn’t let the loneliness embracing
me. [sic]—K. lee Anne, 2016

tHeMe eigHt: AddictionS (e.g., AlcoHol
And/or drUg AddictionS)

Five of eight authors, three of whom were popular authors, reported
that they had written band slash stories in which band members were
addicted to substances (e.g., alcohol and/or drugs). both popular and under-
ground authors listed their motivations behind generating works featuring
this theme as both personal reasons and reasons related to developing their
writing skills. two authors reported that they wanted to enrich the characters’
traits with additional elements and to write band slash stories exploring
addiction from a professional viewpoint. P4 admitted that her personal and
work experiences motivated her to write about substance abuse, adding that
this topic is extremely popular among band slash readers. Furthermore, an
underground author remarked that she had never used drugs but she was
always wondering what it feels like; her motivation, therefore, was to gain a
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deeper insight into this experience by identifying with the characters using
drugs in the narrative. this motive is in line with those suggested by Jenkins
(1992) regarding fan engagement in new, more complex narratives to further
their understanding of the various themes featured within.

comparing the two author groups, no relevant difference was found
regarding readers’ reactions to works featuring themes of addiction. P1 and
U1 reported that their readers were relatively passive in their response (com-
pared to the number of comments they received from their readership regard-
ing other themes) and did not write any feedback on this topic, whereas P2
emphasized that her readers found the theme particularly realistic and honest
in the context of celebrity life. one underground author said that a reader
reported that she had cried and closed the document immediately, while her
other readers simply found it depressing.

the authors suggested that this theme might be interesting for band
slash readers for its naturalistic and realistic portrayal of addictions, and for
the new experiences that readers can seek by identifying with characters hav-
ing these problems. by observing the reactions of their favorite musicians in
these stories, audiences might reduce their anxieties rooted in the fear of
having the same experiences in their lives. Furthermore, they can identify
with characters having a strong social support or other forms of help to over-
come their difficulties, which might be lacking in the reader’s life.

Discussion
the purpose of the current investigation was to explore band slash writ-

ers’ motivation and reader reactions toward dark themes. there is a lack of
empirical studies regarding real person slash, especially band slash, although
further qualitative and quantitative research into fans’ motivations and writ-
ing/reading practices would greatly extend our understanding of the positive
and negative behavioral consequences of fan engagement. According to the
statistics from Archive of our own,5 real person slash is the fourth most
popular subgenre after fan works located in the Marvel, Harry Potter, and
Sherlock Holmes fandoms. Similarly, FicWad, which encourages the publi -
cation of both fan fiction and original stories, reported that the most popular
category is celebrities, with over 14,000 uploaded fan stories in this cate-
gory (Kowalczyk, 2017). in recent years, considerable effort has been invested
by media psychologists in studying the nature of celebrity worship (see Mar-
tin, Mccutcheon & cayanus, 2015, and Sansone & Sansone, 2014). these
studies primarily focused on the negative consequences of high levels of
celebrity worship (e.g., identity diffusion,  sensation- seeking, addictive ten-
dencies), whereas relatively little research addressed the positive impacts of
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fan engagement, mainly in the field of fan studies (thomas, 2006). building
on this, the main purpose of our investigation was to gain a deeper insight
into the positive and negative fan practices and coping efforts through cre-
ative activities in the emerging field of band slash studies. drawing on the
existing theoretical research in the field of slash studies, we conducted
research directly into band slash authors’ motivations, impressions and per-
sonal experiences with their readers, in order to provide a more nuanced
understanding of this phenomenon, which allows for a  data- driven argument
on its implications.

As a result of this research, we were able to identify relevant differences
in the demographic characteristics. Popular authors were older, had higher
educational levels, and obtained prestigious jobs, similarly to the reports of
Jenkins (1992) and busse (2006a). interestingly, only half of the respondent
band slash authors reported that they were heterosexual. this relatively high
proportion of  non- heterosexual slash authors is similar to the findings
reported in empirical studies conducted on boys’ love fans, which demon-
strated that only 47–66 percent of respondents identified as heterosexual
(levi, 2009; Pagliassotti, 2008; zsila, bernáth & inántsy-Pap, 2015). this
result could be attributed to the intersectional position of Asian band slash
between the genres of slash fiction and boys’ love. it could thus be considered
either as a special characteristic of the present sample, or another indicator
of the tension between commonly held assumptions and empirical evidence
regarding the sexual orientation of slash fans, such as in the case of boys’
love fans. However, more empirical research is needed to clarify this contra-
diction.

We could also identify relevant differences in writing techniques and
habits, personal relations to preferred boy bands, and motivations between
popular and underground band slash authors. However, no substantial differ -
ences were observed between the two author groups regarding their percep-
tions of reader reactions to dark themes. regarding the motivations of writing
band slash, the majority of popular authors stated that they had written band
slash stories mainly because they found it too challenging to create and work
with original characters. this is an observation in line with the sug gestion
of lewis (2004) and thomas (2006) that slash authors are motivated to
improve their writing skills without needing to invest considerable amounts
of time and energy into creating their own characters and fictitious story set-
tings in this stage of their skill development. the popular authors reported
preferring to pursue a  step- by-step process through which they can increase
their distance from real sources towards unique, complex original works.

conversely, underground authors emphasized that their writing was a
product of their appreciation for their favorite bands. they preferred to
explore more (fictional or real) information about their favorite musicians,
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to broaden their  self- knowledge by immersing in highly  self- reflexive pieces
featuring people they respect, and to express their enthusiasm in a supportive
network of other fans with the same interest. thus, the primary motivation
for underground authors to create band slash fiction was to express their
appreciation for the bands, and to explore themes and story settings which
have a personal relevance for them, or which might remain hidden otherwise
(e.g., a homosexual desire), in concurrence with the theories proposed by
thomas (2006). it might also be argued that underground authors gain inspi-
ration out of the distance between themselves and their idols, whereas the
popular authors drew on observations and personal impressions of their pre-
ferred bands in this creative process, since the majority of them had met their
favorite musicians in person.

the most popular dark themes amongst this survey’s respondents were
physical and/or verbal abuse; depression, anxiety, other psychological disor-
ders;  self- destructive behaviors and/or suicide, followed by emotional harms
such as blackmailing or threats, and addiction. We did not find any associ-
ations between the size of authors’ readership base and the dark themes they
preferred. However, popular authors indicated a relatively wider range of
dark themes included in their repertoire of band slash writing compared to
underground authors.

the main reported motivation for popular authors to write band slash
stories centered around themes of physical aggression and suffering lay in
cultivating strategies to develop their writing skills by illustrating emotions
more expressively and thus contributing to character development. in con-
trast, underground authors reported that they intuitively drew on their per-
sonal experiences. Although all of the authors underlined that their readers
enjoy identifying with characters who are facing common problems which
could happen to anyone, meaningless violence without a clear function in
the story was found to be undesirable—and positive solutions were always
preferable and better received.

readers commonly showed strong emotional reactions to the illness
and physical suffering of characters. However, the authors pointed out that
causing pain to others can gain a positive connotation in certain conditions
when the approval of both partners is arranged, such as in the case of con-
sensual sexual roleplay. overall, the authors reported that their readers return
to these themes due to their curiosity about life events that could also happen
to them. by exploring works themed around these concerns from the per-
spective of the idols who they perceive as being strong and competent, they
might reduce their own anxiety of being affected in these situations through
a lack of supportive  self- management techniques.

regarding the theme of emotional harms, popular authors again argued
that they gained inspiration from their studies and professional life. these
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experiences were transformed into a set of narrative tools, in order to make
a major contribution in their narratives to character development and the
construction of the story’s logical structure. in contrast, the reported motiva -
tion of underground authors to dissect the theme of emotional harms in their
band slash pieces was more personal. one author mentioned that she had
experienced similar problems to those she generated in her works which
informed the core message of the piece, whereas another author argued that
writing out her negative feelings helped her to cope with them. She explained
that this mechanism works by portraying far worse situations than the real ones,
allowing the writer to place her own struggles in perspective. it was reported
by the authors that their readers found the theme of emotional harms inter-
esting, and they liked reading about it. Furthermore, readers often shared
their personal experiences and discussed their problems with the author her-
self, particularly if she was perceived (or known to be) a competent helper.

interestingly, professional and personal motivations intertwined in the
further two major themes of  self- destructive behaviors and addiction. When
writing stories about the  self- destructive and suicidal behaviors of famous
musicians, both popular and underground authors reported that they gained
inspiration from their studies, previous knowledge, and personal experiences.
According to the authors’ reports, themes of  self- destruction and suicide
evoked strong emotions in their readers who often cried, felt depressed, or
offered alternative solutions that might have led to a more adequate way of
coping with the problems depicted in the narrative. Authors also pointed out
that these stories could be interesting—not only for those who are not directly
affected by  self- destructive behaviors but who wish to understand the under-
lying motivations, but also for those who have engaged in  self- destructive
experiences and who may want to save themselves by saving the protagonist
from himself within the narrative. thereby, readers can potentially associate
themselves with fictional social support, empathy, and tenderness through
their identification with band slash characters who have such a supportive
background, which might also increase the efficacy of readers’ coping mech-
anisms.

Similarly to  self- destructive behaviors, the motives of popular and
underground authors to write band slash stories focusing on addictions were
based upon both the authors’ personal and professional experiences and their
observations of  real- life celebrity culture. However, a minority of respondents
suggested further motives, such as keeping the interest of readers by employ-
ing radical changes in the plot, or developing their writing skills. Authors
remarked that band slash stories centered on addictions are popular amongst
writers and readers who have never had experiences with drugs or other sub-
stances for providing a deeper insight into the lives of those musicians who
may have experienced drug and/or alcohol problems.
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results of the present study indicate that authorial and audience interest
in the dark side of band slash fiction may have an important role in the coping
strategies of fans dealing with various psychological issues. For those who
struggle with everyday or severe problems, these stories provide a site for
projection in which they can reconstruct and reframe their concerns by pro-
jecting negative emotions onto their idols, and by placing them into chal-
lenging situations that actually represent the anxieties of the writer. Within
band slash stories, these idols are portrayed as powerful and competent indi-
viduals who are able to successfully cope with their problems, since they pos-
sess a wide range of social and personal coping resources (e.g., success,
appreciation, supportive band members, an empathic partner). these
resources facilitate their successful coping in far worse situations than the
writer/reader could imagine in her life. in spite of this fact, fans may perceive
that their personal problems extend beyond their capacity to cope due to a
perceived or actual lack of these supportive networks. However, they can
observe and explore effective strategies to overcome their difficulties through
the identification with their favorite musicians in band slash stories, such as
finding information about seeking help, gaining knowledge of techniques
which can help reduce stress (such as creative activities), and observing the
consequences of different forms of adequate coping strategies (such as seeking
professional help) and inadequate coping strategies (such as drug use).

in addition, band slash writers and readers create a special communica-
tive sphere, established through a shared appreciation for their favorite bands,
in which competent helpers and experienced fan authors encourage other
fans to cope with their personal problems by offering an indirect assistance
through their band slash narratives. While competent authors, who may have
both a professional background and personal experience with these themes,
use their knowledge to reframe and explore the experiences and difficulties
portrayed in their stories, they also develop and integrate their  self- knowledge
within the text itself and within their relationships with and to their readers.
the results of this investigation show that popular authors are in a more
advanced stage of integrating this knowledge in their narratives and are using
this to develop their writing skills, whereas underground authors focus pri-
marily on the emotional impact of their works.

Although the current investigation was amongst the first qualitative
explorations that addressed the role of dark themes in enhancing effective
coping skills in band slash writers and readers, the present study is not with-
out limitations. this study was conducted on a small sample of band slash
authors, which was also specific for the cultural background (since the data
collection took place in Hungary) and for the preferred boy bands. there-
fore, the authors of this study are not representative of all band slash authors.
consequently, broader generalizations about writer/reader motivations are
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difficult to make, and a wider cultural comparison of Asian and european
popular music and audiences fell out of the scope of this study. However, the
analysis of cultural aspects in creating and reading band slash fiction narra-
tives which focus on dark themes would contribute to a deeper understanding
of both audience and author motivations in this niche genre. nevertheless,
the conclusions drawn from the present study may provide guidance for fur-
ther empirical studies into the motivations of rPS fans to produce and read
stories focusing on dark themes.

large-scale studies are also needed to explore the associations of moti-
vational patterns, personality traits and positive and negative psychological
outcomes (e.g., depression,  self- esteem) among fans. given that research
regarding the differences between fans is scarce, empirical research address-
ing these aspects would make a relevant contribution to the existing literature
on slash fiction. by revealing individual differences between fans, the coping
strategies and vulnerabilities within and in response to certain mental health
concerns would be rendered more identifiable, which would make it possible
to advance towards a better understanding of how slash fiction’s authors and
audiences use their inspiration and creativity to enhance their psychological
 well- being.

Conclusion
the aim of the present study was to work closely with authors of real

person band slash fiction in order investigate the motivation of writers and
readers in this genre to explore dark themes from an authorial perspective.
the findings revealed several differences across popular and underground
band slash authors regarding their demographics and motivations. the main
motivation of popular authors to write band slash was to improve their writ-
ing skills, while underground authors wished to express their appreciation
for the musicians, increase their  self- knowledge through  self- reflexive pieces,
and immerse in the fan culture. in spite of the different motivational back-
grounds of the two author groups, reported reader reactions showed no sub-
stantial differences regarding the depicted dark themes. Psychological harms
and negative consequences (e.g., depression, addiction) were recognized as
particularly popular themes among band slash writers/readers. Furthermore,
it can be concluded that dark themes have an important role in this creative
process and in fan engagement.

by exploring the imagined dark secrets of their favorite musicians, these
authors and readers suggested that they could provide themselves with a rich
set of coping resources, which can be used to help them overcome similar
difficulties in their personal lives. Fans identify with strong and competent

72 Section I. Aberrant Realities



characters they respect, they reconsider and reframe their  real- life experi-
ences in fictional stories which are personally relevant to them, and they
incorporate the observed strategies into their own coping process. this study
highlighted the importance of this mechanism, which can possibly contribute
to the psychological  well- being of the authors and readers of band slash.
Future research should therefore explore and address how this strategy may
effectively serve fans in order to positively reframe their  real- life experiences
through their writing and reading practices.
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noteS
1. See busse, 2006a; Jenkins, 1992; thomas, 2006 and Woledge, 2005 for further details.
2. Visual kei is a music movement in Japan, influenced by Western glam rock bands in

the late 1980s. this movement also established a subculture, characterized by androgynous
costume,  make- up and hair styles, emphasizing the freedom of expression through fashion
and gender ambiguities.

3. “Fan service” refers to acts or contents (in the case of visual and textual materials)
which are created to please the fans. For instance, male musicians might entertain their
female audience in live performances by engaging in implicitly homoerotic hints with each
other (e.g. touches, glances).

4. big name Fans (bnF) are popular slash writers who have a relatively large readership
base in a particular fandom or fan fiction community. Authors rarely identify themselves as
bnFs; they instead allow readers to categorize them (Hellekson & busse, 2006).

5. Archive of our own is an international project which archives fan creations (e.g.,
fan fiction, fan art, fan videos, etc.). the website has more than 170,000 users, who published
more than 700,000 works online (Kowalczyk, 2017).
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(Un)Sanctioned bodies
The State-Sexuality-Disability Nexus

in captain America Slash Fan Fiction

divya garg

Introduction
Fan fiction has been in the news for some time now, coming out of the

closet and away from the surrounding silences, secrecy and fears of ignominy
associated with it until quite recently, though such perceptions remain. due
to this notoriety and fan fiction’s association with smut and pornography, it
may be even harder for slash fan fiction in particular to broach the walls of
academia, although academic inclusion is not required to legitimize the exis-
tence of fan fiction. despite being a derivative genre—fiction developing from
fiction, in a way twice removed from reality—fan fiction often documents a
marginal “history,” according space to alternative voices and expressions.
While slash has seen an increase in academic and popular interest because
of its queering of mainstream heterosexual and heteronormative expressions
of desire, one needs to go beyond the easy subversion of mere representation
to understand the impact of the genre. one must examine the politics of the
kinds of representation that fan fiction incorporates and explores within its
liminal subcultural space. While fan fiction still remains largely dominated
by stories of white cisgendered men in a homosexual relationship, its sub-
versive capacity allows more and more narratives to claim space for wider
 non- normative forms of desire and expression. thus, in order to question
the kinds of subversion engendered within fan fiction, one needs to look at
more than just the dominant interpretive paradigm within this space.

exploring works located within the Captain America fandom (all media
types) and primarily using fan fiction of the “Stucky” (Steve rogers/bucky
barnes) ship, this essay shall look at the articulation of  non- normative bodies
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and desires within slash fan fiction, with particular respect to the State’s reg-
ulation of these bodies and desires, and its production of normative bodies
in accordance with its own national agenda. largely basing my critique
through the theoretical concepts of homonationalism and ablenationalism,
i look at experiences of trans*1 as a category that falls explicitly in the realm
of  non- normative and ambiguous sexuality and identity. As a text, Captain
America forms an interesting standpoint for such a project because of its
available readings of nationalism and State machinery at work. For the pur-
pose of this investigation, the Marvel cinematic Universe (McU) has been
taken as the canonical reference point of the text, though the comic origins
have been kept in mind. Aiming for an intersectional incorporation of dis-
ability and sexuality studies, this essay shall argue that Steve rogers’ trans-
formation into a  super- soldier can be read along the lines of disciplining the
transgressive body—whether trans, queer or otherwise. this essay also
explores how bucky barnes’ similar transformation and subsequent rehabil-
itation (whether successful or not) into normative society provides a more
exploitative register of  non- consensual disciplining; a nonconsensuality
stressed through the visible marker of his  Soviet- given metal arm. bucky’s
disability goes beyond that which is visible on his person, yet the physical
presence of his disability obfuscates the larger involvement of the domestic
State, just like Steve’s consent to be incorporated into the war machinery
mythifies his.

Fan fiction, in articulating experiences of body dysphoria, ableism and
trauma in light of the Captain America storyline, provides a script to read
into the fissures of the dominant monomythic narratives of the homogeneous
State and the bodies that it sanctions for the fulfillment and extension of its
agenda. in the first part of this essay i shall explore how the script of trans-
genderism makes provision for such a rupture, primarily through the trope
of Steve’s transformation, focusing on experiences of body dysphoria. in the
second half, i shall examine the discourse of disability, related to war trauma
and otherwise, specifically in the character of bucky barnes.

Part I—“I just can’t get this body 
to do what I want it to” 2

When we talk about sexual subversion and  non- normative bodies, it is
important to look beyond the lens of representation, in order to examine the
kind of experience and politics that representation seeks to make. When fan
fiction queers characters, appropriating symbols for specific purposes, it
makes political statements through such a project. the historical setting of
the Captain America universe sets the background for a significant section
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of fan fiction which aims to do justice to  period- typical attitudes to homo-
sexuality and a different view of articulating sexual desire and gender iden-
tities. language is the most directly affected feature of  period- set fiction, as
it not only points to the lack of appropriate terminology as it developed dur-
ing the course of the lgbtQ+ movement, but also at the specific problem
of war time censorship and  anti- homosexuality laws in the military.

the  good- looking, whitewashed versions of queerness that are being
talked about even within the scope of slash fan fiction narratives points to
the fault lines in this political project. the “Stucky” ship can be read to easily
embody the symptoms of Jasbir Puar’s concept of neoliberal homonational-
ism, which theorizes the emergence of a new normativity based on nation-
alism—namely, homonormativity. Homonormativity creates a norm of
privileged homosexual subjects who emulate and achieve (rather than con-
test) the dominant heteronormative models of consumption and living. the
State’s recognition and incorporation of these selective queer subjects is con-
tingent upon “parameters of white racial privilege, consumption capabilities,
gender and kinship normativity, and bodily integrity” (Puar, 2007, p. xii).
Homonationalism is therefore, the emergence of a nationalist homosexuality
which is based on the recognition and inclusion of these privileged queer
subjects at the cost of “the segregation and disqualification of racial and sexual
others from the national imaginary” (Puar, 2007, p. 2). According to Puar,
there are three symptoms of homonationalism which include sexual excep-
tionalism, queer as regulatory and the ascendency of whiteness. “Sexual
exceptionalism” implies the acceptance of certain queer subjects at the cost
of others within the fold of the U.S. national (hetero and homo) normativity.
“Queer as regulatory” implies that treating queerness as a transgressive cat-
egory by default, and thus a marker of resistance, relies on a certain notion
of deviance from a “universal”  non- normative, which normalizes biopolitics
and hides the violence within the category of queer itself. the third symptom,
that of the “ascendency of whiteness,” highlights how by accepting certain
queer identities at the cost of the exclusion of other ethnic communities, a
white hegemony is consolidated. Puar writes, “collectively, [these symptoms]
continue or extend the project of U.S. nationalism and imperial expansion
endemic to the war on terror” (Puar, 2007, p. 2).

this homonationalist thrust and the visibility of white queer heroes can
be seen in the McU and comic nationalist narratives, as well as the major
stories of the white American heroes within fan fiction, hinting at the limits
of the political subversiveness of “slashing” and even their particular popu-
larity among fans. one marker of this popularity is the significant quantitative
difference in the entries for the Steve/Sam ship and for the Steve/bucky ship
on major fan fiction sites and blogs (see coker & Pande, this collection). Act-
ing in opposition to selective, regulatory queer subjects is the increasing pres-
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ence of trans*, ace and racially other characters in fan fiction, providing rep-
resentation for those who are not so easily accommodated in the modern
project of homonationalism. While the Captain America movies make big
on the presence of the Howling commandos—the most racially diverse strike
unit in U.S. military history (including  African  American gabe Jones and
 Japanese- American Jim Morita)—it is fan fiction that talks about the kind of
political resistance and subversion that their existence signals of in a time of
otherwise segregated units, literally and literarily moving beyond the silences
of don’t ask, don’t tell.3 in providing for colored characters’ points of view and
often their depiction in queer relationships, fan fiction undoes the homona-
tionalist project that is inculcated by the canon. However, the limitedness of
such narratives point to the trend of hegemonic dominance even within the
subversive,  counter- hegemonic space of fan fiction.

Additionally, in the chapter entitled Docile Bodies in Foucault’s Discipline
and Punish (1975/1977), Foucault describes how “by the late eighteenth cen-
tury, the soldier has become something that can be made; out of formless
clay, an inapt body, the machine required can be constructed” (p. 135, empha-
sis mine). the soldier’s body is identified as the docile body which is affected
through two registers, one of submission and the other of function, in order
to produce a useful and intelligible body. the notion of docility lies at the
center of these two registers, joining “the analysable body to the manipulable
body” (pp. 135–136). Within the Captain America canon, bucky barnes and
Steve rogers can be read as having been transformed into docile bodies;
while Steve is transformed, manipulated and rendered docile by volunteering
for the supersoldier project (interestingly named “Project: rebirth”), bucky’s
docility as the Winter Soldier is rendered more literal through his depiction
as a silent, brooding machine made to follow orders. the biopolitical dimen-
sions of Project: rebirth can be traced through the language used in A Long
Winter (dropdeaddream and WhatAreFears, 2014a); Steve is reminded by
Howard Stark of the financial consequences of “producing” him: “i made
you. i made you what you are. do you have any idea how much you cost?”
(p. 14). Howard’s language clearly dispels the idea of the heroic “emergence”
of captain America. the financial engineering rhetoric is also important
because it brings attention to Steve’s “un-being” before the State invested in
him and erased his disability (scoliosis, color blindness, arrhythmia and
asthma among others) as well as his identity, effectively making him into the
ideal Foucauldian docile body. the Not Easily Conquered series by fan authors
dropdeaddream and WhatAreFears (2014b) traces Steve rogers’ story over
the cold War years, highlighting the ineffectuality of a soldier like him in a
war that was fought insidiously because he can function, but does not submit,
fulfilling only one of the aspects of the State’s desired docile body. While  pre-
serum Steve4 might not have had enough  screen- time in the movies, fan fic-
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tion’s exploration of Steve’s various ailments before his transformation brings
attention to, and asserts, his disability—a transgressiveness that goes beyond
the regulatory paradigm of queerness.

the transqueering of white heroes also undoes this homonationalist
project by showing how only dominant marginalities are acceptable in the
 queer- friendly myth of America. nonymos’ War, Children (2015), for instance,
features a  pre- serum trans!Steve5 who finds shelter with disabled war veteran
bucky. Steve’s literal homelessness in the story succinctly captures the idea
of the America that only accepts queerness which can be assimilated to its
project of  nation- building. As a trans man, Steve is unable to find shelter in
any of the support systems that America has to offer its youth, and becomes
the subject of further violence at the hands of the State emblematic, high-
lighting how the State not only fails its less dominant marginal subjects, but
also adds to their oppression. Fan works which document an alternative his-
tory of queer experiences and identities, which has gone otherwise silenced
and undocumented, allow for a truer “historical” telling. narratives where
the queerness of their protagonists interferes with the notion of national(ist)
capabilities provide interesting ways to intervene into the canon’s political
incline. Within fan fiction,  pre- serum Steve rogers then becomes the queer
subject who has the potential to subvert, while in  post- serum Steve, the threat
has been neutralized, setting him on the path of being a normative adult.
the body and self become two separate states where the disjunction between
the two can be used to examine the politics engendered by such a dysphoria.
in  post- serum Steve, the typically male conforming outside is  non- threatening
to the masculine and national order, while the inner self remains queer and
transgressive. in Steve’s articulation of his transgressive desires and state of
being, fissures erupt into the dominant narrative of homonationalism.

As discussed earlier, representation is not entirely enough to qualify as
subversion, and it becomes equally imperative to examine the kind of inter-
pretive models incorporated within such representation. replication of het-
erosexual paradigms, for instance, takes away from both subversive capacity
as well as the uniqueness of queer desire. While the fandom often focuses on
bucky’s physical and emotional transformation after his time as a trauma-
tized, brainwashed assassin, Steve’s transformation and the kind of response
that it might evoke is often disregarded. For individuals who are themselves
going through or looking for experiences of genderqueerness or transgen-
derism, Steve’s body provides a site for the experience of body dysphoria.

Here, i use body dysphoria as distinct from body dysmorphic disorder
(bdd) and gender dysphoria. body dysmorphia is defined by the Anxiety
and depression Association of America (AdAA) as a “body-image disorder
characterized by persistent and intrusive preoccupations with an imagined
or slight defect in one’s appearance” (Body Dysmorphic Disorder, 2014, para
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5, lines 1–2). gender dysphoria (earlier referred to as gender identity disorder
or gid) is the anxiety and distress resulting from biological sex and personal
gender identity differing. gid was included in the diagnostic and Statistics
Manual of the American Psychiatric Association in the 1980s, right after the
depathologization of homosexuality, in a way to compensate for the deletion
of homosexuality as a disorder while instating surveillance in order to prevent
it (Puar, 2015). gid was replaced with gender dysphoria in 2013, acknowl-
edging it as not being a disorder; especially relevant in experiences of trans-
genderism. Body dysphoria, then, follows the definition of gender dysphoria
in the sense that there is a certain lack of correlation between the biological
body and the desired/perceived (possibly but not necessarily gendered) body,
and it is in this sense that fan fiction writers use it. in the case of Steve rogers,
the body is a complex site of warring desires. As an allegory for gender dys-
phoria, the serum would serve as a metaphor perhaps for the medical cor-
rectionism of the trans body according to the perceived/desirable identity,
but as a body enhancement, the transformation is bound to carry its own set
of anxieties which question the ethics of biopolitics.

As a sickly child of less than average masculine proportions,  pre- serum
Steve rogers is conventionally unattractive. it is interesting to note that largely
borrowing from the canonical depiction of sassy Steve, fandom Steve is also
mostly comfortable in his body, though he acknowledges that others do not
find him attractive. He would not necessarily be seen to display either body
dysmorphia or body dysphoria. Skinny!Steve fan works then choose to show
a Steve rogers who is less than the perfect self that America chooses to iden-
tify with. the tag “big Steve who did not experience Magical Puberty and
still has ailments” on The Stucky Library blog acknowledges the existence of
fanonical identities that retain the “lesser” aspects, perhaps providing hope
for readers who carry similar experiences of “inadequacies.” At the same
time, an emphasis on the skinny trope can also signify the fetishization of a
body type. Fan fiction is more varied than any one depiction; the plurality
of the experiences available stands for the very existence of the  multi- faceted
experiences of individuals and the availability of corresponding multiple nar-
ratives in which to explore and reframe this.

Sincerely, Your Pal (2015) by fan author lettered, which is written entirely
in epistolary format as correspondence between Steve and bucky during the
war, captures some of Steve’s anxieties about his body. About  mid- way into
their exchange, Steve and bucky articulate their desire for each other, and
Steve’s anxiety with respect to his physical transformation is based on the
fact that bucky fell in love with him when he was his “skinny” self. While the
war correspondence itself is interesting in terms of how censorship required
the two to be inconspicuous because of the  anti- homosexuality laws and atti-
tudes of the time (hence providing an example of fan fiction documenting
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alternative history), the concern about physical appearances is important to
note because it is so often ignored in both canon and fanon. in the story, in
a letter dated november 24, 1943, Steve iterates that his body has changed
and that while he appreciates the fact that bucky liked him as who he was in
his conventionally unattractive self, he is wary of bucky being attracted to a
type and hence not finding him attractive in his new body. Steve tries to come
to terms with his own dysphoria by the fact that his new body desires bucky
the same way his old one did, making him feel at home in his new body:

Sometimes i feel like a whole nother [sic] person & the one way i know i’m not is i’m
still yours … when i imagine us together sometimes it’s with my old self & the way
you touch me sets me on fire. but sometimes it’s with my new self & it’s just as good,
because i want someone to touch all the new parts of me & i want it to be you. You
make me feel like me. but i know what you like. i’ve seen all the dames you were
sweet on & they were a certain type…. different people are attracted to different
things, that’s just the way that people are [lettered, 2015a, p. 83].

Steve’s concerns are less of body image issues and more along the lines of
coming to terms with his own new body, as well as about his fears regarding
his new body being desirable to bucky.

this line of thought of body transformation and how it affects desire
and experiences of desire is developed further in the next work of the series,
War Is Over if You Want It (lettered, 2015b), which is in the form of a dream
that bucky is forced to envision. A captive bucky is asked to imagine that he
is sent home from the war and everyone he loves is there, the fulfilling fantasy
of homecoming that he never got. in the fantasy, the Steve that bucky remem-
bers—whom he re-creates—is his  pre- serum self. bucky’s experience of his
own body dysphoria (literally embedded into his subconscious) related to
the loss of his arm and the modifications done to his body are coalesced with
Steve’s body changes and his desire for him. the voice of an unnamed oper-
ative from HYdrA (a cult organization bent on world domination which
became the science division of the nazis in the McU) tells him:

“You still have your arm,” says the voice.
He told me Steve is dead, but i still feel it sometimes. that missing limb [lettered,

2015b, p. 2, emphasis mine].

the  pre- serum version of Steve that does not exist anymore becomes a
metaphor for bucky’s actual missing limb; both of these have been erased as
part of the war effort. the whole dream sequence is full of ruptures where
bucky remembers “real” things. When bucky is told to imagine a time when
everyone he loves is present and he has his arm, it shows how these two things
are interconnected; because bucky doesn’t have the one, he doesn’t have the
other—his body change is, therefore, related to Steve’s. the experience of
physical loss is qualified by the experience of loss of desire. While Steve’s
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desire for bucky in his new body helped him deal with his dysphoria, bucky’s
experience is a negative parallel of that same qualification. He cannot come
to terms with either his own transformed body in a traumatic miscompre-
hension of the body horror of his situation, and neither can he completely
come to terms with Steve’s new body, and his desire and love for him in that
body.

At the end of the narrative, the dream becomes a nightmare where
bucky’s fears regarding  post- serum Steve are realized. Steve suddenly
becomes “enormous” and tells bucky that he doesn’t need him anymore. the
moment fractures the dream sequence and bucky remembers when he actu-
ally met Steve, in the middle of the war and while he still loved him, he wasn’t
who he wanted. the story shows a complex understanding of body and desire.
Unlike most fan fiction where bucky loves—and more importantly, is able to
love—Steve, in whichever body, here we see an experience that does not con-
form to the expectation of love and desire coinciding with experiences of
body configuration and trauma. this delineation of desire and dysphoria
helps readers to understand the issue of consent from which these two trans-
formations stem. Steve’s body transformation may be the doing of military
experimentation, but it was still his choice. in contrast to this is bucky’s sim-
ilar experimentation by HYdrA, which results in his super strength and
metal arm, but which also constitutes a whole other experience of trauma.
bucky’s hatred and/or his inability to accept Steve’s new body also provides
a more nuanced reading of the consent of the act of Steve’s volunteering into
the  super- soldier program.

if we examine Steve’s transformation in accordance with the gramscian
idea of hegemony through consent and hegemony through coercion, it illus-
trates the idea of manufactured consent. While the former is generated
through non state apparatus such as education and media, the latter involves
direct state intervention—such as through the police and military. bucky’s
transformation into a  super- soldier is the result of direct intervention of the
(foreign) State through literal, physical and mental coercion. Steve’s indoc-
trination can be read on the basis of the work of war propaganda. Steve’s
desire to “prove himself ” because of the perceived inadequacy of his body,
however, gives his act a certain personal agency which must be acknowledged,
and becomes an important idea in the transqueering allegory of his experi-
ence. Steve’s act of disobeying orders in order to rescue bucky and the other
captured soldiers in the canon, a moment often stressed in fan fiction, pro-
vides one instance of his exercise of that active choice, which helps retain his
autonomy in the face of his  State- induced hegemonic production. the first
part of the Not Easily Conquered series (dropdeaddream and WhatAreFears,
2014b) is centered around the emergence of Sergeant barnes’ thirteen incen-
diary letters written during the war, in an AU (alternate universe) where Steve

(Un)Sanctioned Bodies (Garg)  83



survives World War ii and his life provides a documentation of the cold War
era, Mccarthyism and the history of the gay rights movement in America.
in the narrative, the first letter is quoted right after an official historical
account of Steve’s rescue mission. the juxtaposition of bucky’s autobiograph-
ical account of love and desire, with a biographical account of Steve’s daring
act, points to the same register of love therein. bucky’s letters and the narra-
tive style of the story, as well as Steve’s consequent actions in the story,
embody sites of rupture in the dominant narrative providing space for
 counter- hegemonic impulses. the creative space to explore emotionally
charged and complex concepts of “worthiness,” identity, disability, trans* and
State/individual autonomy allows fan authors to assert experiences of identity
in a framework that not only retains individual agency but also does justice
to it.

A noticeable trend in the Captain America fandom allows readings of
Steve’s transformation as an allegory for trans* experience and to study body
dysphoria in light of his responses to the physical change wrought through
a scientific change. Falling in the category of “historical AU” fan works, it
maps out the complexity of queer experience, replete with obsolete termi-
nology which provides for an engagement with how identities were affirmed
in a time when terminology was less fraught. Within the confines of fan fic-
tion, Steve’s genderedness is deliberately located within his body. in fan nar-
ratives where he identifies as a “fairy,” his articulation is defined by the need
to see his body as powerful and pleasurable in a particular context. Steve’s
inhibitions about his body are replaced by a pride in those very aspects that
make him “girly,” dainty and delicate, because he is able to claim a certain
identity as a result of this very physical perception. He revels in his status as
a “fairy” because he is able to use it to bring pleasure and power to himself
and validate his experience of liking men. Such a claim is at once contradic-
tory to the modern usage of the term and perception of such an identity.
Steve’s precise need for a reclamation of effeminacy is important in an age
and atmosphere when progress is counted by mainstreaming identities, at
the cost of excluding or demonizing others. it also provides us with a script
into reading genderqueerness, given that such few forms of representa-
tions are available in mainstream culture, as well as in subcultural forms 
such as fan fiction. However, Steve’s experience is shown to be only an indi-
vidual one, and does not speak either for trans* or genderqueer individuals
in general, iterating the complexity and subjectivity of experiences of sexuality
and gender. While for Steve, in certain fan narratives, feminization is closely
associated with having a body that others can clearly perceive as feminine,
there are mentions of other people—transgendered and genderqueer peo-
ple who dress in drag or become “girly” despite their otherwise masculine
bodies.
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Queer is a broad spectrum and slash fiction’s historical AUs try to inter-
pret queer experiences in a time when alternate identities were articulating
themselves, both in public and private. Models of thinking and behaviors are
therefore circumspect to otherwise problematic paradigms, and subversion
within these forms therefore needs to be evaluated differently. Models of fem-
inization in assertion of trans* identities are complicated, and these depictions
themselves are often problematic. However, Steve’s gradual coming into his
own and coming out within fan fiction, provides for a realistic experience
that may stand true to others; in certain instances, fan authors express their
personal experience as “author’s notes” along with their story, making the
fandom space a more interactive, interpersonal and political way to share
and engage with identity discourses.

Steve’s body dysphoria in some fan narratives begins when his desires
for sexual and social roles conflict with each other. With the news of the war
breaking out, he wants to be a soldier and provide his body in service of the
nation, but the soldier’s body does not correspond to the idea of the feminine
body. the nexus of ableism and sexuality needs to be examined in terms of
the State’s idea of a “normal” body. As Puar writes in TSQ: Transgender Studies
Quarterly, using dan irving (2008) and Aren Aizura’s (2011) argument,
“neoliberal mandates regarding productive, capacitated bodies entrain trans
bodies to recreate an abled body not only in terms of gender and sexuality
but also in terms of economic productivity and the development of national
economy” (in Puar, 2014, p. 78). Steve’s body and (bodily) experience can be
read in accordance to this argument. His body, the way it is, cannot accom-
modate the State’s demands on it as well as his own desires, leading to body
dysphoria in his subjective. Steve’s active transformation into the  State- desired
body, through literal State intervention in the form of military experimen-
tation, visibilizes not only the politics around human weaponization and 
the ethics of  bio- engineering, but also the erasure of certain gendered 
and sexualized bodies in the production of the kind of abled body that is
required for the  nation- State. in the canon of Captain America: The First
Avenger (2011), the first time Steve is rejected from an enlistment center, the
stamped “4F” literally declares his body to be “unfit” for the purposes of the
State and this is often reiterated in fan fiction. this process is repeated until
Steve signs up for a program that will ensure that his body will be made fit,
scientifically.

the language of making is in direct contrast to the language of becoming,
which refers to the process of coming to terms with sexual and gender iden-
tity; the register of becoming can be used to subvert and counter the domi-
nance and mechanics of making. garner uses deleuze and guattari’s notion
of becoming to highlight how “becoming is both an ontological and an ethical
position that involves movement from stable, “molar” entity to indeter-
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minable, “molecular” nonidentity, extending beyond the limits of dominant
corporeal and conceptual logics” (garner, 2014, p. 30). the collusion of Sci-
ence and State to produce conventionally, economically abled and disciplined
bodies is evident through the literature of homosexuality and mental insti-
tutions. gabrielle owen writes, “one of the ways in which biopower regulates
and disciplines trans phenomena is by locating them in the presumably pliable
stage of adolescence, where State intervention appears to be developmentally
natural and necessary” (owen, 2014, p. 22). in emergency states such as war,
a similar pliability can be noticed as the State infantilizes its subjects even as
it makes it mandatory for them to participate in its agenda. extending this
argument, Steve’s willing participation in the machinations of the State, in a
story that mentions his acknowledgment of being a part of the war machine,
points to the kind of gramscian hegemony through consent involved even
through direct State apparatus. While Steve’s desire to fight in the war is gen-
erated because of the machinations of propaganda and civil society, the State
facilitates it by indoctrinating him directly into the program and employing
physical, biomechanical machinery which will make his body a suitable fight-
ing machine, visually affecting a physical culmination of its agenda. Fan fic-
tion then portrays a situation where the disciplined body is allowed to break
out from this narrative of collusion. Steve—in his reclamation of his identity,
in “becoming” who he wants to be—renders visible the systematic suppres-
sion of certain bodies and the working of the project of biopolitics, and resists
that suppression.

the superhero costume itself is another site of this contention. in the
exhibition entitled Superheroes: Fashion and Fantasy (2008), Margaret Har-
rison’s segment Censorship and Superbodies: the Creative Odyssey of Margaret
Harrison6 featured representations of captain America in drag. Michael
chabon discusses the role of superhero costumes:

the costume—as different from the dull garb of our former existence as we have
become from those abandoned selves—forms a kind of magic screen onto which the
repressed narrative many be projected. no matter how well he or she hides its traces,
the secret narrative of transformation, of rebirth from the confines of the ordinary, is
given up by the costume [chabon, 2008, cited by Munson, 2011, p. 4].

it is the costume that announces the identity of the hero, yet while it
does allow for representation of certain repressed narratives (for example,
the desire and ability of the common man to be able to save many) it also
comes at the cost of other repressions. Superhero costumes have always been
remarked upon for their unpractical and sexualizing nature, especially when
it comes to female superheroes. However, they have always remained flashy
and glamorous in order to appeal to the masses. captain America, as the
nationalist superhero literally draped in the American flag, becomes an
important symbol for this repressive and expressive ideology. the captain
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America uniform is often discussed within fandom as a marker of both unre-
alistic military wear as well as in terms of the kind of subversive potential its
bright primary shades of red, white and blue elicit in their association with
stereotypical ideas of “gay”ness, identifying easy targets for violence. the
immediate linking of the nation’s colors to the act of violence towards certain
communities recalls the nation’s role in not only allowing for that violence
in certain places while also making use of those very individuals for its own
 nation- building/asserting ends, but also in the legitimization of this project
of violence. chabon continues in the same essay:

Superheroism is a kind of transvestism; our superdrag serves at once to obscure the
exterior self that no longer defines us while betraying, with half‐unconscious
panache, the truth of the story we carry in our hearts, the story of our transforma-
tion [chabon, 2008, p. 22, in Muson, 2011, p. 5].

Fan fiction reveals, to a certain extent, that this kind of transvestism is
actually not subversive. it takes away the very potential for subversion that
was implicit in the expressive freedom of donning a mask or a costume, as
in the case of captain America it is legitimized by the State itself and given
only for the State’s purposes, and largely in other superheroes’ cases as well.
Captain America: Civil War (2016) can be read in exposition of this. While
team cap seeks to assert autonomy from State apparatus to some extent,
team iron Man wants there to be further accountability and adherence to
the State agenda. it is interesting that it is the literally  State- produced hero
rather than the “self-made” man (the signifying myth of capitalism) who
rebels against the government, explicating captain America’s ideological posi-
tion which falls in line with Steve rogers’ idea of doing right. Also, as soon
as superheroes are recognized and/or sanctified by the State to any extent,
they become part of the State’s arsenal.

on the other hand, the idea of captain America in drag becomes explo-
sively subversive. it queers the idea of the nation’s symbol and the nation’s
constitution and projection of itself as a body of able, cisgendered, hetero-
sexual maleness. both fan art and paintings (such as those of Margaret Har-
rison) do this even more obviously by providing representations of captain
America—the ideal masculine hero—in a distinctly  un- masculine way, bring-
ing to the surface a dysphoria that exists now in the mind of the viewer, espe-
cially one who has been normativized. if the superhero’s costume is the
 politico- cultural fabric of the society that he stands for, then the queering of
his costume engenders a deeper suspicion of that society and the political
contingent that “he” is meant to stand for. this moment of the absolute anni-
hilation of the dominant narrative is only articulated within the confines of
the fan narrative.
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Part II—“I’m Schrodinger’s fucking Assassin, 
open the box, you never know what 
state I’m going to be inside” 7

A post on tumblr, the popular social media and microblogging platform
where users are able to interact and form communities, went something as
follows:

Anonymous asked: bucky has a disability?? [sic]
[reply]: he doesn’t have an arm [MzMinola, 2015].

What this post reveals is that bucky’s disability is easy to forget because
he is still able to fully function in a nationalist productionist narrative, espe-
cially enabled through the availability of an enhanced prosthetic which masks
the history behind its induced “availability.” A lot of fan fiction, for instance,
completely undoes any such anxiety about the political purposes of the metal
arm by having the prosthetic given by the American government in acknowl-
edgment of bucky’s services in the war, or as a gift from tony Stark—the
most capitalist superhero in industrial America and the superhero universe.
the highly problematic paradigm of an “arm” given in exchange for services
rendered for the militaristic goal of American imperialism highlights the
production and assimilation of the  able- disabled body into the mythically
inclusive and enabling nation. bucky’s narrative in the canon, then, works in
tandem with the script of ableism as well as what Mitchell and Snyder (2015)
term as ablenationalism.

Ablenationalism, like Puar’s concept of homonationalism, outlines the
idea that certain “disabled” identities are included in the American mythos
at the cost of other disabled identities, in order to attest to the inclusivity of
American statehood and establish the State’s upholding of its mythic para-
digms of liberty, equality and fraternity. Fan fiction which stresses bucky’s
rejection of the arm in honor of his services, such as nonymos’ War, Children
(2015), then pave the way for reading into this ablenationalist narrative.
Mitchell and Snyder argue in The Biopolitics of Disability: Neoliberalism, Able-
nationalism and Peripheral Embodiment (2015) that the attitude of American
exceptionalism relies on the belief that disabled individuals have been suc-
cessfully integrated into  post- industrial society. However, the tolerance of
some disabled individuals invisibilizes the exclusion of others. this privileged
minority is called the “able-disabled.” While canonical bucky would fall under
this category as he is enabled by the  super- strength and the advanced pros-
thetic, fan fiction provides a deeper view into his status and experience as a
prisoner of war, especially focusing on mental trauma as an aspect of his dis-
ability. the McU canonical storyline sees bucky first captured by HYdrA
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and experimented on during World War ii and afterwards his capture by the
same organization and transference to the Soviets, roughly for a period of 70
years. bucky’s torture is both physical and mental, however, and the extra
abilities given to him obfuscate his physical disability and the effects of that
torture. that bucky is forcefully made into the Foucauldian “docile” body or
Mitchell and Snyder’s  able- disabled subject, is made evident in painful detail
in fan stories where HYdrA trains him to only retain aspects of the self that
are useful and  non- threatening to their own ends, going as far as breaking
his molar teeth, removing his body hair, denying him touch and feeding him
through tubes. the HYdrA production of bucky is then similar to the State’s
imagined end, a point ironically highlighted in Captain America: The Winter
Soldier (2014) where S.H.i.e.l.d (Strategic Homeland intervention, enforce-
ment and logistics division), the American governmental intelligence agency
that maintains global security, turns out to be infiltrated by HYdrA; an easy
way out of the responsibility of the American government in bucky’s predica-
ment. the tactics of surveillance and eliminating threats before they’re
formed through the use of artificial biopolitical power was part of the arsenal
of the “good guys” but is only rejected after the nefarious involvement of
HYdrA is realized. the canon does away with the ethics of the use of
biopower in their ready solution of nazism, the convenient source of all evil.

Within the tropes of fan fiction for this fandom, one major trope is the
modern veteran narrative where Steve and/or bucky are both vets. Varying
storylines include one or both of them falling on hard times, calling attention
to the often deplorable situation of veterans after their homecoming through
the character plots of them being homeless, physically/mentally/sexually
abused, or resorting to sex work. Ablenationalist workings allow access to
services and resources to the  able- disabled category which can produce mean-
ingful labor, hence falling into the category of the “deserving poor.” Snyder
and Mitchell argue in Ablenationalism and the  Geo- Politics of Disability:

disability Studies maps the coordinates of these populations [individuals not recog-
nized as part of the “deserving poor”] in order to deepen an understanding of the
degree to which disabled people find themselves “locked in or locked out” of mean-
ingful cultural interactions with others [2010, p. 114].

Veterans suffering from PtSd and physical disabilities, who are unable to
adapt to civilian life and contribute productively to the nation, may be seen
as part of this population. Vet AUs in fan fiction deal in depth with these
experiences and give insights into the politics of disability. in nonymos’ War,
Children (2015) the kind of national  socio- political isolation faced by bucky,
a veteran of Afghanistan, forms a stark illustration of this kind of literal lock-
ing out. in War, Children, bucky has been isolated from his family and friends
as well as from “normal” society through the work of his uncle—the Secretary
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of State, Alexander Pierce—who highlights the responsibility of the American
political system directly working for the isolation of certain marginalities
(both queer and disabled), and the apathy of the general public. by creating
narratives that are not only able to articulate this isolating, exclusionary
process of  able- nationalist dictates, but which can also provide ways of over-
coming the same within its narrative scope, fan fiction becomes a form of
resistance to the ways of ablenationalism.

More often than not, it is bucky barnes who is the exhibitor of these
marginalized traits, in a clear extension from the second Captain America
movie where his body becomes the site of the soldier’s suffering, both physical
and mental. A brainwashed assassin whose memories are regularly erased
through electroconvulsive torture, bucky visibly carries the marks of his
status as a prisoner of war in the form of his metal arm. in this context, a
history of the characterization of bucky through the comics reveals that this
was a conscious theme therein. While bucky originated as a teenage sidekick
to make superheroes more relatable to their major audience, emulating the
batman and robin paradigm, he went on to become someone more different
later, considering it was wartime. despite this, both the McU and comics
have not done justice to his character: in the first move, Captain America:
The First Avenger (2011), bucky gets a  screen- time of roughly 13 minutes in
the entire film and in the second film, Captain America: The Winter Soldier
(2014), he has a total of five dialogues. it is in fan fiction that we discover his
family, friends, thoughts and feelings, turning him into a real character rather
than a trope to fulfill a purpose.

the war motif is what holds the narrative through the comics, the movies
and even fan fiction; one cannot do away with the fact that captain America
and Sergeant James buchanan “bucky” barnes are soldiers and everything
gets defined by that leitmotif. in the comics, bucky’s character was killed
during the war as he was in the movies, stayed dead for four decades and was
brought back to life as recently as 2004 in the avatar of the “Winter Soldier.”
it is this comic arc that gets immortalized in the movies because, as Abraham
reisman puts it:

the Winter Soldier has resonated with people because his archetype is a heady brew
of mental health struggles, classic espionage tropes, America’s poor treatment of vet-
erans, an attempt to reckon with the violence of superhero comics, and male bonding
so powerful that it’s regularly read as homoerotic [reisman, 2010, para 3, lines 2–5.]

All these things find fruition and representation in fan fiction, thus in a way
legitimizing these feelings or at least allowing for a substantive involvement
with these issues. it is in fan fiction that the darker historical links connect-
ing the “Winter Soldier” title to actual historical war crimes8 are done justice
to and where PtSd experiences are intensively dealt with, such as in the
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“recovery” and “post-winter soldier” tags within fan fiction archiving, spe-
cifically.

bucky’s experimentation is easily categorized as falling under an external
enemy, reducing the culpability of American imperialism. bucky’s Winter
Soldier provides a direct parallel to Steve’s  super- patriot act, where the only
difference between the two transformations and superbodies is that one was
ordained by the American government and was undertaken voluntarily, while
the other was a clear act of torture and brainwashing. However, bucky’s lit-
erally manufactured consent can be seen as a foil to Steve’s conditioned man-
ufactured response to the call of his country. A common trope within fan
fiction has Steve’s act of volunteering for Project: rebirth portrayed as being
done in order to be able to join bucky in the war. Speranza’s All The Angels
and The Saints (2014), for instance,  re- writes this act in the language of reli-
giosity, calling his transformation a miracle in light of his love for bucky, and
such an interpretation undoes the nationalist thrust of the very formation of
the icon of “captain America.” in some fan fiction, bucky compares his love
for Steve with Steve’s love for his country, creating an interesting parallel
behind the idea of rebirthing. While Steve is killed and resurrected in the
name of his country, in works like the massively popular and influential Not
Easily Conquered series (dropdeaddream & WhatAreFears, 2014b), bucky
reads his own actions as a hero being done for the sake of one person alone.
the nationalist discourse is then challenged by the discourse of homosexual
love and desire. Similarly, Steve’s departure in the series from the goodness
of the ideal hero, as he tears the world apart and turns to violence in his
search for bucky, operates in stark contrast to the given dimensions of his
character. this gives him an agency beyond that ordained by the limiting
narrative of the nationalist agenda of the canon, also highlighting the differ-
ence between Steve rogers, the man, and captain America, the national iden-
tity. While McU Steve and bucky may provide only limited scope for the
political possibilities of storytelling, fan fiction Steve and bucky provide mul-
tiple subversive ways of surpassing and resisting these defined boundaries.

Fan works such as bettenoire’s The Murder Ballads series (2015) provide
an alternative narrative to the resulting polarized impetus of the biopolitical
production of the hero and the villain/victim, where bucky chooses to fight
for “the enemy” (and later, as a hired mercenary) as the Winter Soldier. bucky
realizes the futility of killing in one country’s name as good and the other as
evil, and calls fighting for HYdrA merely as switching “one set of assholes
for the other” (bettenoire, 2016, p. 37). The Murder Ballads series underscores
the culpability of every governmental system in the creation and sustenance
of oppressive regimes and practices for the same imperialist ends. bucky’s
acceptance of this allows him (and the readers) the scope to see through this
culpability and create a semblance of choice for himself.
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Another aspect that is stressed in order to create a very different view
of bucky is his survival instinct. in I’m Friends with the Monster (2016), bucky
became what he did—a  super- efficient soldier working as a hired mercenary
after killing off his erstwhile masters—in order to survive his harsh condi-
tioning and torture, and as Steve informs him “surviving is not cowardice”
(p. 45). Snyder and Mitchell write that “in part, these resistance strategies
manifest themselves as necessitated survival strategies in response to violence
and orchestrated campaigns of neglect” (2010, p. 114). bucky’s character and
behavior in the story can then be seen as a way of coping with, and responding
to, the exclusionary tactics of the ablenationalist State. by creating a persona
that is able to enjoy his work and likes being the best at what he does, bucky
is able to assert  self- agency within the mandates of neoliberal ablenationalism.
At the same time, the effects of his rigorous training and torture are mani-
fested in the form of his violent reactions to anything perceived as a threat,
his extreme mistrust of others, his tendency to disassociate and his inability
to assimilate with the rest of the world. bucky’s absolute refusal to become
“normal” then is another instance of not giving into the ablenationalist envi-
ronment embodying an “alternative strategy of  non- normative living”
(Mitchell and Snyder, 2015, p. 77).

throughout the story, all the Avengers insist on the foreignness of bucky,
both in his distinctness from superheroic behavior and his “super”-human-
ness when he appears as just a killing machine. in a lot of fan fiction, bucky’s
“russianness” is emphasized, through his language or affiliation with aspects
of russian culture, or he is made to be russian entirely. Since russia is the
eternal cold War enemy of the U.S., it perhaps inadvertently serves to remind
us of the un–Americanness and foreignness of bucky—in contrast to the very
American captain America—not necessarily in a negative way in fan fiction.
the Avengers provide the patriotic foil of national(ist) superheroes, the clear
“good” guys, while it is insisted that bucky can never be counted as one of
the Avengers because of his deliberate refusal to fall in line with either their
values, methods or their intentions. the McU delineation of bucky is com-
pletely different from such a projection, as is witnessed in the latest Captain
America movie (Captain America: Civil War) where bucky is visually and
thematically associated with the Avengers, fighting on the side of team cap
on the issue of the geneva Accords and the superheroes’ right to autonomy.
the movie completely bypasses the issue of biopolitics and nationalism in
light of bucky’s history, as well as the queer potential of his relationship with
Steve.

Ways of resisting the thrust of ablenationalism include an insistence on
focusing on the intersectionality of disability studies with queer and feminist
discourses.  Anti- normative ways of representation in cultural markers of a
society, such as cinema and digital discourses, point to the failure of the inclu-
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sionary claim of nationhood. the fanon interpretation of bucky’s relationship
with Steve often develops from the consequences of bucky’s inability to be
included in the requirements of the  able- disabled construct of production
and consumption in the neoliberal market economy. the recognition of
homoeroticism and fulfillment of queer desire in the homosexual relationship
between Steve and bucky is able to challenge the dominance of heteronor-
mative paradigms of existence and sustenance, the necessary form of the
reproductive ablenationalist State. Such a positivist outcome of disability
 narratives arising out of actualization of  non- normative sexual identities 
and desires goes beyond the political end achieved by an  oppression-
discrimination model of disability.

However, not everything is easily conducive to the positivist critique of
homonationalism and ablenationalism. normative aspects of neoliberal dic-
tates are also often replicated within the domain of fan fiction. Fan narratives
often result in the reproduction of the normative family structure by por-
traying Steve and bucky in the role of caregivers by adopting a  pseudo- family
in the form of other wayward children similarly excluded by the ableist het-
ernormative State. More often than not, these adoptive families include indi-
viduals similarly marginalized by the dominant models of race, sexuality and
gender. in this context, the family narrative is further complicated. is such
fan fiction subversive by allowing for the existence of an alternative family
structure which challenges the heternormative paradigms of the dominant
model, or does it add to the normativity of the same model by adhering to
the mandates of homonormativity? Another trend in the Captain America
fandom features Steve and bucky forming a family with adoptive kids in the
figures of minors belonging to certain racial, ethnic and sexual minorities,
often the products of the failure of the American foster care system. Perhaps
the answer lies neither in the normativist paradigm, nor in the complete
annihilation of the hegemonic model, but in the questioning and engaging
with the politics of such a narrative.

the trend of “bamf ”9 bucky barnes who delivers justice according to
his own wishes, is resistant to the model of national(ist) heroism propagated
by the American State, continuing on his ruthless path of vengeance, often
suffering from a severe case of PtSd and even addiction. Stories focusing
on barnes’ subjectivity and the aftermath of his torture at the hands of
HYdrA also deal carefully and sensitively with the issue of sexual assault
and trauma and its effect on the sexual and emotional lives of survivors,
unsettling perceived notions of disability and trauma. A focus on artistic!Steve
and catholic!Steve within fan fiction tropes also complicates Steve’s subjec-
tivity, highlighting the divide between captain America, the symbol, and
Steve rogers, the person; an important political project of a significant
amount of Captain America fan fiction. Similarly, the inclusion and treatment
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of identities rejected by the monolithic homogeneous cisgendered White
America, such as the homelessness of children rejected by the system, high-
lights the abjectness of their personhood where “the term [abjectness] refers
to the process by which identificatory regimes exclude subjects that they ren-
der unintelligible or beyond classification” (Phillips, 2014, p. 19). However,
“abjectness” as Kristeva sees it can be used to challenge the normativization
by the system, as it “disturbs identity, system, order” (Kristeva, 1982, p. 4).
does the alternative family structure achieved at the end of such narratives
then allow some hope for the thriving of  non- normative and otherwise
excluded marginalities, or does the familial spin of the narrative nullify the
radical thrust of slash fiction’s political project?

by complicating easy categorization into “resistant” or “complicit” nar-
ratives, slash fiction allows a more thorough engagement with interpretive
models which unsettle the objectives of institutional systems of writing and
art. reading slash fan fiction in an analytical way, which challenges the dom-
inant models of oppression and existence and highlights the exclusionary
practices of the State, allows fan fiction to grow more subversively as a critical
space. the Captain America comics and movies have generated significant
scholarship, because of the myriad ideological connections that the project
lends itself to. the Captain America fandom, however, allows for newer ways
to delve into these workings and raise questions regarding the same, as well
as providing space for more subversive engagements with the text through
the creative and participatory realm of fan culture. Fan fiction need not imi-
tate either canonical writing institutions or those of academia, and therefore,
reading fan fiction asserts the revolutionary politics of its very aesthetics and
 non- utile teleology. the mainstream may be regulated by the constraints of
what is considered socially acceptable, what is dominant and what “sells,” but
by allowing for  non- normative experiences, the subcultural space of fan fic-
tion questions these oppressive limits and gives voice to the otherwise sup-
pressed. if fan fiction provides the stories that fans want to see, in ways they
wish to enjoy them, the project of the “fan-as-intellectual”10 should be to dis-
miss the register of utility alone and to embrace the very iniquity of fan
fiction, to read these stories in ways that go beyond their examination with
respect to the canon alone, and to acknowledge them as texts of pleasurable
personal and political subversion in their own right.

noteS
1. i use the asterisk in order to connote the definition of trans* that includes not only

identities such as transgender, transsexual, trans man, and trans woman that are prefixed by
trans- but also identities such as genderqueer, neutrois, intersex, agender,  two- spirit,  cross-
dresser, and genderfluid (tompkins, 2015).

2. lettered (2015a), p. 82.
3. don’t Ask don’t tell (dAdt), instituted by the clinton administration in 1994, was

the official U.S. State policy banning lesbians, gays and bisexual people from military service
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until 2011. While the policy stated that closeted homosexual people would be allowed to
serve and proceedings for investigation of sexual orientation would not be started without
tangible proof (unlike the earlier situation where any hint of “queerness” was enough for a
dishonorable discharge and  court- martial orders) it still functioned on the paradigm of crim-
inality, offense and silences. the U.S. military is one of the spaces where homophobia has
been clearly regulated by the State, and a history of the laws (or lack thereof) governing
homosexual behavior/personnel reveals the extent of this problem. the racial effects of the
policy have often been ignored. Using Fear’s statistics in “draft bill Spurs debate” Puar writes,
“From a glance at the demographics, one could deduce that those most likely to be forced
into closeting by the ‘don’t Ask, don’t tell’ policy given their disproportionate percentage
of enlistment in the U.S. military, are men and women of color” (Puar, 2007, p. 30).

4. Pre-serum!Steve implies a Steve rogers who did not receive the superhero serum
and is therefore still afflicted by several debilitating disabilities including scoliosis, arrhythmia,
color blindness and asthma.

5. the “!” implies a certain identity of the character, in this case the sexual identity
of transgenderism.

6. See bolton & Koda (2008).
7. Quoted from bettenoire’s The Murder Ballads series (2015).
8. the term “winter soldier” comes from the Winter Soldier investigation. this was

a project by the Vietnam Veterans against the Vietnam War in 1971, bringing attention to
war crimes committed by the U.S. army. there was another such project looking into the
truth behind the atrocities committed by the soldiers in iraq and Afghanistan in 2006. the
Winter Soldier investigation was made into a documentary which was barely picked up by
any channels and the investigation did not see any actual trials—see riesman (2016).

9. An acronym of the phrase  bad- Ass Motherfucker.
10. Hills created the concept of the  fan- as-intellectual to encourage scholars in fan

studies to accept that intellectual practices can occur outside of institutionalized settings,
particularly within  new- media settings (dunlap and Wolf, 2010).
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not So Star-Spangled
Examining Race, Privilege and Problems

in MCU’s captain America Fandom

cait coker and rukmini Pande

Introduction
despite its vocal support for social justice, both fandom and acafandom

continue to ignore the way race and privilege work within slash communities,
especially how the vast bulk of fan fiction and art remains devoted to prior-
itizing white  cis- bodies.1 Fans often defend this “default,” pointing to the lack
of nuanced, fleshed out  non- white characters in texts that attract fandom atten -
tion. However, as the Western  english- language media texts that have been
part of the traditional sources for media fandom have become more diverse,
this argument has begun to be disproven. one example that has been enacted
most recently and vividly has been in the context of the Marvel cinematic Uni -
verse (McU) fandom, focusing around the character of Sam Wilson. introduced
in Captain America: The Winter Soldier (2014)—and appearing in Avengers:
Age of Ultron (2015), Antman (2015), and Captain America: Civil War (2016)—
Wilson is Steve rogers’ close friend and ally. the popularity of the character and
his relationship with Steve has caused a significant ripple in the competing
“order” of Steve/tony (Stony) and Steve/bucky (Stucky) pair ings. Sam’s charac -
ter and background speaks directly to all the things fandom has claimed it
wanted from characters of color—diversity, acknowledgments of PtSd and
trauma, even literalizing social justice through a brief mention of Sam’s thwarted
political run in the comics’ canon. However, he is nonetheless continually
erased or attacked (most infamously when a big name Fan in Stony fandom
declared that he “had to be” part of HYdrA) specifically because he is black,
enacting narrative violence on the black body that is an echo of the literal
violence repeatedly shown to black characters both on screen and in real life.
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Further, while fandom has written extensively about social justice issues
in the McU, these explorations have inevitably centered on the character of
Steve rogers, showing him to be attuned to all kinds of social injustices from
lgbt issues to economic inequality, but only seldom do they tackle the issue
of race. in these narratives, Sam is continually cast in a supporting role, which
is problematic in its sidelining of characters who face  real- life discrimination.
We can see the problem illustrated through the numbers at Ao3: at the time
of this writing, Steve/tony has 17,145 fan fictions, Steve/bucky has 23,186 fan
fictions, and Steve/Sam has 1,562 (and we might even compare this to how
the tony/loki pairing has 5,740 or the clint/coulson pairing has 9,173!).2

over and over again, idealized (though admittedly sometimes problematic)
romance is limited to the depiction and consumption of white bodies. the
black body as an object of desire, whether for characters or readers, becomes
an exception—and a source of controversy. in this essay, we discuss the prac-
tical and theoretical gap in the scholarship regarding race and fandom, and
consider how the field of fan studies continues to reinforce the notion of fan-
dom norms as a white and only nominally queer space—effectively othering
both fans of color and the objects of their fannish affections.

Constructing Race in Fan Spaces
the place of race/racism in fan spaces and fan studies in the contem-

porary moment is simultaneously characterized by a great deal of discussion
as well as a resounding silence. on the one hand, there is a marked rise in
instances of fans leveraging the power of social media to amplify their con-
cerns about how popular media texts handle issues of representation of his-
torically marginalized individuals. these efforts have spanned twitter
campaigns like #oscarsSoWhite, which saw fans and popular culture com-
mentators protest the exclusion of  non- white actors from the major award
categories for the second year running, and campaigns like #giveelsaAgirl
friend which encouraged disney Studios to debut their first queer Princess
in the upcoming sequel of the highly successful animated movie Frozen
(2013). Within fan studies, there has been steadily growing interest in the
related idea of “fan activism” which is seen to be a new form of  non- political
civic action by fans around issues as diverse as cyberbullying to the civil war
in darfur (Jenkins, 2012; brough and Shresthova, 2012; cochran, 2012;
 Kligler- Vilenchik, 2016;  Kligler- Vilenchik,  McVeigh- Schultz, Weitbrecht &
tokuhama, 2012). this formulation is also in line with historical character-
izations of fan spaces, especially media or participatory fan spaces, as being
inclusive and progressive in their ideals and communitarian ethos (Hellekson
and busse, 2006; zubernis and larsen, 2012; coppa, 2014).
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However, at the same time, there is also a rise in the volume around
debates concerning the operations of race/racism within such spaces, partic-
ularly with regard to the reception of  non- white characters and their presence
(or lack thereof) in transformative fan works such as fan fiction, fan art, and
fan videos. this is not to say that these discussions are new;  non- white fans
have regularly expressed their discomfort at the sidelining or racist treatment
of chromatic characters within popular fandoms. However, as fandom plat-
forms have changed from more closed forums like mailing lists to dialogic
ones like tumblr and twitter, this criticism has been amplified (Pande, 2016).

Another trend that has contributed to this amplification has been a small
but significant widening of roles for  non- white actors in the popular cultural
texts themselves—Sam Wilson (Anthony Mackie) in the McU, Michionne
(danai gurai) in The Walking Dead (2010), Finn (John boyega) in Star Wars:
The Force Awakens (2015), etc. the continued exclusion of such characters—
who are now granted both canonical primacy and the archetypal roles that
fandom has traditionally flocked to in terms of fan work—is now critiqued
more vociferously than ever before. this critique is met with varying degrees
of defensiveness and deferral, as fans who continue to elevate white characters
(even where they do not have canonical primacy) excuse their actions through
a number of strategies. these include blaming larger institutional racism in
society for their biases, accusing  non- white fans of being “political” in their
choices of fannish objects and retreating to  preference- based arguments that
ignore structural trends. to advance  preference- based justifications for the
continuing erasure of  non- white characters in fandom is to argue that indi-
vidual fans are simply attracted to character archetypes—the complex villain,
the misunderstood loner, etc.—which are inevitably given to white actors.
by this reasoning it is Hollywood’s racist casting practices that are to blame
for fandom’s exclusions, rather than the fans themselves. this argument
ignores the fact that even in the case of diverse casts in source texts—most
recently seen in The Force Awakens (2016)—fandom frequently elevates even
side white characters at the expense of characters of color in central roles.
Additionally,  non- white fans who do critique patterns of erasure are often
accused of disrespecting communitarian norms that advocate for  non-
judgmental attitudes towards which characters and pairings that individuals
may be attracted to within particular texts.

in response to this, and in contrast to fan studies’ interest in fan activism,
there has been a marked reluctance within the discipline to talk about the
operations of race/racism within such spaces in a critical and sustained man-
ner. it is crucial to acknowledge that this reluctance is not just a matter of
oversight or coincidence but one that is  built- in to the critical apparatuses
of the field. As rebecca Wanzo (2015) asserts, “one of the reasons race may
be neglected is because it troubles some of the claims—and desires—at the

Not So Star-Spangled (Coker & Pande)  99



heart of fan studies scholars and their scholarship” (1.4). As Wanzo points
out, the foundational texts of fan studies and a strong strand of continuing
scholarship have a distinctly utopic tone to their framings of such spaces.
However, these conceptual framings can only continue to remain stable when
the operations of race/racism within these spaces are deliberately and repeat-
edly set aside.

in this construction, because of their status as minorities within Western
media fandoms,  non- white fans are seen to interrupt normative operations
of such structures only in specific contexts when they make themselves visible.
this has mostly occurred in moments of controversy where a flashpoint sit-
uation is reached, prompting a range of critical responses from  non- white
fans. Such flashpoints are sometimes  pan- fandom events such as raceFail’09,
which was a  broad- ranging discussion of racism in Science Fiction/Fantasy
spaces (Klink, 2010); and sometimes  fandom- specific instances such as the
treatment of the character of nyota Uhura (zoe Saldana) in the Star Trek
(2009) reboot movie (Scodari, 2012). this has the effect of framing the pres-
ence of  non- white fans only in terms of controversy, or of “being political,”
as the rest of the time their fannish activities are subsumed into the larger
(white) norm. racial identity is then only seen to be a relevant factor for the-
orizations about Western fandom communities when it is seen to be specif-
ically interpolated by the presence of a “significant” character or issue that
foregrounds explicitly the operations of non-white racial identity. in this fram-
ing, because whiteness is not considered a racialized identity with specific
effects, its operations on fandom structures can be presented as normative.
it is therefore crucial to the argument of this essay to recognize that whiteness
is an undeclared yet structuring force in both fandom and fan studies.

Some of the key challenges to this structuring logic have come, in line
with Wanzo’s challenge, from black scholars who have questioned the figure
of the generalized “fan” and highlighted the erasures it perpetuates (Warner,
2014; Warner, 2015a; Warner, 2015b; Johnson, 2015; carrington, 2016). in his
study, Speculative Blackness: The Future of Race in Science Fiction, André M.
carrington dwells on the ways in which despite there being “a generation of
cultural criticism published about the ways in which popular texts resonate
with the interests of attentive, actively engaged fans and academic researchers
concerned with gender, sexuality, class, national identities, and changing
technologies” (2016, p. 1), it has failed to provide the tools for dealing with
the effects of racial identity, particularly blackness, within the genre. As
Kirsten Warner notes in her study of black women fans of shows like Scandal
(2012–present), “the stark reality is that the only people who are allowed to
be visible within fandom and imagined to be fans by the media industries are
White men and women” (2015a, p. 33; added emphasis). Further, in her dis-
cussion of the misogynoir and anti–blackness present in The Walking Dead
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(2010–present) fandom around the character of Michonne, Johnson examines
the embedded racism in how science fiction fan communities interact with
both the archetypes and narratives that  non- white characters signify. She
notes:

representationally, we see Poc [People of colour] as stock, archetypal figures whose
primary purpose is to either forward the story arcs of white protagonists or as comic
relief. this sidelining of Poc stories and perspectives can be reflected in SF commu-
nity practices that emerge as suppressive, oppressive politics. As such, these spaces
have routinely been deemed hostile to Poc who attempt to participate and engage in
the imaginative worldmaking processes that are central to fandom’s informal philoso-
phy of communal creation as a key tenet of SF’s ethos [2015, p. 266].

the “imaginative worldmaking processes” that Johnson references can
be seen to be central not only to SF’s ethos but to transformative fandom as
a whole. the continuing exclusion of characters of color, and particularly
black characters, from this ethos then has to be taken as seriously as do claims
about fandom’s subversive potential. our case study in this essay seeks to
analyze the operations of race/racism in the context of the trends sketched
out in this section by focusing on the character of Sam Wilson from the McU.
He is a character that embodies the narrative tropes that have historically
been seen to be generative of significant amounts of fannish output—self-
sacrificing heroism in the pursuit of justice, instant chemistry with a lead
male character, snark in the face of danger etc. We examine the treatment of
Sam Wilson both in context of the relatively low amounts of fan work around
him and in the problematic ways he is depicted within the texts that do exist.
We also interview a  long- time fan of color about her experiences of
race/racism within participatory fandom to further elucidate these opera-
tions.

Contextualizing Captain America, 
The Falcon, and Sam/Steve

numerous studies in recent years have explicated the comic book char-
acter captain America at length (Ahmed, 2013; dittmer, 2009; dittmer, 2013;
Phillips, 2013 and zarin, 2013, etc.) but few have closely examined the titular
character’s uses of and intersections with race, aside from the notable Captain
America: Truth miniseries.3 created by Jewish comic book writers Joe Simon
and Jack Kirby, the cover of Captain America #1 famously featured the captain
punching Hitler on the jaw well before the U.S. entered World War ii; though
the cover was dated March 1941 it was published and on sale in december
1940 (evanier, 2008, p. 50; thomas and Sanderson, 2007, p. 21). After World
War ii the title ceased publication, barring a very brief attempt to resuscitate
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the character in the 1950s, until Stan lee  re- introduced the character in The
Avengers in 1963. Under lee’s leadership, Marvel comics had a quiet agenda
of liberal progressivism; however, discussions of race in the book were largely
limited until the appearance of the character Sam Wilson, the Falcon, in
Captain America #117,  cover- dated September 1969. Sam was the first  super-
powered  African- American character (unlike gabriel Jones, a  non- powered
member of Sgt. Fury and His Howling Commandos, or black Panther, who
was  super- powered but from the fictional nation of Wakanda) and would
take on an increasingly larger role in the book, such that the comic was  re-
titled Captain America and The Falcon for issues #134–192 and #194–222 (Feb-
ruary 1971–June 1978).

in the comics, Sam is introduced as a social worker with an affinity for
taming and training birds—particularly his falcon, redwing; an ability which
is later expanded from mere affinity to telepathic bonding. the character’s
name “Sam Wilson” is drawn from the familiar American iconography of
“Uncle Sam,” a national personification whose historical reach goes far
beyond that of captain America. reputedly named after a real new Yorker
named Samuel Wilson who supplied American troops with rations in the
War of 1812, the legend and its uses has expanded greatly since then, not least
in the propaganda images encouraging recruitment into the U.S. military
during World War ii and after (Hicks, 2006). this connection of nomencla-
ture is often overlooked, but in terms of popular imagery it connects Sam
even more powerfully to the American ideal, especially when he took over
the cowl and shield to become captain America himself in the comics in
2014.

the McU’s Sam Wilson was also introduced in 2014 in Captain America:
The Winter Soldier. Wilson is memorably and charmingly portrayed by
Anthony Mackie, and much of the character’s popularity is inextricably bound
up with that of the actor. While the first Captain America film had performed
admirably, The Winter Soldier was incredibly popular and catalyzed McU
fandom in a way not seen since The Avengers two years before. Further, the
predominant ships in Captain America’s McU fandom had been Stucky and
Stony; the Steve/tony fandom found its initial roots in the wake of the comic
event Civil War in 2007, and McU fandom adopted this ship in the wake of
bucky’s apparent death in Captain America: The First Avenger (coker, 2013).
the tense interactions and witty banter between Steve and tony in the earliest
promotional trailers for The Avengers seemed to imply a similar bond, but
in the wake of the actual release of the first Avengers film in 2012, Stony dete-
riorated in popularity; after the release of Iron Man 3 in 2013, a number of
fans were disappointed that Steve appeared nowhere in the film, let alone in
the wake of the seeming death of tony. Sam’s introduction in The Winter Sol-
dier was thus read by some as a “replacement” role, a necessary part that
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should nonetheless have been filled by a more familiar character rather than
one who is newly introduced. However, this point of view overlooks how
Sam’s character background is accordingly shifted for the purpose of the film:
from social worker to a veteran of the Air Force now working at the VA (Vet-
erans Affairs) to assist fellow returning soldiers in dealing with PtSd. Sam’s
first encounters with Steve all hinge on the common bonding of American
soldiers returning home to civilian life, with explicit parallels made between
Sam’s lost wingman, riley, and bucky, and in fan fiction these parallels are
often made more explicitly as lost lovers rather than lost comrades.

We might also appreciate the timing of these events in the real world:
April 2014 saw the release of The Winter Soldier and the introduction of
Mackie’s incarnation of Sam Wilson; July 2014 saw the comic book version
of Wilson take up the shield as the new captain America, and August 2014
saw the Ferguson “Unrest,” in which America’s troubled history of systemic
racism and injustice with the legal system culminated in another police shoot-
ing of an unarmed black man and the multiple waves of rioting and arrests
that followed. the turbulent problems of race in America have simply not
been this “black and white” in decades, and we should find it similarly
 thought- provoking that in the wake of these episodes, another prominent
 African- American hero has appeared on our screens—luke cage, a character
whose superpower is impenetrable skin, and who is, in other words, a black
man who cannot be shot by police. First appearing in netflix’s Jessica Jones
(2015), promotional materials for his eponymous 2016 series feature him gaz-
ing stolidly at the camera, wearing a dark  t- shirt riddled with  still- smoking
bullet holes, while throughout the show itself cage symbolically wears a
hoodie as his superhero “uniform” to visually reference the 2012 murder of
trayvon Martin.

thus it is in this context of racial and political injustice, PtSd and
national alienation that we have a fandom that writes Sam Wilson in a loving
relationship with Steve rogers, and a fandom that consistently tries to erase
or deny Sam Wilson altogether. While many fans who do not ship Sam/Steve
and/or consistently remove Sam from their fan works are unlikely to think
of themselves as racists, or even meaning any harm at all, this does not mean
that their actions should go unconsidered or unremarked. rather, it means
that we should look more closely at the ways in which Sam has been used
(or abused) in fan works to uncover his reception in a popular fandom. too
often the narrative in fan studies has been to read fannish space as utopia,
but sadly this does not hold true when characters and writers of color are
involved. to quote Sarah gatson and robin reid:

not to speak about race, gender, class, sexuality—or being pressured not to speak—in
a fandom space ends up creating the image of a “generic” or “normalized” fan. Such a
fan identity is not free of race, class, gender, or sexuality but rather is assumed to be
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the default. the default fanboy has a presumed race, class, and sexuality: white,
 middle- class, male, heterosexual (with perhaps an overlay or geek or nerd identity,
identities that are simultaneously embedded in emphasized whiteness, and increas-
ingly certain kinds of class privilege, often displayed by access to higher education,
particularly in scientific and technical fields). We’re being disingenuous if we pretend
that these social forces do not exist and do not affect fandom interactions, with dif-
ferent effects in  off- line and online fandom spaces [gatson and reid, 2012, 4.1].

the typical producer of slash material has a similar default of white and
female; the typical slash fan work valorizes able  cis- male white bodies, often
to degrees that can quickly become disturbing (as, for example, the expansive
numbers of Kylo/Hux fan works that rehabilitate the “Space nazis” of Star
Wars: The Force Awakens at the expense of that film’s actual Poc heroes Finn
and Poe dameron). in Sam/Steve fandom we particularly see the problematic
dichotomies between utopic fan spaces (with their sincere belief in fannish
social justice) and the  real- world racial hegemonies that continue to be
enacted even on beloved fictional characters.

This Is Not a Ship War: Pushback 
and Problematizing Fan Response

As mentioned above, some fans met Sam’s introduction to the McU
with a wariness bordering on hostility, and in some cases, actual hostility.
they felt that the introduction of Sam to Steve’s life effectively blocked the
appearance of tony in the film, purposefully removing opportunities for that
pairing. numerous fan works in both fiction and video that rewrite The Win-
ter Soldier as an AU directly substitute tony for Sam; a fan vid by author and
Youtube user ann2who illustrating her fan fiction “Hold My Hand” uses
footage from The Winter Soldier interspersed with footage of tony/iron Man
from other films. Scenes in which Steve is shown interacting with Sam are
largely repurposed to show tony instead, with Sam only having a couple of
brief appearances. in the fan fiction itself, Steve is backed by the entire team
of the Avengers during the events of the film, with Sam relegated to a literal
supporting role. For instance, rather than Steve showing up to Sam’s house
with only natasha as they are on the run, he appears with the team and Sam
is issued an invite: “can’t say no to the Avengers, can i?” he asks as he
“smirked” and takes them into his house (ann2who, 2015a). the film scene
in contrast is very different; Sam’s response to natasha’s “everyone we know
is trying to kill us” is “not everyone,” and he looks outside warily as he brings
the pair inside. later in the fan story, tony looks up Sam’s record; he brings
up Sam’s history with the Falcon wings, rather than Sam bringing it up him-
self. Sam is made utterly passive to the needs of the team—a plot point rather
than a character.
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other fans complained about Sam Wilson’s character more directly,
especially in meta discussions. big name Fan scifigrl47, in a post that has
now been deleted, but which has been preserved through the responses of
other fans to her, wondered if Sam couldn’t have been a secret HYdrA agent
himself:

they [sic] guy who just HAPPenS to be on Steve’s run? the guy with a military
background who just HAPPenS to know exactly what Steve is going through? that
doesn’t seem a little too coincidental to you?

i love Sam. i want Sam. but the writing is awfully convenient. “i just met you, now
you are the lynchpin in my plan to save the world!”

i just wish that they would make some sort of effort to acknowledge the rest of the
big world [pangurbanthewhite, n.d].

this controversial post launched, if not a thousand ships, then an increasingly
ugly war in fandom between Sam supporters and Sam detractors. Unfortu-
nately, fan rhetoric in the community relegated this schism to being merely
a ship war, rather than a crisis centered on problems of race. tumblr user
potnaps put it succinctly, stating that the debate was

… about stopping the erasure of yet another person of color in the Marvel fandom
and preventing lies and false characterizations from turning into accepted fanon.
that shit was way bigger than shipping and i’ve been bothered for weeks that people
who reblog all kinds of social justice  mumbo- jumbo obviously don’t understand
much of it when the point of the “Sam is not HYdrA” campaign flew completely
over their heads. there are people refusing to participate in all the Sam Wilson love
because they think they’re contributing to a goddamned ship war. that was not a
ship war, and it hurts and disappoints me to see it described that way because it
means that i really am a minority here, and that so few people can relate to the per-
spective and feelings of a person of color in the fandom that our meaningful, heart-
felt actions around protecting and preserving our heroes gets cheapened and
invalidated with a descriptor like “ship war” [potnaps, 2014].

declaring the problem a ship war wasn’t so much revisionist history as wishful
thinking: fans like to consider fannish space utopian, and racism doesn’t
belong in utopia—therefore the problem wasn’t racism, it was ships. this line
of thinking was white privilege at its finest (or lowest), with Poc fandom as
its casualties.

Unfortunately, this line of thinking is also inextricably bound up with
representations of Sam (and his relationships with both Steve and the
Avengers) in fan fiction and fan art. Functionally this makes room for fetishiz-
ing the other alongside active othering; for example, fan fiction which fea-
tures interracial couples like Steve/Sam often rhapsodizes over differing skin
tones, aestheticizing objectification in what is ostensibly celebration, and so
passively politicizing the black body. While many of these representations
are intended to be laudatory, as in tags like “Sam Wilson is a gift” or “Sam is
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such a great bro,” in reality they reproduce troubling stereotypes or reduc-
tions. We spoke to one fan author, rubynye, about these issues; she is a fan
writer and fan artist who has been involved in fandom for decades. She also
observed that the backlash to characters of color goes back much farther
than just McU fandom:

oh, this stuff has gone on for a long time. [With regards to] to black characters—i
remember back in my Star Trek Voyager days in the ’90s, reading stories where tuvok
spoke in badly rendered AAVe, not as a joke but because the author was thinking
that’s how black people speak. […] And of course the Uhura wars.

i saw a fanart the other day of Sam crumpling the “Sam is such a great bro” tag
between his hands. i like to think “Sam Wilson is a gift” was printed on the other
side. “both are good warning labels for ‘in this story Sam is here for the benefit of the
real, White characters, not as a person in his own right.’”

And oH MY god all the stuff where they reduce Sam to a Magical negro side-
kick. […] over time i’ve been fortunate to build a dash that includes works about
Sam for his own sake and actual fans of his, but it’s not easy” [rubynye, private com-
munications with the authors].

We also asked rubynye what the character provided her as a queer woman
of color:

besides writing a pairing so obvious it started with a meet cute and closed out both
movies [The Winter Soldier and Civil War], i really love Sam Wilson because he’s a
vet and works in mental health and fights intelligently (as a “human fighter jet,” with
strategy), all these things still not considered “typical” for a black person to do that
we are abundantly capable of doing. i love how he demonstrates that. Similarly, by
giving him an attraction to men i can, among other things, talk about the existence
of queer black people, another group typically considered a contradiction. […] Plus,
getting to write someone who’s black means i get to use physical descriptors i
inhabit: the texture of our hair, the deep tones of our skin, and so on. i can write a
gentle resistance to the idea that White features are “normal” [ibid.].

However, in the wake of the release of Captain America: Civil War, fan-
dom’s reactions were divided and, indeed, mirrored the schisms between the
characters. in a series of private posts on liveJournal (which we were given
permission to quote from), she shared her frustrations. in a May 2016 post
entitled The Discouraged Fangirl, she wrote,

McU fandom is kind of painful right now. certainly not a place to relax and have
fun. _civil War_ fractured the fandom. #givecaptainAmericaAboyfriend is just
shipping wrapped in a thin and appropriative veneer of  pseudo- progressiveness, as
can be seen by the exclusion of Sam Wilson (among others) from candidacy
[rubynye, 2016a].

While in a way rubynye’s words reflect an attitude in fandom that is
shared by many, they nonetheless emphasize the alienation that fans of color
can and do feel in fannish spaces every day. And here, we feel it important
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to emphasize, once again, that this alienation is not a rare occurrence to a
specific individual or a specific fandom, but is rather part of a systemic and
ongoing process of erasure and gaslighting.

Tags and Tropes
in this section, we will analyze some structural aspects of rubynye’s

experience of race/racism in fandom spaces. As has been demonstrated, these
usually take the form of affective arguments that facilitate the continued pro-
jection of media fandom spaces as generally liberal and progressive in their
politics, except for isolated events. this is also reflected in the informal argu-
ments circulated within these spaces that it is “unfair” to target them for
racist trends because their participants are largely powerless to effect change.
it is also argued that castigating participants, who are already marginalized
in terms of their gender and often their sexuality, for their choices in the
realm of popular culture where they retreat to “escape” is an ineffective way
to create the stimulus for change.

As we have argued, these choices and freedoms are also very heavily
contingent on axes of identity apart from gender and sexuality. it is also not
useful to frame these criticisms as “activism for change” as that construction
places any fan work that does deal with  non- white characters as automatically
motivated by a desire to “score social justice points,” rather than as partici-
pating in a communal fandom exchange of pleasure. As this essay focuses on
digital fan practices, it is important to note how the digital infrastructure of
fandom is not neutral towards such individuals. this is a key aspect of our
arguments, as it is often claimed that such infrastructure allows fans with
diverse needs from fandom texts (whether across the racial, sexual, or able
spectrums) to  co- exist in communal spaces. it is also often lauded for its
organizational capacity that is reactive to specific needs of participants. A
logical conclusion is that correct usage of such infrastructure allows for a
successful curation of fandom experience. busse and gray (2011) note this
usage, stressing fan creativity within it:

[…] fans use wiki software, blogging platforms such as liveJournal. com, or book-
marking sites like delicious. com in very specific ways: livejournal. com, for example,
was never intended to serve as a story archive, yet many fans developed specific
workarounds such as newsletters, announcement communities, and particular tag-
ging and bookmarking systems to customize the site for their particular use [2011, 
pp. 434–435].

this careful curation of fan work can, however, create an echo chamber for
its users, reenforcing narrative defaults rather than just straightforwardly cel-
ebrating diversity.
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Alexis lothian (2013) also notes the specific politics of fan archival activ-
ity highlighting how the establishment of standalone fan advocate organiza-
tions like the organization for transformative Works (otW) and its affiliated
influential fanworks archival website—Archiveofourown.com (Ao3)—has
affected questions of the conservation of subcultural digital ephemera. Fur-
ther, the rise of tumblr as a platform for fannish activity has also lead to
changes in the way fandom digital infrastructure functions. While there are
certainly other platforms that also host fanworks such as Wattpad. com, Fan-
fiction.net and sites for specific fanworks from non–english language fan-
doms, tumblr and Ao3 are two platforms that have formed the basis of much
of contemporary fan studies research.

the parallel processes whereby racial identity is both a structuring force
while also being invisibilized in the workings of digital environments has
been the object of study for several scholars in the field of internet studies
and digital humanities (everett, 2002; nakamura, 2002; Sinclair, 2004;
taborn, 2007). the operation of racial identity in the digital structures of
 internet- enabled platforms is therefore often felt as an exception when it is
named as such and when it enters into spaces read as “neutral” but in actuality
where whiteness has been centered. these operations are largely parsed in
rhetorical structures that query “Why are you bringing race into this?” as if
this is an additive—and further, disruptive—aspect of experience in what
was up until then a “universal” one. in this context, it is also vital to see how
these structures affect the usage of subcultural, digital ephemera in media
fandom spaces as well. the ways in which fanwork is accessed, tagged and
archived with whiteness as structuring force becomes inescapably fore-
grounded even for users who might wish to curate and filter their experiences
in accordance with commonly accepted fandom etiquette.

Following on from the analyses of fandom tagging practices as outlined
above, it could be speculated that these practices allow users to select only
the content they wish to see, allowing for the smooth operation of fandom
axioms such as “Ship and let Ship.” However, in practice, these tagging struc-
tures often foreground the level of erasure that  non- white characters undergo
within such communal spaces. For instance, in the cases of both tumblr and
more  fanwork- focused archival websites like Ao3 that focus on fan fiction,
tagging a piece of content is geared towards finding an audience for it. While
fanwork is usually created for free, within a “gift economy” it is also created
within an expectation of appreciative feedback and the accrual of positive
social capital (Fiske, 1992; Hellekson, 2009; Scott, 2009). both platforms allow
the use of  free- form tags, which means that any combination of words or let-
ters can be used as a description. it must be noted here that tumblr’s fre-
quently tweaked search algorithms, which order such tagged content, make
definitive judgments about their functioning difficult and frequently outdated.
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nonetheless, in most cases  fan- creators tag their content according to the
source text it is based on, the characters that feature in it and the pairings on
which it is focused. Further tags are sometimes used as warnings for specific
aspects of the fanwork but these are more subjective.4

Ao3 has a more structured tagging etiquette, and volunteer fans, called
 tag- wranglers, classify  free- form tags as general tags if they reach a certain
level of usage. the site also encourages the classification of fan work by the
media text or texts on which it is based, as well as the specific characters and
pairings. Warnings are optional, although certain ones such as those that sig-
nal issues of consent are classified as “Archive Warnings.” if a user chooses
specifically not to warn for such content, this information is also listed. Fan
writers often use the “Additional tags” section to write  free- form descriptions
of the content or use the “Author notes” sections to list any additional infor-
mation that they would like readers to know.

in terms of access to filtering options, tumblr does not have a specific
structure that allows users to block out content but there have been additional
 add- on programs created by other users, such as  tumblr- Savior, that allow
specific content, if tagged, to be blacklisted. Ao3 also does not have specific
options to filter out pairings or characters listed within fan works, though
this can be achieved through creative use of the general search feature. in
this case as well, individual users have come up with  add- ons specific to the
site that allow for more targeted filtering, but these are not part of the site
itself.

in theory, these strategies (if followed in good faith) are seen to be ade-
quate for the smooth functioning of fandom spaces, allowing fans to seek
out or avoid specific content. in practice however, racist aggressions remain
very much inbuilt into these very strategies. Within Ao3 for instance, there
is no way of indicating which pairings are the focus of the story and which
ones are merely referred to in the background. this has led to consistent
complaints from fans of femslash pairings, which are often included in a
tokenistic fashion in pieces of fan fiction that are mostly focused on jugger-
naut male slash characters. While this may be combated to some extent by
these fans choosing specific fandoms where there is a primacy of women
characters in fan works, such a strategy is generally not available to fans of
 non- white characters even when they have a primary role to play in the source
texts (Pande and Moitra, 2017).

this may seem to be an inevitable reflection of broader issues of fandom
racism but this structural visibilization also has specific effects. to refer back
to rubynye’s reflections on the way specific tags become highly fraught for
fans of  non- white characters, “Sam is such a good bro” which seems celebra-
tory of his role in actuality becomes a coded erasure and recognizable
microaggression. indeed on both tumblr and Ao3, the “Sam Wilson” tag

Not So Star-Spangled (Coker & Pande)  109



becomes a battleground that makes the experience of being interested in his
character on a fannish level an exercise in combating racism.

to examine the operations of this on tumblr, it must be noted that tags
are often used to start conversations or find content and  like- minded fans of
specific characters or pairings. While a level of disagreement over character
and narrative is to be expected in such a large communal space, this is elevated
to an entirely different level when it comes to  non- white characters. in the
case of Wilson for instance, it was found that a disproportionately large
amount of the fanwork,  meta- essays and headcanons that had Wilson tagged,
featured him exclusively in a supportive and secondary role to white char-
acters such as Steve rogers. His positioning within the canon as a counselor
for U.S. war veterans (being one himself) was also leveraged for the benefit
the white characters around him, reminding one suspiciously of the “mammy”
stereotype5 that haunts black characters in particular. While it may be argued
that his secondary positioning in the canon itself leads to this sidelining, it
must be pointed out that this “natural” sidelining only seems to affect  non-
white characters. indeed, fandom’s intense focus on white characters like
Agent coulson—who gets even more limited screentime than Sam Wilson
and yet is tagged in 9341 pieces of fan fiction as part of a primary pairing on
Ao3—points to the hollowness of this line of reasoning.

on Ao3, a curation of content around Sam Wilson’s character proceeded
along this secondary status as well. there was little point in searching for
content by the character tag, as none of the  top- rated works of fan fiction
that had Wilson tagged featured him in any meaningful way. narrowing down
further, it was only within the specific pairing tag of Steve rogers and Sam
Wilson that there seemed to be any probability of finding work featuring the
latter as a fleshed out character, echoing the findings in the previous section
as well. in the process of attempting these combinations, it was made apparent
in the tagging structures that there were more works of fan fiction focusing
on the pairing of Steve rogers and darcy lewis (a heterosexual pairing of
two characters that have never even met in the McU canon) than on any
pairing involving Wilson.

to place this finding in more context, even if the possibility of Sam Wil-
son becoming part of the juggernaut pairing in the fandom or even coming
close to the popularity of the main slash ships (again Steve/tony currently
has 17,145 fan fictions, Steve/bucky has 23,186 fan fictions) is discounted com-
pletely, there still could be an expectation of his character gaining a relatively
strong secondary status. this expectation would be buttressed by the knowl-
edge that Ao3 has a statistical bias towards hosting fan fiction focused on
male character relationships. For Wilson to fail to be generative of more mate-
rial than even that of a heterosexual pairing around characters who have
never even met in canon is especially damning of his status within fandom.
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this quantified proof of the systematic erasure of Wilson’s character also
must be put into context with the intertextual communal spaces of fandom
that, as we have explicated earlier, foreground discussion of social justice
issues. these discussions are particularly incisive when it comes to critiquing
the failures of entertainment conglomerates like Marvel and dc to grant pri-
macy to  non- white characters in their franchises. it is therefore not surprising
that fans of  non- white characters would find the hypocrisy evident between
these two positions to be jarring. it also must be noted that in terms of options
to deal with these micro and  macro- aggressions, there are few options to
adequately “filter” experience. if the “Sam Wilson” tag itself never has any
content with him in a primary capacity, the experience of exploring his char-
acter in the communal spaces of fandom loses much of its escapist or pleas-
urable potential.

Conclusions
What we hope to have shown with this case study is that fan spaces are

not as utopic as conventional studies claim and are, indeed, far from it. the
slash fandoms and pairings which are valorized as representative and pro-
gressive instead reinforce a problematic continuity of systemic racial inequal-
ities, and “celebrations” of specific characters can be seen as anything but
 even- handed. While the case of Sam Wilson shows the divisions within  slash-
centric fandom in prime relief, he is only a single example, with the fannish
responses to Uhura, Michonne, and Finn (among others) being just as prob-
lematic across other spaces and just as worthy of being examined more closely.
We must likewise acknowledge that the rhetorics of  fan- policing—whether
direct fan shaming or discourse that minimizes or reframes protest—are used
against fans of color as a silencing tactic, with broader implications for how
we should reconsider the fannish “default.”

Finally, it is also vital to note that though the move to more  open- ended
and dialogic platforms like tumblr and twitter have amplified these concerns,
these articulations are not new.  non- white fans have consistently identified
patterns of erasure and/or demonization that only come into effect in the
case of characters of color—across fandoms, pairings and character arche-
types. We urge that these critiques be seen in the form of a continuum, rather
than framed as an occasional controversial flashpoint in otherwise smoothly
functioning fannish spaces. this would facilitate the recognition of fan spaces
as always already fraught environments for  non- white fans and further,
enforce a reconsideration of generalized “universal ideas” of “safe spaces” or
“fans-as-marginalized.” it is our contention that only by paying attention to
the ruptures and “exceptions” within these ideals can fan studies produce
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nuanced scholarship that is appropriately reflective of its contemporary
nature.

noteS

1. Fan studies has a conspicuous race problem, one we have examined in our individual
and collective work, and one that our essay in this collection also interrogates. it would
therefore be remiss of us not to observe that the title of the collection—The Darker Side of
Slash Fan Fiction—holds within it a very specific racially coded connotation about what
con stitutes “light” and “dark”—one that is a linguistic carryover from western dualisms
indicative of hierarchical power structures including, but certainly not limited to, race.
Arguably, the phrase has been assimilated into popular usage (not least by the Star Wars
franchise), and the symbolic meaning of words or phrases are used within fandom in inno-
cence and ignorance. However, this doesn’t change their history or their impact on people
today. to talk about “the dark side” as synonymous with problematic or ugly content is to
reflect the racialization of language and how it can be used as a weapon by some. Since we
specifically talk about racism in fandom and fan fiction in the essay that follows, we felt that
it would be appropriate for us to point out this dichotomy, and offer readers a chance to
unpack how they perceive “darkness” in fandom and in academic inquiry.

2. All fan fiction data was collected on September 20, 2016.
3. See ryan, 2011. the Truth: Red White, and Black arc ran as a seven issue series in

2003. it introduced the “secret history” behind the  super- soldier serum that was used on
Steve rogers in the 1940s; it was developed after testing on African American soldiers. the
testing had clear parallels to the real world tuskegee experiments in which, under the auspices
of the U.S. government’s Public Health Service, numerous African American men (and their
wives) went untreated for syphilis despite being told otherwise. in the comics, the first iter-
ations of the supersoldier serum give the men mutations that later culminated in death, and
only one subject—isaiah bradley—survives, but his side effects are diminishing mental capa-
bilities. by the present day of the story, bradley and his family have largely been ignored by
the U.S. government, but he remains a hero to the black community; montage images show
his room covered in photos of bradley with numerous famous black men and women from
throughout the twentieth century, including MlK, Jr., Malcolm X, Muhammad Ali, and nel-
son Mandela. in the conclusion, Steve returns to bradley the captain America uniform that
bradley had briefly stolen from Steve in the 1940s to liberate a nazi concentration camp (a
sequence that suggests further parallels between the American government’s history with
eugenics and medical experiments and that of nazi germany) and they take a photo together;
a visual reconciliation of America’s ideals with its own past. Popular response to the series
was laudatory; in his  book- length study Super Black: American Pop Culture and Black Super-
heroes, Adilifu nama wrote, “Truth admonished the reader to incorporate the experiences
and histories of black folk that paint a different picture of the cost and quest for freedom
and democracy in America” (2011, 118).

4. one of the most influential discussions is known as “trigger Warning debate 2009.”
Among the issues discussed were the highly personal nature of triggers and to what extent
authors’ responsibility to warn readers of potentially triggering themes extended. Some com-
mentators saw the demands as a form of censorship, especially when multiple issues that
ranged from consensual bdSM sex to sexual assault were being grouped together. the pejo-
rative association of warnings with specific “morally gray” areas, such as pairings that revolved
around individuals with high age differentials or uneven power dynamics were also discussed.
these debates are far from over, though warnings or at least notes that warn readers that the
writer specifically chooses not to warn, are now more common (trigger Warning debate,
2009).

5. the “mammy” is a racialized stereotype that portrays black characters, and especially
black women characters, as desexualized caregivers that has its roots in U.S.A. slavery (brown
givens and Monahan, 2005; Woodard and Mastin, 2005).
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Section ii. SeXUAl inScriPtion
And bodilY boUndArieS

When the omega empath 
Met the Alpha doctor

An Analysis of the Alpha/Beta/Omega 
Dynamics in the Hannibal Fandom

laura campillo Arnaiz

This essay is dedicated to Dr. José Luis Martínez, DO, Ph.D., and
his brilliant team, who saved my life after two surgical malprac-
tices.

Introduction
Sheldon: i meant All women are slaves to their biological urges. even you.

You’re a slave.
Mrs. davis: i’m a what?1

Sheldon: i’m just saying at a certain point in a woman’s menstrual cycle…
Mrs. davis:  Whuh- ah! Woah! You can’t talk about that, either, dr. cooper. Your

language is entirely inappropriate, and i’m gonna advise that you shut your
mouth right now.2

As Kristina busse argues in Pon Farr, Mpreg, Bonds and the Rise of the
Omegaverse: “there can’t be only one explanation for why fans enjoy Alpha/
beta/omega fan fiction, or even one description that encompasses all the
stories” (2013, p. 321). indeed, it would be difficult to explain what motivates
fans to write and read this type of fan fiction, since Alpha/beta/omega
(A/b/o) stories do have a wide spectrum and trying to identify reader engage-
ment would be a tricky—not to mention presumptuous—field of research.
However, the popularity, success and demand of these stories is evident;
A/b/o ranks among the most popular kinktropes included in slash fan fiction,
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whether the narratives are loving and nurturing or dark and abusive.  Meta-
commentator destinationtoast has published some very relevant statistics
about the use of tags by fan fiction writers on Archive of our own (Ao3)—
an  open- source,  non- profit,  fan- run central hosting site established by the
organization for transformative Works (otW)—identifying that works
marked with the Alpha/beta/omega dynamics tag generally receive a sig-
nificantly higher average number of kudos than the archive’s overall median
(destinationtoast, 2014, images 1 and 3).

in a modest fandom such as Hannibal (focused mostly on the 2013–2015
nbc tV series, but also on the thomas Harris books and the several movies
adapted from those), of 15,416 works filed at Ao3 at the time of writing, 619
stories focus on an omegaverse storyline, which represents a total of 4 percent
of all of the Hannibal fan writing production on the website. in order to
determine which fandoms were most actively producing omegaverse fan fic-
tion on Archive of our own, i conducted a search of the relevant omegaverse
tags (including “other tags: Alpha/beta/omega dynamics” and similar and
synonymous tags/subtags such as Alpha/omega). this revealed that the Han-
nibal fandom appears to be ranked tenth out of the fandoms with the highest
proportion of A/b/o-themed story generation on Ao3, with the Supernatural
(3,039), Teen Wolf (1,660) and the Sherlock (1,596) fandoms occupying the
three first ranking positions.3

the Hannibal fandom’s presence grew exponentially with the broadcast
of the first episode, generating a significant output of  omegaverse- tagged
fiction, with the majority of these stories tending to be of a very dark nature.
this is nothing surprising given the themes and topics of the series, and tak-
ing into account that the main character is dr. Hannibal lecter, a genius psy-
chopathic killer, cannibal and gourmet who ranks as the most famous villain
in the American Film institute’s AFI’s 100 Years of Heroes and Villains (2003).4
in a more recent list published by Rolling Stone in 2016 regarding the “40
greatest tV Villains of All time,” dr. lecter occupies a decent #18 position,
making the first half of the list (collins, 2016).

As a character, Hannibal lecter may be familiar from movies such The
Silence of the Lambs (1991), where he was portrayed to perfection by Anthony
Hopkins who won an oscar for his performance in the film. in the nbc tV
series, which is focused on events years before The Silence of the Lambs and
based on thomas Harris’ first thriller Red Dragon (1981), a younger dr. lecter
(portrayed by danish actor Mads Mikkelsen) has left his surgical practice
and become a brilliant forensic psychiatrist. He is known for being an exqui-
site cook and patron of the arts, although his serial killer activities as the
infamous “chesapeake ripper” are only known to the audience and uncov-
ered too late by the rest of the characters of the tV series. dr. lecter develops
a keen and dangerous interest in his antagonist, patient and “friend” Will
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graham, a gifted if mentally troubled Fbi profiler played by english actor
Hugh dancy.

A loner who lives isolated with only the company of his rescue dogs,
Will’s ability to assume the thoughts and mental state of murderers is of great
help to the Fbi in order to solve particularly gruesome murder cases, although
graham’s “pure empathy,” as it is described in the series, takes a heavy toll
on his sanity. Fueled by dr. lecter’s vile and purposeful manipulations, Will
is driven by his Machiavellian psychiatrist to the point of insanity, therefore
losing all of his agency in the series and being incarcerated for dr. lecter’s
crimes at the end of Season 1. it is little wonder that a mentally unstable char-
acter such as Will—fragile, isolated and unhealthily attached to dr. lecter,
in whom he trusts until the bitter end—becomes such an attractive character
in omegaverse narratives; he already appears in the canon as a naïve misfit
who easily falls prey to dr. lecter’s masterful machinations. the inherent
power imbalance between these two characters, a canonical fact in the tV
series, therefore becomes particularly significant and kinky in A/b/o dark
slash fan fiction.

given that this collection of essays explores  non- normative eroticism
within slash fiction and its associated online communities, and seeks to
explore stories which create and maintain unequal paradigms, i have chosen
two stories from the Hannibal fandom—Sweet as Peaches on the Tongue (2013)
by dangereuse and Alter (2014) by luvkurai—which, as a hundred many oth-
ers, dynamite the concept of slash as a form of egalitarian romance. this
essay will contend that readers and authors alike engage with these violent
and abusive narratives to satisfy a host of very dark and controversial female
sexual fantasies. Furthermore, it will explore the rationale of inviting feelings
of powerlessness, unlovability and humiliation to paradoxically gain control
over them and convert them into pleasure through writing and reading. How-
ever, it is firstly important to consider the following: what is A/b/o slash fic-
tion anyway, and where did it come from?

Star trek—Always Star trek
Although the writers at Fanlore speculate that the A/b/o kinktrope orig-

inated in the Supernatural (SPn) fandom with the story I Ain’t No Lady, but
You’d Be the Tramp (2010) by tehdirtiestsock,5 i would argue that its origin
can very well be traced to the tV series Star Trek (the original Series, 1966–
1969). the first episode of the second season, Amok Time (1967), was written
by the prolific and successful  science- fiction author theodore Sturgeon, who
received (among others) the  science- fiction nebula Award and Hugo literary
Award. in the episode Spock is undergoing pon farr, a hormonal condition
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Vulcans experience periodically throughout their adult lives; a biological
imperative that forces them to mate or die. captain Kirk is shocked by this
revelation, but Spock explains that there are precedents in nature, such as
“the giant eel birds of regula Five [or] on your earth, salmon, they must
return to that one stream where they were born to spawn or die in trying 
[…]” (Sturgeon and Pevney, 1967).

Spock then, as dr. Sheldon cooper points out in the introductory quote,
is a slave to his biological urges; urges he cannot control or escape. the idea
of biological determinism is clearly introduced in this episode—an idea that
is at the center of A/b/o fan fiction. As all viewers of Amok Time know, Spock
never took t’Pring as his wife at the wedding ceremony in Vulcan, instead
fighting Kirk (seemingly to Kirk’s death), thus relieving himself of his mating
lust through the battle. the resolution of Spock’s pon farr with captain Kirk,
his disavowal of t’Pring and his very uncharacteristic beaming smile when
he realizes that Jim is not dead, only helped to buttress the Kirk/Spock rela-
tionship further. in its essence, then, pon farr deals with a biological imper-
ative that the characters cannot escape; a heat cycle that they must undergo,
very much like primates, canines, horses and other mammals in the animal
world.6 this heat/rutting season in A/b/o fan fiction reveals a direct link
with ethology that must be analyzed in order to proceed any further.

ethologically speaking, if we think about a group of primates, the alpha
is the highest ranking individual of the social group and has preferential
access to food and sex. betas are usually second in command to the reigning
alpha, and omegas belong to the lowest caste of the social hierarchy. omegas
are expected to remain subordinate to everybody else, to be submissive and
to stay at the end of the food distribution channel. these animals are usually
used as scapegoats by the community, as outlets for frustration, and they are
sometimes even alienated from the social group. Something obvious derived
from this ethological description is that alphas and omegas can never inter-
change their roles; they can never be equals and will always remain in an
immovable position of dominance/submission. if the alpha male dies, a beta
will likely take the opportunity to take his place (or challenge the alpha during
rutting season for the apex position) but omegas—bound by their status and
biology—will always remain constrained in the lowest caste possible.

if we think back to Amok Time it is obvious that the female t’Pring
takes the role of the omega of the episode, with Kirk and Spock acting as two
opposing alphas when fighting for her during the wedding ritual. captain
Kirk, with the help of dr. Mccoy, is the winner of the battle and therefore
remains the alpha of the USS enterprise, whereas Spock continues as his sec-
ond in command (beta), or, as some could argue, as his omega. this inherent
inequality is crucial in A/b/o slash fiction; ruled and defined by their bio-
logical roles, human alphas and omegas traditionally interact in an inflexible
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social hierarchy based on the superiority/dominance of the alphas and the
inferiority/submission of the omegas. As is the case with primates, the human
protagonists of traditional A/b/o stories can never be equals, and their roles
can never be interchanged. in this way, far from an idealized, egalitarian
romance between its characters, omegaverse is defined precisely by the con-
trary: by its inequality, classism, sexism, racism and an unbreakable social
system in which the omegas are oppressed simply by being born omegas.
biological determinism, therefore, is the notion which informs this  ethology-
based but fictional situation in A/b/o stories.

Biology Is Identity Is Destiny
biological determinism was a concept established during the nineteenth

century, and the notion owes much to  pre- scientific ideas about european
imperialism and the slave trade. Associated with the italian physician cesare
lombroso and his theories on phrenology and criminality, the concept fueled
the birth of social darwinism and eugenics. in the form of “craniology,” it
was used to justify and defend the inferiority of women and rationalize,
through a  pseudo- scientific method, many sexist, racist and classist concepts.
the idea, which is a fallacy that states that biology does absolutely dictate
human behavior, resonated powerfully in Freud’s statement “Anatomy is des-
tiny” (Freud, 1912/2014),7 and it has lived through various resurgences during
the last decades of the twentieth century in the fields of biology, neuroscience
and politics. examples of the highly contentious and bigoted ideologies of
biological determinism would be to say, “Women are born to raise children
and not go to work,” “We can abuse animals because nature put us humans
in charge,” or “People of African descent are inferior because of their higher
risk of developing  sickle- cell anemia.” this concept surprisingly still appears
in some contemporary attitudes nowadays, in tV talk shows, blogs and radio
programs, among others.

books shockingly written by women, such as The Respect Dare: 40 Days
to a Deeper Connection with God and Your Husband (2012) by nina roesner,
link the injunction “Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you
do to the lord” (ephesians 5:22, new international Version) with the modern
professional woman and wife. to some, this results in a celebration of the
husband/wife communication, and to others it results in a sexist book which
preaches to women that they should be subservient to men, no matter the
cost. the  best- selling Fifty Shades trilogy “reveal[s] christian’s systematic use
of abuse (e.g., stalking, intimidation, controlling behaviours, social isolation)
to dominate Anastasia, consistent with national definitions of intimate part-
ner violence” (bonomi, nichols, carotta, Kiuchi & Perry, 2016, p. 140). Mil-
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lions of readers8 have been drawn to a narrative that depicts a violent, abusive
and unhealthy relationship based on domestic abuse, which neglects the
needs of the victim and disempowers her over time.

real life cases (such as the one concerning accusations of domestic vio-
lence between musicians chris brown and rihanna or the case of Amber
Heard, who settled a domestic abuse case against Johnny depp in 2016) have
also made the news recently. Public opinion was divided after Ms. Heard
released information regarding Mr. depp’s terrifying abuse, then finally
released a joint statement with her husband published by the magazine Vari-
ety in which the couple stated: “our relationship [was] always bound by love”
(Khatchatourian, 2016, para 8, line 1). the examples given here not only reflect
a lack of cultural understanding about the extremely complex and incredi-
bly subjective reasons shaping why victims report that they loved or con-
tinue to love their abusers, but are also embedded in a societal narrative
which upholds and maintains the patriarchal status quo. they exemplify 
an old but still deeply rooted view regarding the fact “biology is identity is
destiny.”

this idea has been fiercely contested by feminists, particularly by evelyn
reed. in her conference Is Biology Women’s Destiny? which later was published
on The International Socialist Review, reed considers that “nature is held
responsible for having condemned females to everlasting inferiority” (1971,
p. 7), due to the fact that their reproductive organs and capacity handi-
cap them and make their motherhood dependent on the superior male to
provide for her and her young. let us not forget that this  pseudo- scientific
argument which, as reed denounces, “exonerates a sexist society and justifies
the oppression of women on the ground of their biological makeup” (p. 8),
was also held by none other than charles darwin—who considered women
as being biologically inferior to men (bergman, 1994, p. 2). reed then asks
the audience the following rhetorical questions: “why should women fight
against their oppression and seek their liberation when their troubles flow
from their genetic makeup? What good will it do to change society if women
cannot change their biology?” (reed, 1971, pp. 9–10). the author con-
cludes that such thinking reduces humans to the animal level, and this is
 precisely the scenario that we have in A/b/o stories; humans reduced to 
their base animalistic behaviors and biological urges. Alphas take the role 
of studs and omegas the one of breeders: “purring and panting, covered in 
a thin layer of sweaty omega pheromones as his body surrender[s] to the
mating.”9

Meta-fiction on A/b/o stories has been widely written and published
across a variety of fan spaces, notably by author norabombay who turned her
nearly 10,000 word long  meta- essay Alphas, Betas, Omegas: A Primer (2012)
into her master’s thesis. Although there is variation among the physiology,
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behavior and mating rituals between alphas and omegas in fan works, a gen-
eral set of features are almost always associated with them.

traditionally, alphas are larger, aggressive and very possessive. in darker
slash fiction, alphas usually display an arrogant, derisive attitude towards
almost everybody—rival alphas, betas and particularly omegas. they typically
occupy the higher echelons of power, and are found working as politicians,
ceos, surgeons, and professors. Alphas undergo a rut cycle and they are
extremely sensitive to the omegas’ pheromones. When an alpha smells an
omega in heat, he may make a formal courtship proposition if we find our-
selves reading a gentle A/b/o story, or he may simply and bluntly rape the
omega without any further concern or remorse if we are reading dark omega-
verse stories. the latter of these narratives are often accompanied by and
filled with disturbing trigger warnings that include dubious consent,  non-
consensual sex, rape, forced impregnation and sexual slavery. Since alphas
have enlarged genitals with animalistic characteristics, it is usually the norm
to find these stories also accompanied by warnings of bestiality, knotting and
breeding.

if alphas have the upper hand in dark A/b/o stories, omegas suffer all
kinds of abuse in these—physical, emotional and especially, sexual. endowed
with vestigial external sexual organs, omegas are smaller, submissive,  non-
aggressive and, in general, docile towards their superior alphas. they reek
sexual pheromones when in heat, something which makes them easy prey
for any and all alphas, so they usually try to mask their characteristic odor
and omega status by using suppressants. these are usually  chemical- based
(such as pills, injections and deodorants) to prevent heat/hormonal activ-
ity—although some alphas can smell through them and may expose the
omega, who is usually trying to pose as a beta as to avoid notice. in addition,
omegas leak a messy sexual discharge when their heat is approaching. they
can be impregnated and will deliver a litter of pups if their pregnancy comes
full term. this scenario, loving and nurturing in gentle omegaverse narra-
tives, has a bleak side in darker slash fiction; alphas may literally buy virgin
omegas with a dowry or settle an arranged marriage so that their thorough-
bred alpha bloodline continues into the next generation. in some stories,
omegas are so rare that they are kidnapped and presented to the tribal alpha
leader for his personal sexual use, and in some others the unlucky omega is
simply part of the trousseau of the previous household—something which
objectifies and reduces him to mere chattel or a piece of furniture to be owned
by his new alpha. bought, hunted, rented, auctioned and sometimes even
killed for fun, omegas are typically sexual slaves to the alphas in dark omega-
verse.

the key of the matter lies in that alphas and omegas share two unique
traits: (1) their inherent social, emotional, physical and intellectual inequality
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and (2) their biological imperative to mate no matter the cost. When in rut
or heat season neither can control their bodies or their urges, like the  lust-
blinded Spock of Amok Time. the scenario of the alpha/omega mating is full
of tropes and clichés; it usually lasts around three to five days, during which
neither party has control of themselves and will let their animalistic behavior
and primal urges take over reason and logic. the alpha will breed the omega
over and over again, and his knotting will ensure higher chances of impreg-
nation. if the omega is unruly or doesn’t submit to the mating, the alpha may
use his superior strength and physical violence to subdue him; biting, clawing
into him, pinning him down or forcefully raping him. there is pain, blood,
tears and a great deal of suffering and agony involved in dark omegaverse
mating, so the next question that follows should be: why do female authors
and readers love this dark kinktrope and write so much about it? the question
is especially relevant since omegas undoubtedly stand for females in A/b/o
slash fiction and they are as excessively mistreated as many women in real
life situations—women who suffer all kinds of violence against them for the
simple fact of being born a woman. the fallacy of biological determinism
should presumably deter fans from writing, reading and reveling in these
kinds of stories, yet dark omegaverse slash fiction continues to attract women
immensely. Why?

Sexual Fantasies
it is my contention that the great success of dark A/b/o fan fiction is

owed to the trope’s fulfillment of very dark and controversial female sexual
fantasies.10 in their study In and Out of Daydream: Attachment Orientations,
Daily Couple Interactions and Sexual Fantasies, birnbaum, Mikulincer and
gillath consider the obscure nature of sexual fantasies and the two questions
these generate: “What are the underlying functions of sexual fantasies? And
what guides their content?” (2011, p. 1398). relying on bowlby’s Attachment
theory, they explain that when attachment figures are not reliably available
during childhood, children develop defensive strategies for coping with their
absence; attachment anxiety or attachment avoidance. “these  early-
developing working models,” they argue, “guide interpersonal interactions
over the entire life span. As such, they shape the regulatory functioning of
the  later- developing sexual system” (2011, p. 1399). these ideas reflect Stanley
Siegel’s in his book Your Brain on Sex: How Smarter Sex Can Change Your
Life (2011b), and are explored in his series of articles entitled Intelligent Lust
(2011a). one of these articles—What Our Fantasies Say About Our Past—is
particularly relevant for this discussion; Siegel states that unresolved conflicts
or unmet needs from our childhood are intertwined “into our sexuality,

When the Omega Empath Met the Alpha Doctor (Arnaiz)  123



encoding them in the erotic images and narratives of our fantasies in an
unconscious attempt to gain mastery over them, turn[ing] painful emotions
into pleasurable ones” (2011a, para 5, line 2).

in my opinion, there are two main groups of phantasmatic manifesta-
tions which recur in dark A/b/o narratives and which can be defined as sex-
ual fantasies. these fantasies are ones that slash fiction authors and readers
explore together, in order to obtain control over them. Firstly, dark omega-
verse is defined by intense feelings of powerlessness or helplessness. by default
an omega is a powerless, sometimes even illegal being, condemned by his
biology to a permanent state of helplessness. He has no control over himself,
his heats or his behavior, and needs a superior alpha to guide his life, offer
protection and make decisions for him. Following Siegel’s assertions, by invit-
ing and experiencing these eroticized feeling of submission, discipline or
humiliation as adults, as actively producing and consuming fans we para-
doxically gain control over them, turning painful memories and frightening
concerns into pleasurable experiences in an unconscious attempt to minimize
their pain.

Secondly, dark omegaverse is characterized by deep feelings of inade-
quacy and unlovability. by definition, an omega is not a partner to be loved,
but a vessel to continue the alpha blood line and fulfill the many sexual needs
of his alpha. His pheromone reeking is inconvenient; his constant cycles
 awkward; his uncontrollable sexual discharge embarrassing. dark slash
omegas have little to no  self- worth or  self- esteem compared to their superior
alphas, and their existence is predicated at best on a genetic accident and at
worst on a tiresome necessity. When we eroticize feelings of worthlessness
or inadequacy, we come up with sexual fantasies involving submission, humil-
iation and abuse. Yet, once again, Siegel insists that by sexualizing and inviting
these feelings, “we become in charge of [them] and through the sexual pleas-
ure we receive, we weaken the impact of childhood pain” (2011a, para 28, line
10).

it is my assertion, therefore, that one of the possible reasons why authors
and readers create and consume dark A/b/o stories could be that this genre
offers the possibility of engaging with sexual fantasies to gain mastery over
a host of  deep- rooted negative feelings. these feelings of helplessness, humil-
iation, worthlessness and unlovability—feelings which almost all people have
experienced at some point in their lives—are both explored and exploited in
dark omegaverse in order to allow fans to feel in control of them. this cathar-
tic experience is anonymously and safely realized in websites around the
internet, where authors and readers can freely express and exorcize their
darkest demons through these abusive, brutal and regularly  non- consensual
scenarios. the sexual gratification that authors and readers can obtain from
this kind of slash fiction allows a liminal space which transforms painful

124 Section II. Sexual Inscription and Bodily Boundaries



memories and experiences into pleasurable, escapist, satisfying fantasies in
which they are in control from beginning to end.

it may be worth considering if dark omegaverse slash fiction, with its
descriptions of excruciatingly detailed and shocking sexual fantasies, is a
reflection of the social reality both fan fiction authors and readers have expe-
rienced within an unequal and discriminatory patriarchal society. Although
this matter is open to discussion, negative representations of the self may
ultimately be so ingrained in the cognitive makeup of authors and readers
that they (consciously or unconsciously) seek opportunities to gain mastery
over them, even if it is only in the realm of sexual fantasies and popular dark
slash stories.

Sweet as Peaches on the tongue
When selecting the stories for this study to explore these interpretive

theories, i established the following criteria: firstly, i would only focus on
stories published on Ao3, since of the main fan fiction platforms available
(liveJournal, Fanfiction.net, tumblr or Wattpad) Ao3 is the best organized—
and its tagging system allows the use of a powerful search engine to yield
reliable results. Although Ao3 may lack a major historical fannish presence
compared to some older websites, the organization of tags, comments, book-
marks, kudos and hits permits easy searching and analysis of archival trends.
Secondly, the stories selected for my study would have to have well over 1,000
kudos (a metric of reader approval—Ao3’s equivalent of a “like”), meaning
more than a thousand different readers had read the story at least once and
liked it. Sweet as Peaches on the Tongue (2013) has been bookmarked 399 times,
has 1,730 kudos at the time of writing and has received 188 comments left by
readers—the overwhelming majority of which are of a very positive nature.

Written by fan author dangereuse during the first season of the nbc
Hannibal tV Series, this is without doubt one of the most popular dark
A/b/o stories in the Hannibal fandom. inspired by another (now orphaned)
A/b/o story, dangereuse chose to make Will a minor, thereby increasing the
kink factor and moral wrongness of the story—something she is very well
aware of and extensively warns her readers about in a note at the beginning
of the work. Ao3 encourages creators to use a Warning System before pub-
lishing any work, the logic being that warnings can attract some readers who
are looking for specific content and also alert and forewarn readers who are
trying to avoid that content. Warnings are not screened by the Ao3 manage-
ment team and are left to the discretion of creators, but authors are urged to
mark at least one, or a combination of the following, mandatory warnings
when uploading a story:
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(1) chose not to Use Archive Warnings
(2) graphic depictions of Violence
(3) Major character death
(4) no Archive Warnings Apply
(5) rape/non-con
(6) Underage Sex

Many more warnings may be uploaded by fiction authors, making the specific
content of their stories easy to search and find. in this way, reading experi-
ences are both flexible and customizable to suit the needs of users.

dangereuse chose two of the Ao3 mandatory warnings when publishing
her work (“rape/non-con” and “Underage”) accompanied by other warnings
such as: “taking advantage of a minor,” “Humbert!HumbertHannibal,”
“lolita!Will,” and “Will is Hannibal’s nymphet” (dangereuse, 2013, Author’s
notes). by including these highly morally questionable trigger warnings, the
author herself is consciously identifying her story as exceedingly problematic,
something which may actually warn off—or attract, given the instant success
of the story—any number of readers. As a matter of fact, several readers com-
mented it was the literary allusion to Lolita11 which caught their attention
and made them read the story. it is not unusual to find underage characters
in A/b/o slash fiction (after all, the younger the omega, the more fertile) and
this kinktrope in particular, together with virginity, is very popular in dark
omegaverse fiction. there may be any number of reasons for this, but i feel
a strong candidate may be the relatively young age of some fan authors and
readers. According to  meta- commentator and statistician centrumlumina,
the majority of the respondents to her 2013 Ao3 census were among 16 to
25 years old, with the median age being in the 22–24 range (2013, para 7, line
3). early, even teenage, sexual experimentation and intercourse (whether sat-
isfactory or not) may well have lead many writers and readers to have a par-
ticular interest in exploring and reframing these issues in dark omegaverse
slash fiction.

Sweet as Peaches on the Tongue can be defined as the typical dark A/b/o
story, wherein a rich alpha gentleman (dr. Hannibal lecter) comes across a
very young, virginal omega (Will graham) by accident. Hannibal is depicted
as an alpha predator with a strong sense of entitlement; an arrogant serial
killer on the prowl for a new victim in the poorest areas of louisiana. He
smells “the perfect little prey” standing at a fuel station: “an omega boy, no
more than sixteen or seventeen” (dangereuse, 2013, p. 4). Hannibal resolves
to claim the boy and take him in his approaching heat, so he hunts Will back
to his home, where Will’s father (a beta) informs dr. lecter that his son is
pure—meaning he’s untouched and has never been through a heat.

in a mockery of a courtship ritual, Hannibal demands that proof of such
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a claim is satisfied. Will strips bare for him and dr. lecter examines him inti-
mately, being satisfied that he is indeed a virgin omega. the dowry is set-
tled—Will’s father wants thirty thousand for his boy, but Hannibal makes a
counter offer; “i will give you  thirty- five under the condition that the court -
ship will be concluded today and his guardianship will be conferred to me—
effective immediately” (pp. 13–14). Will’s father is satisfied and the boy agrees
to leave with dr. lecter. Will, who hasn’t spoken a word during the whole
story, not even when his most private parts were being inspected, speaks now
to ask if he can take his books with him. the boy hasn’t finished high school,
and he is intent on getting his diploma, something dr. lecter forbids: “You
will come to me with empty hands, as is tradition. i will provide. […] You
are mine now” (pp. 16–18). Hannibal’s first kiss and his alpha saliva trigger
Will’s heat, so dr. lecter rents a bonding suite before reaching his home in
baltimore in order to take his boy. the mating process is described in excru-
ciating detail; Hannibal disrobing Will, feasting on his young, virgin body,
enjoying Will’s tears from the pain of the first penetration and biting him
forcefully on the nape when the boy can’t take his knot—until Will finally
submits. the story ends with the couple happily together in bed, with Will
purring in submission and Hannibal possessively grabbing him in his arms.

From beginning to end, Sweet as Peaches on the Tongue openly revels in
an explicit classism and a caste system where alphas are at the apex of the
social hierarchy and omegas are commodities to be bought, bred and owned.
the narrative is strongly rooted in notions of biological determinism—
referred to in the story as “the natural order of things” (2013, p. 7), something
which makes it quite impossible for the alpha and omega to be equal or for
them to develop an egalitarian romance. Furthermore, the language used to
describe, label and define the virginal Will—“a prey” (p. 4), “a fine peach” 
(p. 5), or “such exemplary stock” (p. 13)—debases him as a human being and
reduces him to the status of a mere object. As the story is told from Hannibal’s
point of view, it’s not just him who sees Will as a consumable commodity; as
readers, we are equally encouraged to view Will on Hannibal’s terms in the
narrative. Some readers picked up on this narrative decision and wondered,
as the story went on, if Hannibal would be able to resist such temptation or
give in to it. Phrases such as “it’s not unlike the response of a doe freezing in
front of a superior foe” (p. 11) invite a sense of impending doom between the
two characters, and establish a prey/predator dichotomy which reinforces
their distinctive biological urges and the inescapable inequality between
them. A few readers commented they were anxiously expecting for Will to
be thrown into the hands of the proverbial wolf, and praised the author for
making Hannibal so in character by not making the doctor view his mate as
a person.

dr. lecter is depicted as a thoroughbred alpha; a snob and a possessive,
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selfish predator who will have his prize at any cost. He doesn’t intend to love
Will, to marry him or make him his bonded mate—he is only focused in sat-
isfying his alpha lust in and on him, and to own the boy in every sense of the
word. in keeping with the canonical character of the tV series, the Hannibal
of Sweet as Peaches on the Tongue is a true sadist, who gets aroused at the
sight of Will’s tears and enjoys his omega as a plaything, leaving bites and
other marks of ownership on his body. When Will’s body doesn’t respond as
Hannibal was expecting during the mating, as an alpha Hannibal has no
doubt that physical violence and domination are the right response: “it’s nec-
essary to take an omega hard at the first mating, to prove ownership and
authority over a mate. An omega responds best this way; the highest possible
chance of bonding occurring only when properly dominated” (2013, p. 23).
in the end, despite the pain, tears, blood and futile pleas, Will does submit
to the forceful mating and finally becomes a submissive omega, pleasing dr.
lecter immensely.

the fact that Will virtually doesn’t speak through the whole story—
except for when he expresses his desire to continue studying, and a few
 whimpers, sobs and pleading when his heat blooms and he is being knotted—
highlight his inferiority, vulnerability and thorough objectification. We know
nothing of what the boy experiences, how he feels, or what he thinks of his
parents selling him off to the first stranger that comes knocking at their door.
As the story is written from dr. lecter’s point of view, we don’t even know how
Will feels about Hannibal, or whether he is going to like his new life despite
the happy ending of the story. i believe this narrative choice by dangereuse
is a deliberate action to highlight the plight and fate of the omega child as being
just an expendable commodity in the caste hierarchy that she has created for
her story; that Will has no say in the matter of his omeganess, and that his
body, heat, virginity and life are not under his control, but belong to authority
figures; first his parents and then to the superior alpha who literally buys him.

in his enforced omega silence, Will cannot consent to the mating. He is
bound by his age, obedience to his parents, his genotype and the cultural
expectations of “proper” omega behavior in front of a rich alpha suitor—all
of which can be argued to be expectations of “traditional” femininity. Fur-
thermore, not only is Will a minor, but he’s also deprived of all logic by his
heat, something which renders him irrational and speechless and culminates
in him seeking Hannibal to relive himself of his hormonal stress. it is very
common in dark A/b/o fiction to find the victimized, disempowered omega
actually seeking and needing his alpha abuser in the mating frenzy; something
which bonds the alpha rapist and the omega victim in a perverse relationship
in which the characters are still depicted as happy and contented: “it’s then
when one of Will’s sleepy sighs fades into a small, rumbling purr. […] [Han-
nibal’s] omega is safe and sure and his in his arms” (p. 25).
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i very much doubt that any author or reader (particularly one who iden-
tifies as female) would wish for a scenario like this to happen to them in real
life, but the fact that it is written and enjoyed as a fantasy which provides
great sexual pleasure is certainly remarkable. in fact, several readers unabash -
edly commented they were sexually enjoying the story. it is certainly shocking
that the rape of a minor, one of the most controversial and certainly illegal
issues depicted in Sweet as Peaches on the Tongue, hasn’t deterred thousands
of readers to like, read and comment on a story which deliberately creates
and celebrates inequality between the partners, revels in abuse of all kinds,
depicts  non- consensual sex and then establishes a traditionally happy ending
for the newly mated couple.

of the comments received on this work and the discussion surrounding
it, Sweet as Peaches on the Tongue received an extraordinarily high number
of positive, encouraging and praising comments. Hundreds of readers
applauded the author, her prose and detailed heat sex, complaining that they
couldn’t leave more kudos on the story. Many more asked for a sequel,
requesting an even more docile, conditioned and even pregnant Will—and
they felt untroubled by expressing these darker desires for the boy’s bleak
future. it is remarkable that only one commenter asked the author for Will’s
version of his story, so that readers could hear his voice and know his thoughts
and feelings, but this was something which dangereuse was reluctant to
write—and never did. Similarly, it is interesting that only three other readers
highlighted that the story was sad for a number of reasons—because Will
had to leave school, because he had no option but to obey his parents, and
because he was stuck with a selfish alpha who didn’t care about his happiness.
dangereuse argued that that was exactly what she was going for—a melan-
cholic ending which to her mind clearly didn’t equate to the “happy ending”
her readers were praising her for.

this difference of opinion between the hundreds of commenters and
the author herself regarding the tone of the ending of the story may seem
intriguing, but it’s simple to clarify. the “melancholic” ending the author
claimed to have written didn’t fit the clichés, tropes and expectations of dark
A/b/o fan fiction, thus its subversive undertone didn’t come across properly
at the end of the story. given the purposefully sadistic and selfish character-
ization made by the author of dr. lecter, there were not enough cues in such
a highly problematic, deliberately tagged and  warning- labeled fiction to jus-
tify anything beyond a “melancholic” ending at all. However, the moment
the underage, virginal Will is mounted, knotted and bred by his alpha, Han-
nibal is the winner of the sexual struggle, therefore laying claim and owner-
ship over his mate forever. this is the inevitable, expected and desired ending
of dark (and perhaps most) omegaverse stories, so it is hardly surprising
that the story was universally cheered for such a structurally satisfying ending.
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Although it is true that Will dubiously cuddles up to Hannibal at the end of
the story, in my opinion this was interpreted by readers as the character seek-
ing comfort and protection from his alpha; the “normative” behavior of a
freshly claimed omega, especially after such an intense  first- time sexual expe-
rience. When dangereuse consciously made Hannibal the narrator of the
story, readers who were consistently encouraged to identify with his point of
view had little choice at the end of the work to see things differently from
dr. lecter’s worldview regarding his legal, monetary and sexual ownership
of Will. to sum up, Sweet as Peaches on the Tongue successfully reframes, yet
inadvertently reinforces, patriarchal ideas of submission to a strong male as
a difficult yet ultimately pleasurable route to safety, comfort and eventual
happiness. it subverts the romantic, egalitarian paradigm so typically asso-
ciated with slash fiction by circumventing the complex paradigms of con-
sent.

Alter
Written by fan author luvkurai, Alter (2014) is one of the most successful

dark omegaverse stories in the Hannibal fandom. it boasts 2,456 kudos at
the time of writing, 564 bookmarks and 223 comments from readers. in jus-
tice to dangereuse, these numbers may be so high due to the popularity of
luvkurai’s tumblr blog; she was a very popular and active fannibal during the
first season of the tV series, and her blog section Smutty Anons gained great
popularity. Additionally, the success of Alter is also partially due to the fact
that it took her almost a year to complete her  case- based and lengthy story
(25,230 words vs. Sweet as Peaches on the Tongue’s 8,452 words), so the slow
updates attracted more and more readers. this story was chosen as it met all
the established popularity criteria, and its summary gives us a glimpse of its
intriguing plot: “god, as is somewhat characteristic of such a vast and pre-
occupied being, has made a mistake in the classing of Will graham. Will
should have been born an omega—Hannibal’s perfect mate. Where god has
failed, Hannibal will correct the error and perfect him” (luvkurai, 2014, p. 1).

contrary to the typical scenario expected in a dark A/b/o story, in this
story both Hannibal and Will are alphas—but Hannibal wants Will to be his
omega; subservient and submissive to him only. thus, dr. lecter devises a
careful medical plan involving “hormone resituating” (p. 5), which implies
several weeks of injectable hormone replacement therapy, a procedure that
will change Will physically and emotionally. the expected outcome is that
at the end of the  non- consensual drug treatment, Will should become a true
omega, wanting and needing to be bred, knotted and impregnated by dr.
lecter. this story also establishes a proper natural order or social hierarchy
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whereby “alphas [want] to spread their seed, continue their line, have some-
one to take care of, and omegas [want] to be desired, to have babies, to be
taken care of ” (pp. 10–11). biological determinism informs this story, although
with his god complex and medical expertise the story explores the concept
that dr. lecter will be able to alter the laws of nature and bend them to his
very whim.

the story describes in detail the effects that the hormonal treatment is
having in Will, who is none the wiser about its actual purpose as he trusts
his friend and doctor wholeheartedly. dr. lecter first drugs Will’s drink with
rohypnol to start the course of hormonal injections while he is asleep, and
then tells Will that the remaining injections are just a little something to help
him sleep. given that in the tV series canon Will suffers from untreatable
insomnia, it’s not surprising that he accepts dr. lecter’s help. the portrayal
of Hannibal lecter in this story is very much in keeping with his character
in the tV series canon; a cunningly manipulative former surgeon/psychiatrist
with a god complex who is obsessed with Will graham, and who in this
story guides his confused victim through the resulting  biologically- induced
existential crisis Will suffers as a result of the treatment with  half- truths and
 half- lies. Although the story is not told from dr. lecter’s point of view, Han-
nibal has a remarkable insight, and as a superior alpha he has already estab-
lished his plans for Will, which include

[leaving] bruises and leaking, bleeding bites all over Will’s skin, marking him as his.
Perhaps he will even forbid Will from working, from leaving the house unless accom-
panied by Hannibal himself. Perhaps he will need to beat Will’s disobedience, swayed
by remaining alpha hormones, out of him. […] it will be his right, as Will’s alpha—by
biology and by law [luvkurai, 2014, p. 22 & p. 39].

the inequality between the characters grows exponentially as the hormonal
treatment advances week after week, until the day Will finally confesses that
he doesn’t feel like an alpha anymore. Satisfied beyond belief, Hannibal
informs Will that his status is altering and that he is indeed becoming an
omega: “this omega that is truly and completely his. controlled, created by
him” (p. 28). Faced with Will’s obvious confusion and shock, dr. lecter vol-
unteers little information as to the reasons behind the change in Will’s
alphaness, but instead begins to caress and fondle him, seeking his omega
pressure point until he elicits a docile omega response from Will, who
becomes submissive and sexually aroused in Hannibal’s arms. dr. lecter mas-
turbates Will’s erect—and still alpha—penis to a complete climax, which
establishes the first and very dubiously consensual sexual intimacy between
them.

Hannibal deceitfully declares that he loves Will whether he is an alpha
or an omega, and that in his new omeganess, Will should consider Hannibal
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as his alpha, protector and provider. Will flees the doctor’s office, though,
and after missing a few appointments with him, Hannibal visits him in his
house at Wolf ’s trap where he finds Will about to enter his first omega heat,
which has rendered him sweet, meek and pliant in the presence of an alpha.
As a matter of fact, Will seizes Hannibal and kisses him several times, which
pleases dr. lecter immensely. He gives Will the final “hormone regulator”
injection and slips a powerful drug into his drink, knowing it will trigger
Will’s heat promptly. Hannibal leaves only to receive an urgent phone call
less than an hour later, where a desperate Will begs him to return to guide
him through his first heat.

dr. lecter triumphantly returns to Will’s house, yet does nothing and
takes no alpha initiative, determined as he is to hear Will beg him. And this
is something that a  heat- ridden Will does, begging Hannibal over and over
again to take him, to mate him, to knot him. Although Will is still lucid
enough to ask for the mating, his consent is clearly deeply questionable by
the drugs he has been unknowingly taking against his will. this makes the
mating between him and Hannibal a  non- consensual act, something the
author has warned as “dubious consent” at the beginning of her story. How-
ever, luvkurai is aware that her story could also be read as  non- consensual:
“i have this marked as dubcon, but the levels of manipulation present could
very well allow it to be read as noncon” (luvkurai, 2014, Author’s notes).

As in Sweet as Peaches on the Tongue, the mating is violent and sadistic,
with Hannibal reveling in taking Will’s virginity by force:

Although he would not want William harmed more than he can handle, and certainly
never permanently, he would take a barbarous sort of glee from the knowledge that
Will would feel him still inside him for days after their first copulation […] Hannibal
is harming Will, undoubtedly, but he doubts the omega is strong (or present) enough
to do anything about it [luvkurai, 2015, p. 44].

the mating concludes with Hannibal reflecting how he owns Will, body and
soul; his unique creation, forced down the chain of hierarchy by Hannibal’s
physical power and sheer willpower. dr. lecter reflects that now that he has
defied the laws of nature, nothing can stand in his way—and that therefore,
he’s not an alpha anymore, but a true god. the epilogue to the story is rel-
evant in that we learn that Will is littered with bruises, marks and bites from
his alpha, who takes him sexually on a daily basis. Hannibal does all the
paperwork regarding Will’s shift in status, since they’re legally bonded now
and registered as alpha and omega mates. Although Hannibal plans for Will
to solely look after his household, he allows him at first to keep on doing
some tasks at his former job at the Fbi, until he is finally a fully stay at home
omega. A reflection from Will during the epilogue is of particular impor-
tance, as he reveals: “i haven’t felt this good in a long time—ever, to be honest.
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i suppose i have you to thank for it” (p. 48). With Will thanking his abuser
for feeling “this good,” and expressing his happiness over the blissful existence
he now lives as an omega, the story comes to a “happy” end. We last see both
mates in bed, with Will knotted to Hannibal as he promises to be good, sub-
missive and never disappoint his alpha. Hannibal whispers a true “i love you”
to his mate, and Will responds with tears in his eyes.

Something remarkable that readers of this story enjoyed immensely was
seeing an alpha Will being “taking down a notch” and transformed into a
meek, subservient omega by dr. lecter. this forceful and  non- consensual
 re- education which leads to a happy ending makes both author and readers
revel in the forced, imposed and very much desired inequality between the
characters, as well as in the methods to achieve it; the  non- consensual drug
use, the emotional manipulation and thorough debasing of Will graham to
an inferior category in the social hierarchy. the terrifying icing on the cake
comes when the abused, victimized and disempowered Will thanks his abuser
for the new happy life he’s now enjoying, and pledges to submit himself to
Hannibal forever. So once more, a story of intimate partner violence and
domestic abuse that no woman would ever want to live in real life, becomes
a dark sexual fantasy for both author and readers to enjoy, only because they
are in control of the fiction, plot and characters from beginning to end. i
consider that the particular engagement of readers with concepts of manip-
ulation and abuse in this fan work arises from the challenge of expectations
the writer proposes at the beginning of her story; Will graham cannot be an
alpha in any alternate reality whatsoever, as his rightful canonical and fanon-
ical place in A/b/o fiction is to be a subservient omega, especially to dr.
lecter. once more, by letting the narrative be guided mostly by Hannibal’s
point of view, the author makes readers sympathize with his classist, selfish
and narcissistic desires towards Will, something which consciously inducts
fans into the twisted relationship that both characters develop. the toxic rela-
tionship between the alpha/omega couple is further embedded in an atmos-
phere of problematic eroticism and sick home comfort, which is nonetheless
perceived by the majority of readers as the perfect happy ending for Will.

this, too, is something especially problematic about fan perceptions of
Alter; although the author was universally praised, blessed and acclaimed for
her story, its hundreds of comments uncritically cheered an abusive dynamic
which was perceived as sexy despite perpetuating mistreatment and domestic
violence. As the story was being slowly written and updated, a number of
users highlighted how badly they wanted Hannibal to succeed and to see
Will mated with such a virile alpha as dr. lecter, whose arrogance and god
complex was well characterized in the story. Many readers insisted that it
was all a work of love on the part of dr. lecter, while others stressed that the
forceful and  non- consensual transition into omeganess was for the “greater
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good” of Will. As a matter of fact, several commenters highlighted that Will
should stop working and be a house omega forever, scared of leaving home
without his alpha by his side and feeling happy by simply doing the house
chores. curiously enough, of the two hundrerd and twenty three highly pos-
itive comments the story received, only three users made mild complaints
about it; one would have liked to see a glimpse into Will’s headspace, another
considered Hannibal’s sick love for Will didn’t justify everything he did, and
a very angry user flamed the author for forcing a  non- consensual sex change
into Will, even though the issue was flagged up and warned about at length
at the beginning of the story.

As one of the most read, kudos’ed and praised dark A/b/o stories of the
Hannibal fandom, luvkurai’s Alter raises a number of contentious questions.
one of the most relevant of these questions deals with female interest in dark
fiction that exclusively aims at reproducing and celebrating the traditional
standards and roles of femininity and a power paradigm where intimate part-
ner violence and emotional, physical and domestic abuse play a key role in
the story. that this genre of dark slash fiction is so popular and widely written,
read and commented should not, in my view, be seen as a political stand
advocating for or condoning these horrors women face every day worldwide.
However, the fact that this omegaverse kink trope consistently appears across
all fandoms to the great enjoyment of the women who create and consume
it should make us reflect on how women encounter discrimination across all
backgrounds (educational, emotional, and sexual) and on the impact these
experiences have on their psychological makeup. it should make us reflect
on how fiction can work as an open fantasy field which allows us to explore
and to try to gain control over the social practices which still impose and
enforce similar patriarchal policies on real women in the modern world. if,
as Siegel and other theorists propose, we develop and employ our fantasies
as coping mechanisms, what might the pervasive presence and popularity of
dark omegaverse across so many fandoms suggest about modern experiences
of, and attitudes and responses towards, the patriarchal power systems to
which women are subjected?

Discussion

After the analysis and arguments i have developed in this essay, i could
not agree less with Anne Kustritz’s conclusions in her paper Slashing the
Romance Narrative, where she proposes that

in slash narratives, authors meticulously create an equality relationship dynamic in
which characters are completely equal in everything from decision making to love
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making, and from patterns of dress to household chores to levels of attractiveness
and financial security [Kustritz, 2003, p. 380].

in my opinion, this is a “meticulously created[d]” lie—one that is difficult to
accept given how slash fiction as a genre has evolved to explore and accom-
modate the needs of its writers and audiences. elizabeth Woledge, another
pioneering scholar into the field of slash fiction, also argued that following
on from her reading of Kirk/Spock fanzines, she believed slash fiction is cen-
trally concerned with intimacy: “thus, in today’s highly sexual culture, the
intimacy of intimatopic slash fiction is most remarkable” (Woledge, 2006, 
p. 111). Kustritz also concluded that women are attracted to slash fiction as it
allows them a view of a coupled relationship “based upon mutual trust and
egalitarian values” (Kustritz, 2003, p. 380). Although this may be typical of
the types of slash stories these wonderful authors have read, this is simply
not the truth about slash fiction in its entirety. it is not even half of the story.

in the 1980s, in a time where the internet did not have the impact it has
today in our lives and most slash stories were difficult to find—both within
and outside of in printed fanzines (and those published were mostly of a
romantic nature)—theorists lamb and Veith (1986) created this politically
correct egalitarian myth. Positing that truly equal relationships cannot exist
within a patriarchal society due to the inherent power imbalance between
males and females, they construed slash as acting as a dreamy fantasy where
female authors and readers could explore, through the use of male bodies,
the types of equal, egalitarian relationships denied to them by the biological
and cultural power imbalances enforced on them by dint of their gender. in
this academic account that was actively created and investigated by the first
generation of fan fiction theorists several decades ago, women could escape
social and cultural relationship inequalities and free themselves of both their
traditional feminine roles and the marginalized desires, urges and bodily
processes to which they are inherently, inescapably bound, as dr. Sheldon
cooper reminds Mrs. davis at the beginning of this essay.

Although it is true that there are indeed a great many slash stories with
a loving, equal and nurturing relationship between the characters, it is my
argument that scholars who continue to follow in these lines of assertion in
modern slash fiction inquiries have  cherry- picked slash stories to make them
match this comfortable, tasteful agenda. even in a fairly recent but popular
fandom such as Hannibal, it was very easy to find two extremely dark and
extremely popular works which feature an unequal, toxic and abusive rela-
tionship between its characters; stories full of explicit,  non- consensual kinky
sex depicting mistreatment, intimate partner violence and a satisfying
“happy” ending to the delight of many readers. this kind of fan fiction was
never accounted for by the first generation of slash academics, and the stories
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clearly subvert the gentle, romantic and egalitarian paradigm where slash
fiction has been unjustly shelved for too long.

it is my belief that beyond dark omegaverse, darker slash fiction in gen-
eral—the kind that abounds in the web (and the kind that’s impossible not
to come across today in websites, blogs, tumblr and even on social media
platforms like twitter)—has often been purposefully left aside by academic
authors. this is not because new researchers are unaware of its existence—
quite impossible if they are good researchers—but because the implications
of these dark stories are far too upsetting to consider. it is naturally safer to
maintain and perpetuate the myth that women write and read slash because
they seek the “egalitarian romance” they cannot find in real life. it is certainly
far safer than to consider that thousands of women around the globe are
finding sexual relief when writing and reading dark slash fiction filled with
rape, abusive relationships, emotional manipulation, humiliation,  non-
consensual drug use, forced pregnancy, sexual slavery, bestiality, incest, dad-
dykink, tentacle sex, amputation, suicidal thoughts and  self- harm among
many others issues.

to ignore these stories that fill fan fiction archives to the brim, and to
ignore the discussions happening around them, is to do a disservice to slash
fan fiction—and to give a lopsided, prejudiced and incomplete view about
what slash authors and readers are really fantasizing about. the “egalitarian
romance” myth regarding slash fiction is a myth that seemed to neatly solve
the problematization of slash fiction in the first place—a “problem” that never
was. the myriad ways in which women across the globe find sexual relief
within their writing, readings and private fantasies should not be, but still
remains, the object of academic, public or societal scrutiny. this mystery is
really very easy to dismantle, if only one wishes to acknowledge and study
dark slash fiction and its communities both within and external to the con-
ditions in which they form with the necessary degree of critical and ethical
academic rigor.

to conclude this essay, i believe that we as fans and scholars need to
establish a new,  all- inclusive definition and updated concept of slash fan fic-
tion, one that takes into account the many romantic and egalitarian slash
stories around, but which also includes the other side; the very dark, abusive
and violent fan works—a set of subgenres in plain sight, permeating every
fandom’s collective imagination—which are so successful, popular and
demanded around the internet. in this way, we may be able to get the bigger,
real picture about slash fiction and engage in an honest, open dialogue which
includes audiences, authors and scholars and allows us to explore the devel-
opments taking place in the field of slash fiction. We have barely scratched
the surface of the omegaverse. its tropes, themes and functions are more
diverse and more resonant than we give it credit for. As fans and as academics,
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we must help provide the same visibility and authority to the thousands of
dark slash works which populate the web as we have done to those who seek
a more egalitarian paradigm over the last few decades. We must support and
engage with slash writers who are unjustly ignored and neglected at best—
and at worst, demonized and othered. i believe that they have much to offer
to the field of fan and popular culture studies, women’s studies, queer theory,
adaptation studies and many other research fields, if only we are willing to
navigate, explore and understand the darkness in their stories.

noteS
1. Mrs. davis is an African American woman in the series.
2. Molaro, Prady, & Holland (2013).
3. the Supernatural fandom still produces the highest number of A/b/o stories, some-

thing which contrasts with the statistics obtained by destinationtoast. in the search she carried
out on Ao3 using the same methodology, she discovered that the three first ranking positions
of omegaverse writing were occupied by the Sherlock, Teen Wolf and The Avengers fandoms,
followed by Supernatural and Supernatural rPF. the discrepancies between these results are
likely due to the fact that her research was carried out in 2013; the evolutions of both fandoms
and A/b/o interest and production have changed dramatically since then.

4. it should be noted that in this list, norman bates ranks second and darth Vader
third.

5. For a timeline arguing the SPn fandom was the origin of this kinktrope, please
refer to The nonnies made them do it! by netweight (2013).

6. in my opinion, this was the original seed at the core of the A/b/o kinktrope, which
was later developed, explored and expanded in tV series such as Supernatural and Teen
Wolf. the hybrid nature of some of these series’ characters (vampires, werewolves, angels)
who happen to operate in pack dynamics, was the perfect soil for the addition and develop-
ment of extra kinks such as bestiality, knotting and an old timer in fan fiction, mpreg (male
pregnancy).

7. For a brilliant refutation of this idea, see Alice dreger’s (2010) ted talk Is Anatomy
Destiny?

8. For the global selling impact of the book, see Meredith (2012), para 1, lines 1–2.
9. telera (2014), p. 25.

10. in their study What Exactly Is an Unusual Sexual Fantasy? Joyal, cossette and
lapierre (2014) employed a quantitative data analysis to determine which sexual fantasies
were rare, unusual, common, or typical from a statistical point of view. they discovered that
only two sexual fantasies were found to be rare for women or men, while nine others were
unusual. Submission and domination themes were not only common for both men and
women, but they were also significantly related to each other. they consequently advise
against labeling any given sexual fantasy as unusual, let alone deviant.

11. in nabokov’s infamous novel Lolita (1955), a  middle- aged professor becomes sex-
ually involved with his young stepdaughter after becoming unhealthily obsessed with her.
While the fan story has no literary links to Lolita, i believe that the author chose these tags
to warn readers that the story would feature an older father figure who was going to abuse
and rape a younger character over whom he has power.
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Pregnancy as bondage
Impregnating the Cisgender Man

in Works of Sherlock
and Merlin Slash Fiction

Jesse Ashman

Introduction 
in this essay, i will explore works which respond to a very specific kink;

namely, what if cisgender men could get pregnant? this is a trope within fan
works which allows for narratives that challenge, arouse and entertain the
reader by a process of reimagining and subverting preconceptions of the
body. i focus on texts which use the television series of Merlin (2008) and
Sherlock (2010) as their starting points, not only because these are two of my
favorite shows and fandoms, but also because they have a particularly rich
male pregnancy (mpreg or m!preg) kink community.

derecho (2006) asserts that fan fiction is a genre which is dominated by,
and belongs to, women and the subordinate (p. 72) and there is an (incorrect
though culturally ingrained) assumption that this subset of writers would be
those who can become pregnant. Simone de beauvoir highlights how a “woman’s
enslavement to the species is tighter or looser depending on how many births
the society demands and the hygienic conditions in which pregnancy and birth
occur”—for de beauvoir, the womb itself is the catalyst for the subjugation
of women (1949/2010, p. 69). Mpreg subverts this assertion and uses it for the
creation of erotic works. in its most docile form, this means gay men being
able to have biological children and a happy family unit as a result of this,
creating a domestic narrative centered around the values of love and family.
in its darker forms, mpreg becomes an explicit pornographic genre that pur-
posely breaks taboos and plays with bdSM elements and multiple kinks.
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Mpreg can and does exist in  non- kinky forms; in a study of Supernatural
(2005) fan fiction, berit Åström identifies that mpreg fan fiction often rep-
resents a subset of domestic narratives, where the focus is not on the super-
natural as it were, but instead on the domestic relationship—in this instance,
between the main characters Sam and dean Winchester (Åström, 2010).
While these kinds of domestic texts do exist in the body of work around Sher-
lock (2014) and Merlin (2008), i will focus on texts which explore the bodily
erotic, bonding (in both the restricting and reparative sense) and the painful
experience of male pregnancy. in these texts the pregnant body is repurposed
as male, confining and kinky. this gives us a specific type of erotica that
focuses on the internal and a kink which can only exist within a digital world.

this essay uses fan works from the Archive of our own (Ao3) com-
munity. Ao3 is one of the largest contemporary fan work sites, which organ-
izes fan works that may have been posted on other sites. For example, the
Merlin mpreg fests (a version of a “kinkfest”—an online community writing
event wherein participating authors all write on the same kink, in this case
choosing from a variety of prompts given by the fest curators) are all posted
on Ao3 as part of that fan community (Merlinmpreg_mod, 2012). it is one
of the preferred platforms of possibly the most prolific mpreg writer in the
Sherlock fandom, Annabagnell, as well as the majority of writers in the Merlin
fandom. Many of the fan works in these mpreg worlds are written as gifts 
for other writers, and as a platform Ao3 allows users to search texts by who
they are a gift for. Ao3 therefore goes further than just being a platform for
disseminating works; it provides a digital space for a kink community to
develop.

Fan fiction allows us to find very specific kinks and tropes and Ao3
makes this simple by having designated or freeform tags for each individual
kink—such as the omegaverse, birthsex, bp!Merlin (boy pussy Merlin) or
pregnancy kink, all of which exist as separate tags within the mpreg genre.
this has allowed Ao3 to become the hub for all things mpreg. Additionally,
if an author on Ao3 no longer wishes to be credited for their work, they can
abandon it and it will be attached to the generic author placeholder
“orphan_account”—a feature which is particularly useful for people writing
in taboo genres, as there is no permanence of the text being related to the
author.

Using mpreg fan works published on Ao3, this essay will chart the erotic
uses of pregnancy as a bdSM practice in the texts and discuss how this relies
on both the digital nature of the text and the tangible nature of the actor’s
body. it will argue that these works present a form of fetish that is, and can
only be, present in fan fiction texts and posit the idea that this erotic potential
in fact relies on the cisgenderness of the canon characters and the  real- life
actors that portray them. in the cyberspace realm of fan fiction, these bodies
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become an erotic battleground for the deconstruction of male and female
reproductive systems by allowing for erotic, kinky, male cisgender pregnancy.

Eroticizing Pregnancy
What is added by mpreg to the worlds of Sherlock and Merlin is a queer-

ing and eroticizing of the internal mechanisms of the body by taking preg-
nancy and presenting it back to us as a point of erotic fascination or contact.
However, pregnancy is culturally far removed from eroticism. the virgin/
whore dichotomy explains the cultural reading of the pregnant woman as
virginal; since a woman can only be read as either a virgin or a whore, the
pregnant woman therefore becomes coded as the virgin. this stems from the
most famous virgin of all, the Virgin Mary—who, as rubin (2009) asserts,
is both a core part of and an unavoidable presence within Western culture
that dates back to medieval europe (p. xxi). our cultural perception of preg-
nancy for this reason is one linked to the ethereal figure of the pregnant
Virgin Mary, and although the reality of pregnancy is that it is caused by sex
in some form or another, pregnancy is coded in the West as a wholesome
state of being a  non- sexual entity. this extends to even the experiences of
pregnant women themselves; bartellas et al. found that sexual activity
decreases during pregnancy, with a contributing factor to this being the belief
that sex during pregnancy can harm the baby, despite the fact that only a
minority of the women studied had actually discussed this concern with their
doctor and had not received their information from a reliable source (bartel-
las, crane, daley, bennett, & Hutchens, 2000, pp. 964–968).

More recently, there has been some widespread imagery of the pregnant
woman as something other than the virginal stereotype. Kammeyer (2008)
acknowledges the influence of demi Moore appearing naked while pregnant
on the cover of Vanity Fair, writing: “the magazine’s editors were surely
aware that, for a small but select audience, the Moore photograph would have
more than just shock value: it would also have sexual appeal” (p. 193). Kam-
meyer’s implication here is that the pregnant body is only attractive as a fetish;
while demi Moore is considered to be attractive at any other time in her life,
during pregnancy she becomes a fetish object.

Pregnant men, then, take on some of the coding of fetish and/or virgin.
Pregnancies in men can then be used to desexualize homosexual relationships
and be, as Åström writes, “life-affirming experiences resulting in the joy of
fatherhood” (2010, 1.5). However, in the Merlin and Sherlock fandoms the
pregnant man matches the mainstream view of it, which as Åström identifies
“tends to treat the pregnant male as monstrous” (ibid.). the difference in
pornographic mpreg is that rather than the monstrous being abhorrent, it

142 Section II. Sexual Inscription and Bodily Boundaries



becomes erotic. by retaining the fetishism with which pregnant bodies are
viewed and imposing it onto the male body, which rarely experiences this
kind of objectification, the pregnant man thus becomes both the virgin and
whore through taking on a powerful signifier of the wholesome female arche-
type of the homemaker.

Monstrosity is retained in these fan works through a clear difference
from the texts Åström looks at: they are not domestic fictions. in these works,
the monstrous pregnancy is described in detail—it is not merely a means
into the domestic sphere. likewise, sex within mpreg texts is not a means to
birth and in fact sometimes takes place during the birth. We see this in one
of Annabagnell’s most explicit works, Double Your Pleasure:

His prick jerked in his hand and come hit the base of his belly, painting his stretch-
marked skin. His body shook with orgasm and the force of the contraction, and he
hoped that John would finish soon, because god he could feel [the baby] moving
down [2013b, p. 6].

this is a particularly explicit example under the “erotic birth” tag, which
also includes works which use the birth in an erotic way without sex actually
taking place during the birth. in Double Your Pleasure, the pregnant body
and birth are merged with the orgasm and sex act, described as if they are
one. Annabagnell makes sex during pregnancy into something that is purely
eroticism; something that driscoll (2006) differentiates as “porn sex” rather
than “plot sex” (p. 86). instead of birth being something that is a key plot point,
it becomes part of a larger erotic scene. the pregnant body, one that usually
only fits into the virgin narrative, is therefore inverted into something that is
purely about sex. Sherlock’s body is fetishized so that birth becomes an erotic
experience, with his body described and objectified in meticulous detail.

this objectification is, as Marks (1996) writes, “one possible mode of
straight female looking at male bodies [which] comes through masquerade
[…] in this case, to look sexually at men i must masquerade as a gay man,
i.e., provisionally borrow a gay male gaze” (p. 127–128). Here, Marks identifies
that the female gaze cannot be reached purely through subverting the male gaze
and by looking at men, and instead poses one possibility of the female gaze
as that of “masquerade.” the way many mpreg writers construct a female gaze
is through this masquerade. Sherlock’s body is eroticized through the act of
John’s—and by extension the reader and the writer’s—looking, and the body
is then entrapped within the physicality of pregnancy and this erotic looking.
this erotic birth narrative provides another lens to look at birth through.
rather than the eroticism of the pregnant body just being an extension of the
subjugation of the female body, the inscribed sexuality of the pregnant body
is exposed through its being repurposed into the context of an mpreg narrative.

this is not to say that the fetishization of birth and pregnancy is a new
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thing; Kammeyer (2008) outlines that the fetishization of the pregnant female
body is something that has been happening for quite some time (p. 192).
What then, specifically, about pregnancy is tantalizing to both the fan fiction
writer and reader? Kammeyer cites the number of pregnancy fetish websites
available as evidence that “pregnant women with large breasts are indeed sex-
ually stimulating for many men” (pp. 192–193), working on the assumption
that enlarged breasts—a cliché point of male interest—is what draws people
(specifically men) to the pregnant body. However, he goes on to make the
distinction that lactating women and the use of breast pumps is found on
separate sites to generic pregnancy kink sites, and although Kammeyer him-
self does not draw this conclusion, his research suggests that what is attractive
here is not the breasts but the belly itself (pp. 192–193). A study conducted
by enquist et al. looks specifically at male attraction to pregnant and lactating
women, stating early upbringing and the oedipal complex as likely causes,
especially if the person has seen his mother breastfeeding (enquist, Aronsson,
ghirlanda, Jansson, & Jannini, 2011, pp. 140–147). it seems that the assumption
of men being attracted to breasts more than any other part of a woman skews
the inquiry into the attraction to pregnancy. When it comes to the pregnant
man in fan fiction, for example, there are usually no breasts or lactation
involved. Mpreg fiction instead finds innovative ways to use the pregnant
body to its full erotic potential, lingering on visceral descriptions of the preg-
nant male body and how this body is restricted, feminized and in pain. Within
mpreg fiction it can be argued that the attraction comes primarily from a
combination of bondage, domination, submission and masochism.

BDSM Pregnancy
As the focal point of attraction, the belly of the pregnant man can

become the means for creating bdSM practices within mpreg fan works. the
belly is the most prominent restricting and painful element in the sex acts
described within mpreg. As gross (2006) identifies, there is no clear definition
of bdSM beyond an enjoyment of pain, and this limited definition focuses
on the sadomasochistic elements more than the bondage and domination (p.
57). in many mpreg works the pregnancy is clearly painful and erotic at the
same time, but it is more an expression of the reader and writer’s masochism
than the protagonist’s sadism. For example, in Pressure (2013c), Annabagnell
has Sherlock in pain from his pregnancy, but neither character is inflicting
or enjoying the pain:

“come on, love, turn around for daddy, won’t you?” John crooned, rubbing his hands
gently across the expanse of Sherlock’s stretched skin. “You can’t come out facing that
way. bum first doesn’t work.”
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“Plus it’s fucking uncomfortable,” Sherlock added, wincing as an errant punch of
defiance hit his spine and sent a shock of pain up his back. “turn the other bloody
way ’round” [pp. 2–3].

While neither character is necessarily portrayed as enjoying the pain, since
this is a porn narrative everything within it seeks to enhance the eroticism.
the stretched skin and the morphing of the body give a  non- immediate pain
that is both sacrificial and testing the limits of the body. Wounding comes
from within and is imprinted on the body and the pain is described erotically
through the voyeurism that the reader has over the tactile experience. this
is not just morphing the cisgender male body into a body that can be impreg-
nated, but transforming it into a wounded, sexualized body. Agency and con-
trol is given over to the fandom though being able to impose this pain.

this has obvious bdSM elements; the enjoyment of pain, the practice
of aftercare, the stretching of the body to almost breaking point and the rel-
ative dominance/submission of the partners. there is a clear link between
the pregnancy and the dominance; the incurring of pain and the submission
of the pregnant partner to the pain inflicted upon him by the other character.
this differs from pregnancy kink in mainstream pornographic content in
that the breasts are not the focus; in these mpreg fan works, the belly and the
stretching of pregnancy (albeit through  semi- fictionalized biological func-
tions) take center stage.

bonding from within, induced through the biological functions of the
body, acts as a device to bond the male characters in other ways. Sherlock
and Merlin mpreg works are dotted with the idea of the pregnant male being
bound to the dominant partner as part of a societal expectation brought on
by their biology, mirroring the societal expectations of pregnancy in a woman.
in Annabagnell’s Double Your Pleasure (2013b) Sherlock is seen to be walking
at “almost a stagger, he thought, with his belly so low and full—over to the
bed” (p. 5). this can also be seen in gwyllion’s For the Good of the Kingdom
(2012), a story which was specifically written in response to a narrative prompt
issued by a curator within the Merlin mpreg fest: “Arthur really loves the
swell of Merlin’s belly, and even more than that he loves knowing that he
caused it” (merlinmpreg_mod, 2012):

beneath the covers, he stroked Merlin’s naked shoulder. His skin was smooth and
warm. He traced the curved line of flesh and muscle, blazing a trail down Merlin’s
back until his fingers fanned out over the swell of Merlin’s rump, ample with padding
that announced his condition. even with Merlin’s thick ceremonial robes and his
favourite tunics cleverly altered to make room for his new girth, the pregnancy was
obvious to the citizens of camelot [gwyllion, 2012, p. 1.].

both in these texts and in other fan works, the pregnant male is bonded to
his partner and his pregnant condition, in a way that is clearly eroticized by
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the visceral bodily descriptions of the belly which come to represent the
bonding through pregnancy. Adhering to the requested themes and condi-
tions specified by the prompt, in For the Good of the Kingdom Arthur is seeing
his lineage and the expectations of the King within Merlin’s pregnant body.
the fact that these are gay male relationships (coupled with the additional
specific dynamics of king/servant/consort and detective/assistant/lover)
makes for an erotic breaking of the taboo of how we are supposed to see birth
and the adherence to societal expectations of birth (monogamy, sacrifice,
child rearing), yet renders these erotic within slash fiction through the context
of homosexual love and the visceral descriptions of the body. this objectifi-
cation creates specific power dynamics between two men, which use the state
of pregnancy as part of the dominance/submission taking place.

Mpreg works can also explore specific power dynamics and bindings by
featuring forces external to the rational wishes of the protagonists taking
control over their bodies. While Merlin is more overt with it, both Sherlock
and Merlin contain elements of destiny—and the ultimate destiny of the two
protagonists to be together. in Merlin, this connection is explicitly referred
to as predestined following a conversation between Merlin and the great
dragon, whilst in Sherlock Mycroft Holmes is the first to allude to this con-
nection, stating that “[John] could be the making of my brother. or make
him worse than ever” (Moffat, gatiss & Mcguigan, 2010). this  bound- by-
destiny concept is extended in mpreg works through an additional  bound-
by-one’s-own-body paradigm, something which takes a particularly promi-
nent role within the omegaverse—an alternative universe wherein humans
have innate animalistic sexual natures featuring inherent “natural” instincts,
imperatives and behaviors.

in the omegaverse, dominant Alphas claim, breed and impregnate sub-
missive omegas. As busse (2013) notes, this is not simply an animal trans-
formation, but a whole other world that draws on terminology around
breed ing, heat cycles and bonding as well as male pregnancy (p. 317). the
Alpha and omega dynamics explored in some mpreg works play to this, ulti-
mately generating an erotic bondage paradigm which combines being bound
by culture, bound by biology and bound by destiny. For example, in The bond
of Alpha and Omega by fan author kinkmerighthererightnow, John is instinc-
tively drawn to Sherlock: “John tried to breath [sic], tried not to focus on
Sherlock smelling probably like a ripe ‘come-and-breed-me-Alpha’-fruit”
(2016, p. 5). this focus on breeding in Alpha/omega texts suggests an allusion
to the concept of the queer/breeder dichotomy and asks the question: what
if queers were basely motivated as breeders? (Warner, 1991, p. 9). these animal
urges, rather than using reproduction to legitimize queer relationships into
the familial structure, are used to sink them deeper into taboo though preg-
nancy and pregnancy fetish.
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Agency and the Belly 
the pregnant belly is not only a vessel for symbolic significance; in itself

it also provides a means of eroticism, pain and restraint. this duality is inte-
gral to mpreg, since in the majority of mpreg texts the pregnant belly is the
focal point for the pornographic interest. the belly provides a physical restric-
tion; a deviation from the norm of the male body and a potential for the
body to grow—to be stretched and to be swollen. bonding through pregnancy,
therefore, is a form of agency being relinquished by the pregnant partner,
and these binding dynamics are then combined with the specific elements of
the pregnant belly.

the pregnant belly is rendered kinky because of its semantic and societal
significance, but within the belly kink there is also an interest in the physi-
cality of pregnancy—similar to the physicality of being full of food—without
there necessarily being a specific interest in the reproductive elements of
pregnancy. it is telling that many mpreg texts also have elements of feed-
erism—doubling the ways in which the male body is being manipulated and
stretched—and that prominent authors in the mpreg genre also write in the
feederism genre; much of Annabagnell’s fan fiction and mpreg work, for
example, more broadly combines feederism and pregnancy, drawing on the
idea of pregnancy cravings as well as the stretching of the belly. Chocolate
and Pickled Gherkins (2010) by pushkin666 contains nothing but a description
of Merlin’s pregnancy cravings—there is absolutely no plot, perhaps giving
us a clear example of, where driscoll (2006) identifies porn sex and plot sex,
something that can be understood as porn feeding. giovanelli and Pelusco
(2007) and Prohaska (2013) argue that feederism is a culturally constructed
fetish which realizes both the Western attitude to fat and to eating, since “in
a society that cloaks foods rich in saturated fat and calories in danger, mystery,
intrigue, it makes sense that the fetishized food choices of women, as well as
the act of consumption itself, become symbolically linked to pleasure, sexual
or otherwise” (giovanelli and Pelusco, 2007, pp. 331–332). Feederism in mpreg
draws on these cultural significances of feederism to manipulate a male body
in the ways in which female bodies have been manipulated, by both the cul-
tural significances and social ramifications of pregnancy and control over
the weight and calorific intake of a body.

it would be tempting for a reader to merely gloss the pregnant partner
as the woman in a slash fiction dynamic, and while there are certainly some
aspects of feminization of the pregnant partner, feederism in homosexual
male relationships draws also on the taboo of not fitting the desired thin aes-
thetic for gay men. As Pyle and lowey (2009) identify, in the gay male com-
munity fat men are considered a fetish, and a thin or muscled frame is the
archetypal gay figure. the gay pregnant man challenges not only what we
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think of male physiology but also what we think of gay male desirability and
aesthetic. Mpreg works are dotted with elaborate descriptions of Sherlock
and Merlin’s thin, unmuscled, pale bodies, stretching them out into one that
creates the erotic through a figure which subverts the idealized male body.
Mpreg works use this to dominate the male characters—rendering feederism
as something that a fan fiction reader or writer can indulge in through the
kind of masquerade Marks poses. Feederism as an erotic taboo therefore
plays into the idea of wanting to stretch and grow the gay male body, and as
a result, both feederism and the pregnant man (and often a combination of
the two) challenge what we know about the male figure. by having figures
that are both being fed and being impregnated, the body loses agency in a
way that also transforms it, with the belly acting as the focal point for this
transformation.

in some cases, the belly can become the only eroticized part of the preg-
nant male body; often, the genitalia of the pregnant partner is left undescribed
(which has the side effect of circumnavigating exactly where this baby is
going to be birthed from) and the belly is given eroticized attention. When
the texts focus on the belly is when the language starts to become the visceral,
erotic descriptions we are used to seeing attached to the erogenous zones of
the female body. returning to Annabagnell’s Double Your Pleasure, she writes,
“it seemed to Sherlock that John had spent most of Sherlock’s pregnancy at
least  half- hard […] From the very beginning, when Sherlock’s stomach just
barely started to show, John’s cock perked right up and greeted the sight”
(2013b, p. 1). Here, the focal point for eroticism is clearly the belly: the preg-
nancy is what makes the partner desirable. Particularly with language like
“swollen, glowing, blooming,” this is not simply a crude or humorous use of
belly kink; it is a visceral erotic depiction with the belly being the focal point
for the restricting and kinky elements. What this adds up to is an enlarged
belly as a restriction imposed by an outside force—and the larger the belly,
the more restricting it becomes.

behar (2009) uses the notions of the body as a surface and the restriction
as a projection to understand how bondage operates: “bdSM’s visual culture
includes bondage images in which wilful bodily movements must negotiate
against or coordinate with restriction or restraint” (p. 2) and the restraint
acts to “nullify” the subject’s will (p. 3). behar is approaching this from a
fashion perspective, but the way the belly is transposed onto something like
a thin cisgender character’s body operates in very much the same way; the
body is interfaced with and restricted, and the subject’s will is suppressed as
he learns to  co- ordinate with the restriction. For example, in Annabagnell’s
(Almost) Sex on The Beach Sherlock walks with his “right arm cupping his
belly as he waddled towards the shoreline” (2013a, p. 2). this combines the
eroticized belly with the physical restriction that it projects onto the body;
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Sherlock, accustomed to canonically free and flexible movement, now has to
negotiate the new physical restriction and work around it. Val_creative in
Realism (2014) uses this mechanism of bondage in an explicit sex scene:

[Merlin] pressed with the side of his face to his own bed, arching his lower half into
Arthur’s hands steadying him on his knees, huge belly distended. He rocked back
with small, uncoordinated thrusts, hardly getting the maneuvering desired [p. 9].

the barrier to movement and by extension, sex, is one that is caused by
the belly—by the object of desire. behar’s perspective looks at external forces
interfacing with the body and while the pregnancy is a part of the body, it is
clearly being used here to interface onto it. the forces that control it are not
at the will of the restricted person. As with gwyllion’s engagement with the
prompt of Arthur adoring the swell of Merlin’s belly and taking both pleasure
and pride in knowing that he caused it, the agency is given over to the impreg-
nating partner and the voyeur reader/writer, not the impregnated character.
the bondage comes directly from the forbidden sex act, rather than some-
thing that is imposed onto the body as part of the sex act. this gives mpreg
a circularity that is difficult to achieve with other forms of bdSM; the sex act
causes the restriction, which in turn heightens the sex act.

Cisgender Bodies and Taboo 
Mpreg, then, can operate as a bdSM practice. However, this practice is

very specific to online fan cultures and relies upon the specific mechanisms
that this space allows. As Hellekson and busse (2014) write in their intro-
duction to The Fan Fiction Studies Reader, “if [the term fandom] requires an
actual community of fans who share an interest, then Sherlock Holmes would
easily qualify as the first fandom, with  fan- written Holmes pastiches serving
as the beginnings of fan fiction” (p. 6). likewise, the legend of King Arthur
that Merlin draws its canon from forms part of the long history of works
which form fan fiction’s lineage of retelling stories and reworking the same
characters throughout history (Watt, 2004, p. 49). these new versions of
Sherlock and Merlin do not shy away from their canonical texts, referencing
them in a way that encourages audiences to both read back into the source
texts and to create their own works as the bbc writers have done. Sherlock
uses episode titles that mirror the original Sherlock Holmes texts; for instance,
A Study in Scarlet becomes A Study in Pink, A Scandal in Belgravia becomes
A Scandal in Bohemia and The Hound of the Baskervilles becomes The Hounds
of Baskervilles (doyle, 2009; Vertue & cameron, 2014). Merlin takes a similar
approach, with episode titles such as Le Mort d’Arthur which comes directly
from Sir thomas Malory’s telling of the Arthurian legend (Malory, 2015).

Sherlock and Merlin in their television iterations present an opportunity
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for fan fiction writers to create works that are as legitimate as their canonical
content, thus offering a unique opportunity for an appearance of relative
legitimacy in the process of creating queer fan fiction. Sherlock and Merlin
fan fiction presents what Jones (2002) calls an “actualization of latent textual
elements” (p. 82). there is an explicit but denied homosexuality within the
canon of the television series, so much so that Sherlock in particular has been
called out for “queerbaiting”—a term which describes a text alluding to and
profiting from the suggestion that a heterosexual character is queer, without
making this character canonically queer (Fathallah, 2015, p. 491). However,
Sherlock and Merlin fan fiction ultimately creates a specific opportunity to
queer a body of work and a source text which has already gone some way to
queering itself, through both having a queer fandom and being fan works in
themselves. these conditions allow mpreg to take this a step further into the
realm of taboo by writing male cisgender bodies as pregnant.

the first of the specific conditions which allow mpreg fan fiction to
flourish from a source text is the ability for any mpreg writer to take control
of the portrayal of a cisgender body. the erotic restriction presented by mpreg
is heightened by the fact the cisgender male bodies which are manipulated
in fan works are experiencing a restriction they ultimately cannot experience
either in the real world or in the canonical worlds from which they are drawn
and developed. What Sherlock and Merlin slash fiction generally adds to its
source texts is an explicit and often pornographic queering of the canon,
building on foundations that are already themselves works of fan fiction.
However, what is unique here is how through the source texts being open
about their fan fiction nature, Sherlock and Merlin mpreg is allowed to be
subversive in its queerness—but not through its status as fan fiction. this
allows space to envision and create a cisgender pregnancy narrative that is
not so far removed from the canonical content as to be unrecognizable. Where
the taboo of the pregnant man becomes particularly subversive is when it is
used to codify a queer body through pregnancy onto the bodies of presumably
cisgender actors, through an interface with a pregnant, swollen belly. the
taboo and forbidden element is therefore generated within the queer and
kinky themes in the text, something that is not always as possible with other
popular fandoms such as Supernatural or Doctor Who which are works owned
by their respective production companies.

Within mpreg, these specific cisgender bodies and characters are
acknowledged, referenced and subsequently impregnated. Steenhuyse (2011)
uses transportation theory to examine the specific nuances of fan fiction with
regards to scene setting and character generation and identifies that in fan
fiction a specific shared landscape and set of characters is already established.
For example, drawing on works which reference the set of House, Steenhuyse
demonstrates how readers “can fill out generic references (for example to a
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‘small desk in the corner’) with specific images from the show (in this case,
of a desk with a computer, positioned near a large window)” (p. 3). A large
part of the shared language of these narratives is the physicality of actors
who portray the characters and many mpreg works draw specific bodily ele-
ments of lead actors’ appearances in order to explicitly reference the bodies
of specific actors. on Ao3, the Sherlock fandom in particular has specific
tags for the bbc’s version of the characters, as given the abundance of Sherlock
Holmes adaptations it is important that the reader and writer are referencing
the same body in the process of reading and writing.

in many mpreg texts, the body of an actor is used to create a fetishized
description of the pregnant male body of the character. this is particularly
evident when the texts make explicit reference to their use of an actor’s
appearance to inform the depiction of a character in fan texts. For example,
in Oh What Would a Man Not Do for Love? (2013), evenlodes_Friend cites
images of benedict cumberbatch with bleached hair as the inspiration for
this mpreg fiction. this is an explicit reference to how the actor benedict
cumberbatch—not the character Sherlock—appears in The Fifth Estate, in
role for which cumberbatch bleached his hair. this is part of the playfulness
of fandoms centered around a specific actor, whereby the fandom acts as a
conduit through which the actor’s body can be queered into and through the
taboo sex acts we see in these narratives. Within this, enough is left (or omit-
ted) to allow a reader to fill in the gaps with the shared canonical references,
this situating the reader(s) in a shared narrative space. this creates an immer-
sive experience which still provides readers and writers with opportunities
to able to engage in mpreg practices which are taboo as both tropes and as
discursive interpretive practices.

Specialness and Monstrosity
Mpreg exists in an uncanny valley between forbidden and accepted

forms of the queering of its canonical work. in this way, mpreg as a kink
operates within a liminal space that can only exist within fan cultures. Part
of what makes this operation so effective is the mix of specialness/monstrosity
that the pregnant man possesses in these works through using the characters
of Sherlock and Merlin as they are presented in the bbc shows.

given how the pregnant man’s body can be culturally read as something
special, monstrous or impossible, the erotic focus of this corrupted special-
ness plays with the virgin/whore dynamic, making a gifted but perverse figure.
both Sherlock and Merlin as characters already possess a canonical spe -
cialness which, while useful for overcoming their challenges in the show, is
ultimately shunned by their respective wider societies. For Merlin, this means
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being in possession of magic, something punishable by death. For Sherlock,
this means having a scientific, calculating mind but a socially unacceptable
identity as a high functioning sociopath. Mpreg is often brought about by
either magic or futuristic science, and what makes the protagonists special
in mpreg fictions is their ability to get pregnant. Merlin and Sherlock are
already coded as gay and already coded as abhorrently special. this means
that as a reader, our reference point from the outset therefore allows us a
believable world where the cisgender man can become pregnant—where we
are able to reclaim the body of the oppressor into an erotic freak.

the very thing that makes this specialness taboo is not only how preg-
nancy is seen culturally, but also how specifically pregnant men are portrayed.
Sparrow (2008) investigates the possibility of future technologies allowing
cisgender men to become pregnant and dismisses their right to do so as some-
thing which “constitutes a reductio ad absurdum of the idea of reproductive
liberty” (p. 275). likewise, Warner (1991) in Fear of a Queer Planet outlines
the perceived separation between queer and  non- queer people, outlining this
as “made practical and enforceable by family ideology—between alternative
sexualities and social reproduction. indeed, in  Anglo- American cultures the
colloquial term by which many queer people define the enemy is not ‘straights’
but, bitterly, ‘breeders’” (p. 9). coupled with the sensationalist media attention
given to transgender pregnant men, the pregnant man is seen as an abject
figure—somewhere between absurd, impossible and freakish. For queer peo-
ple it can represent a crossing into the world of breeders—for the heterosexual
community, an impossibility or an abomination.

the specialness of mpreg often comes from both the specialness of the
character and their access to science, magic or both. Anatomy and biological
functioning becoming altered by magic or science play a large part in con-
structing the erotic body in mpreg. both Merlin and Sherlock offer opportu-
nities for this, since they have the characters of gaius and John respectively,
both of whom are medical professionals who can pour over the intricacies
of the body of the pregnant man. Morwen_Maranwe in Masterpiece Theatre
(2014) imagines a pill which can enable the male body to become pregnant,
and the Edge of the Unknown series (elirwen, 2012) features gaius’ medical
assessment of Merlin’s pregnant anatomy: “the organs are in a bit different
positions, but other than that i don’t see any problems. there’d never been a
male pregnancy so i can’t tell for sure, but i think your body is simply adjust-
ing, making space for the foetus to grow” (p. 4). by constructing a world in
which a cisgender male body is impacted and examined in the same scientific
ways that a female or transgender body would be, the pregnant cisgender
body, which even its owner does not see as a sexual body, thus becomes a
medical problem to be uncovered and investigated. this in turn allows for
pregnant sex later once the body has been medically examined and its dif-
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ferences addressed to enhance the taboo nature of the sex. these are bodies
that are both queer and breeder, and subsequently abject to both, performing
acts which neither are made for.

While all these works play on the construct of a cisgender body through
the use of an actor’s body, some slash works do make the character explicitly
transgender. Halberstam (2010), examining the representations of thomas
beatie (sensationalized as the first ever pregnant man, although Halberstam
rightfully queries this title), notes that “the fault lines between disgust and
acceptance are remarkably narrow nowadays, and so while obvious and unre-
solved gender variance (butchness) still solicits frowns and groans, an out-
wardly  gender- conforming family made up of a transgender man and his
‘wife’ can be comforting and easily tolerated” (pp. 77–78). While an easy tol-
eration may not be everyone’s experience, there is certainly a fine line between
the perceptions of abject or conformist queer lives. by putting the pregnant
man into a pornographic work, fan fiction writers destabilize this fault line,
using an already abject concept (pregnant sex) and tying it in with what Hal-
berstam identifies as a  close- to-acceptable form of queerness (although this
is still rendered to some extent abject through the pregnancy being within
an outwardly conforming gay male relationship). this is then imposed onto
the cisgender actor’s body, and in works where the character becomes explic-
itly transgender, such the transgender Sherlock depicted in GIFT by
kingofthegingerales (2013), a doubling of acceptance and  non- acceptance ties
these works together. in one act they claim the cisgender body as transgender,
imposing it onto a normalized body, and then render this into the realm of
erotic taboo by making it into a sex symbol.

in Merlin, Arthur is the normalized character, he is the “one of these
real rough, tough, save the world kind of men” as gwen puts it in the show,
whereas Merlin is coded as more feminine, and submissive (Jones et al.,
2008)—and this is tied in with Merlin’s magic; his vulnerability that is also
his strength. in some works, however, science and/or magic are utilized again
in order to make it possible for the characters to possess something resem-
bling a transgender body; for example, in The Golden Age weezlyismyking
(2015) uses the magical potentiality inherent within the Merlin universe to
make both Arthur and Merlin have magic, with Arthur’s manifesting as him
having a vagina. the transgender body is thus coded as an impossible or
magical body; as the characters as they exist in these works are in a state they
could never achieve without the use of supernatural powers, the implication
is that such impossibility is not the case in reality, but that it is when existing
on a cisgender man. by equating this specialness to being transgender, queer
identity is recoded as powerful and special, rather than dangerous. What on
the surface is a taboo sex act actually relies on a destabilization of the
 cisgender body through the body of the actor.
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Digital Worlds
As the popularity of the omegaverse shows, there are depictions and

explorations of sexuality that have grown exponentially within online fan fic-
tion communities. busse charts the evolution of the omegaverse trope as
something that has come about through the participatory culture of fan writ-
ing, and also cites the nature of online fan fiction whereby someone can
search for their specific kinks, rather than an approximation of what they are
looking for (busse, 2013). given that pregnancy fetish, pregnant men and
kink exist outside of cyberspace, it could be argued that mpreg provides a
mirror to the outside world, reflecting desires that already exist without cyber-
space. in mpreg fiction, we therefore see not only tropes and fetishes that can
exist only in cyberspace but also bodies that cannot exist elsewhere.

Andermahr (2005), when talking about Winterson’s The Powerbook,
explains that the body is rendered disembodied through cyberspace; in The
Powerbook the protagonist/audience can become whatever and whoever they
desire and the text purposely avoids description that would embody the pro-
tagonist (p. 113). Many mpreg texts take up this same technique for tackling
impossible bodies, with the bodily changes associated with male pregnancy
often including brief mentions of characters developing genital structures
through which to give birth. in many others, the body morphs unseen—
meaning we can have a body that references a real life cisgender body but
that has a phallus and a birth scene in the same erotic work, without the
transformation being described within the text. due to the participatory
nature of the work, other fans are not out looking for the blooper of the trans-
formation not being addressed or described, and the body is allowed to take
on a more fluid form; since all that exists of the erotic mpreg body is what is
described within the text alongside what is referenced of the body of the
actor, this shared, constructed body becomes accessible and malleable.

Conclusion 
What the majority of definitions of bdSM share is that there is an ele-

ment of control—where one body hands over agency to another, and in
mpreg, the agency of both the body of the actor and the body of work is
handed over to the collective fan community. A transformative act of bdSM,
one which relies heavily on the body of the cisgender actor and uses the cre-
ating and breaking of taboo to enact pornographic works, mpreg is collabo-
rative and  counter- public work which queers the cisgender bodies of very
prominent mainstream actors. While the descriptions of the bodily transfor-
mations are often absent, descriptions of sex acts, biology and genitalia are
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intrinsic to the pornographic nature of mpreg fan works. this allows readers
to open up and control a bdSM pornographic world which would otherwise
be inaccessible to them—i.e., porn actors can become celebrities and can
cross over into  non- pornographic works, but  non- erotic actors rarely cross
over into pornographic content. Mpreg porn therefore gives the writer and
reader full agency over the actor’s body; in mpreg fan works, a celebrity can
be seen to be both engaging in explicit sex acts while his body is manipulated
into being pregnant, another thing that it would be not only unlikely but
impossible to achieve.

in mpreg, it is not only the sex acts that are an act of bdSM. in the case
of Merlin and Sherlock, mpreg slash fiction exists in keeping with the queer
fan cultures that the shows nurture and encourage, and the act of reading
and writing mpreg becomes a collective act of dominating the cisgender body.
Mpreg transposes the cisgender body into a media form in which mainstream
discourse would have it never belonging, but one which conversely relies on
its presence and participation to exist at all. Mpreg in the form it exists in
fan fiction can therefore only exist within fan fiction, but through this it uses
bdSM practices to reclaim bodies otherwise inaccessible to audiences. What
mpreg does best, then, is to give us power; it creates a world in which immov-
able, untouchable bodies become malleable and accessible.
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erotic imaginaries of Power
in Fan Fiction tropes

Samantha close and cynthia Wang

Introduction
the origins of this study began with the frustration of one of the authors

who had just finished reading a slash fan fiction story: how could there be
no actual sex in a story rated e for explicit? Her girlfriend snickered. “You
should just  ctrl- f for ‘cock’ when you start a story,” she suggested. “that way
you’ll know.”

one of the central questions in the early scholarship of slash fandom
was why straight women would be so invested in writing and reading stories
about gay male sex. As fandom and fan studies research has expanded, it’s
now clearer than ever that slash fans identify with a wide variety of sexual
orientations and, for some, engaging with fan fiction is part of their process
for coming to understand their own desires and needs—even in their unful-
fillment! Slash has been revealed to have expanded beyond gay men to
include, among others, F/F pairings or femslash—which portray romantic
and sexual relationships between female characters. However, while the typ-
ically fannish stance of “your kink is okay, my kink is okay,” is often good
ethics, it can be lazy theory. this study grew and developed through con -
versations between the authors; both queer women, one who reads almost
exclusively male slash fiction and one who reads almost exclusively female
slash fiction. We, like destinationtoast (the fandom statistician and  meta-
commentator), wanted to better understand the relationship between certain
parts of the male anatomy and female, queer erotic imaginations.  ctrl- F for
“cock,” indeed.

Fan fiction isn’t always necessarily about sex, and fandom’s rapid
 expansion via the internet has accelerated the development and spread of
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 pan- fannish textual tropes. Slash provides a space to explore difference in
social organization, in gender, in biology, in politics, and beyond. this essay
focuses on futanari, a trope specific to pairings of female characters in which
bodies sexed as female also have penises. if that exploration more often than
not swings in way that is enticingly explicit, who are we to complain? How-
ever, a focus on difference within slash fan fiction can obscure what stays the
same. even though futanari switches the traditional focus of slash to female
bodies, sex continues to be defined by the presence of the  penis- phallus.
Problematic power dynamics, including the heteronormativity fan fiction so
often opposes, continue to come up. in this essay, we argue that while bodies
in futanari slash fiction are being queered, sexuality and social power dynam-
ics largely are not.

Theorizing Identities Within Fandom
Fan fiction has traditionally made a space for queer narratives within

heteronormative canonical worlds. Queering up is not just about represen-
tation, however, such as casting Kirk and Spock as gay or pansexual rather
than as straight. it is also about queering bodies. even as far back as Star
Trek: The Original Series (1966–1969), fans took off from Spock’s canonical
 half- alien biology to imagine differently embodied sex acts—at the very least,
his dick was clearly green (Penley, 1992).

Much early work in fandom studies drew on feminist media and cultural
studies scholarship to move away from the trend of conceptualizing fandom
via “the marginalization and stigmatization of women’s cultural tastes and
interests[,] towards an emphasis on fandom as an alternative space for identity
formation and collective expression” (Jenkins, 2014, p. 93). As such, and given
the continuing legal battles to preserve fandom’s right to exist within a copy-
right regime, fan creation was often cast in a positive light (tushnet, 2014).
Slash fan fiction does, after all, bring queerness to heteronormative canons,
provide space for women to be creators, audiences, and friends, and it often
powerfully imagines egalitarian relationships outside of patriarchal societal
structures. However, as fans themselves were discussing at that time and as
later scholarly work pointed out, this positive light could overly idealize the
genre and ignore issues such as homophobia, misogyny, racism, and consent
(green, Jenkins, & Jenkins, 1998; Mizoguchi, 2008; zubernis & larsen, 2012).
Fans assume that slash fiction subverts and resists heterormative narratives.
indeed, fan studies has too long been content to stop looking for challenges
to heteronormativity beyond slash, and has been prone to  under- theorizing
the relationship between slash and heteronormativity. For example, a straight
interracial couple is a challenge to heteronormativity, even though it is not
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slash. it may seem  counter- intuitive for slash to also possibly express homo-
phobic sentiments. However, particularly in early slash, it was quite common
for writers to cast their male leads not as gay, but as heterosexual men who
happened to fall in love with each other—a clear erasure of, and aversion to,
queer identities even while writing and reading about men having sex with
each other (green, Jenkins, & Jenkins, 1998).

the argument that slash can reinforce homophobia was raised particu-
larly forcefully in Japan around the mostly female fandom for yaoi, now insti-
tutionalized as boys’ love, based in doujinshi, or  fan- made manga. Yaoi
fandom and boys’ love include the textual tropes of penetrator as dominant
and receiver as submissive in terms of power, which do not reflect actual gay
male sexual identities. Yaoi fandom emerged into the media spotlight in Japan
in the 1990s, at roughly the same time as did rising queer activism, including
the first court cases challenging  anti- gay discrimination (Hori, 2013). in 1992,
a  self- identified gay male activist critiqued yaoi in a feminist zine as “a genre
in which men belonging to the homosexual minority were being depicted in
a purely fantastical way by and for women belonging to the heterosexual
majority” (Hori, 2013, para. 4). readers, both yaoi fans and not, took both
sides in what became a fierce debate, with participants often reflecting deeply
on the problems of reconciling affective feelings with political commitments
(Hori, 2010 & 2013; Vincent, 2007). Particularly as mainstream media finally
does begin to integrate more representations of gay, lesbian, and queer char-
acters, the foundational assumption that slash is resistant to heteronorma-
tivity and patriarchy must be revised. As Hunting (2012, para. 6.7) argues in
her analysis of Queer as Folk fan fiction written after the end of the series,
“that most fan writers choose an ending that is more heteronormative than
the canon’s ending demonstrates the extent to which fans can produce work
that is more normative than the canon they write within.”

in many ways this should not truly be a surprise. if the unofficial motto
of Western fandom is “infinite diversity in infinite combinations” (idic),
then not all of those combinations are likely to be progressive ones. However,
when looked at through other lenses, diversity within fan fiction is remarkably
finite. the general absence of female characters in both slash and yaoi has
long been a topic of internal and external discussion in both Japan and the
West. one prominent strand of theoretical reasoning suggests that female
slash and yaoi fans identify with one or both of the male characters, who are
generally much more psychologically fleshed out and less stereotyped than
the canonical female characters, and also desire to experience a relationship
outside the bounds of heterosexuality under patriarchy—which must thereby
be with another man (Penley, 1992; green, Jenkins, & Jenkins, 1998; Suzuki,
1998; Aoyama, 2009). others posit that female writers and readers, as a mar-
ginalized gender group, enjoy their control over male characters and their
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bodies (green, Jenkins, & Jenkins, 1998; zubernis & larsen, 2012; nagaike,
2003). there is unlikely to be either a single or a simple explanation, and the
inertia of existing community practice and tradition1 is also important to
consider. beyond the focus on men, however, misogyny surfaces in slash fan-
dom as female characters in both canon and fan works often draw an
immense amount of hate. As blair (2010) points out in her study of the live-
Journal community Yaoi daily, it does not follow that focusing on relation-
ships between male characters requires hostility towards female characters.

Some fans have taken on both of these questions by reflecting on why,
in a space with such diverse representations of sexuality, there is a huge dis-
parity between male/male slash (M/M) and female/female slash (F/F). one
statistical analysis of the Archive of our own found that only 9 percent of
the total works were identified by the authors as containing a female pairing,
versus the 50 percent of the archive that contained a male pairing (toastystats,
2016). even calling F/F “femslash,” rather than assuming its inclusion under
the slash umbrella, indicates its felt difference (toastystats, 2016). Studies of
F/F, and of female characters in slash more generally, add an important corol-
lary to the theories above. they point out that most F/F creation happens in
fandoms for media properties with numerous prominent female characters,
a still unfortunately limited source (toastystats, 2014; blair, 2010). that being
said, there is likely something more going on than simple lack of canonical
material when fans can generate a detailed,  trans- fandom alternative universe
with different biological rules, such as the omegaverse, but not see their way
to expanding on secondary female characters.

this argument parallels and intersects with those made by scholars and
fans concerned about another notable absence in the infinite diversity in infi-
nite combinations paradigm of fan fiction: the absence of characters of diverse
races and ethnicities. discussions which point to F/F as marginalized often
fail to note that F/F is still a very white space. While it is certainly true that
popular media depicting more than one central character of color is still very
limited, fans’  well- known propensity to build on minor (white) characters
makes this a thin argument. Similarly, as canonical media begins to include
more and more characters of color, fandom’s overwhelming focus on white
pairings in fandoms for series such as Teen Wolf and Star Wars: The Force
Awakens points to an investment in whiteness, rather than queerness, as a
structuring force (Pande & nadkarni, 2013; Klink et al., 2016).

Wanzo (2015, para. 1.6) goes further in pointing out that “despite their
invisibility in fan studies, African Americans are often hypervisible examples
of fandom and demonstrate affective relationships to fandom that complicate
existing studies of fans.” When fan studies focuses on women, the emphasis
is often on their “resistance to being normative women through their con-
sumption,” since women’s marginalization often takes the form of strictly
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defined behaviors, attitudes, appearances, interests, and social roles (Wanzo,
2015, para. 2.5). However, women of color face a different ideological terrain
altogether; their identities as women are  non- normative simply by their exis-
tence. being a fan, then, can be a choice towards sameness as well as towards
otherness (Wanzo, 2015). the complexity of this movement is clear in the
words of an African American fan of Japanese rock music, who recalls, “i
have been called ‘white girl’ and ‘weirdo’ because i like things that do not fit
into the black ‘norm’” (imaoka, 2007, pp. 96–96). Such experiences fit the com -
mon critique of American fans of Japanese popular culture loving it for its
otherness, rather than for its own sake or with knowledge of Japan’s cultural
context, but it inflects it very differently (napier, 2007; imaoka, 2007 & 2010).

What should by now be clear is that even as F/F and people of color fea-
ture significantly less frequently in fan creations and fan studies, they are
certainly there. So too, sometimes, are homophobia, misogyny, and racism—
and it is to the detriment of scholarship to continue to gloss over the questions
this presents. raced, gendered, and queer identities (for a start) impact heav-
ily on the way that fans’ erotic imaginations intersect with power. this is not
to invite a regressive move into shame. one of fandom’s greatest cultural
strengths is its ability to imagine things differently, which also requires notic-
ing when imagination is  re- treading disquietingly familiar ground. We must
understand the social role of fantasy in its nuance, rather than dichotomize
it between “an optimistic outlook on life (difference as utopia, where rape is
actually a really good romp in the sheets) versus a pessimistic outlook (dif-
ference as dystopia, where rape is rape and clearly unethical)” (Williams,
2010, p. 223). indeed, the nuances we found in our exploration of futanari
characters go beyond this binary of difference as dystopia or difference as
utopia. the stories negotiate normative social dynamics via the difference 
of queer bodies, thereby rejecting the rigid understandings of the utopic/
dystopic binary. this allows us to understand the deep complexity of the
appeal of this particular trope in the erotic imagination of readers. Hence,
in this essay we focus on the fannish imagination as evidenced through the
 pan- fandom trope of futanari, seeking to understand its textual construction
of bodies and of sexualities, as well as the ways in which these interplay with
erotic power dynamics and identity politics.

What the F--- Is Futanari?
While slash and yaoi (along with the F/F equivalent of yuri) are both

practices in which largely female readers and writers  re- imagine canonically
straight characters in queer ways, they are not the same practice, nor is one
derivative of the other. Modern slash largely developed within Western
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 science- fiction and media fandom, and remained underground as much
because of its freewheeling appropriation of copyrighted characters as its sex-
ual content (Jenkins, 1992; coppa, 2006). Modern yaoi actually traces its his-
tory back to a critically acclaimed novel, Mari Mori’s homoerotic The Lovers’
Forest (1961/2012). both yaoi and yuri grew through the intersections of com-
mercially published shoujo, or girls’ manga with fan appropriations of canon-
ical characters from both shoujo and shonen (boys’) manga (Mizoguchi, 2003;
Vincent, 2007). Fans from Japan as well as from the United States have long
had an interest in each other’s popular culture, although American media is
much more mainstream in Japan than the other way around. Particularly as
both nations embraced network communications, vibrant contact zones grew
up wherein fans could more swiftly and directly communicate with each
other. this has led to a flourishing increase in production in the intersections
between slash, yaoi, and yuri.2 one of these intersections is the  pan- fandom
trope of futanari.

Futanari is the Japanese word for hermaphroditism or androgyny. As a
trope, it originally became popular in pornographic anime and manga before
filtering into Japanese and english fannish practice (Maser, 2013; nagayama,
2006). A futanari character combines a biologically male apparatus, the penis,
with an otherwise biologically female body, often including a vagina. balls
are optional. the trope is also commonly known and tagged as “g!p,” “girl
penis,” or “girl peen.” Pande and nadkarni (2013) call for fans to engage with
race and cultural specificity thoughtfully, rather than reproducing the struc-
tures of power evident in canonical media and the societies that produced
it. the F/F futanari trope is arguably a case where that has occurred. Japanese
gender practices and social structures contradict an implicit assumption in
much Western Fan and gender studies “that an understanding of gender as
socially constructed necessitates a rejection of gendered social roles and gen-
dered power hierarchies” (leblanc, 2011). Futanari builds on this Japanese
outlook wherein “sexual acts are more often viewed as asobi (play) and not
an  identity- determining factor” (Hall, 2010, p. 219). Scholars question whether
a “gay identity” exists in Japan as it does in the West, critiquing the idea that
Japanese homosexuals “lack” such an identity and should develop one
(Mclelland, 2000).

As Western scholars writing about this trope in the context of its emer-
gence in  english- language fan works, however, it is important to consider
how our viewpoint requires “adopting, negotiating, or rejecting American
discourses of sexuality and identity” and thus bringing new meaning to the
trope (Hall, 2010, p. 219). ethnicity and national origin impacts strongly on
negotiations of gender and sexuality. despite futanari’s status as an F/F trope,
some communities dedicated to female slash explicitly disallow it, unless the
character is trans in the canon. these communities often also outlaw gender -
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swap, a trope in which canonically male characters are imagined in female
bodies. these actions can be read as striving to preserve focus on “normal”
female bodies, but in doing so they can inadvertently place potentially trans-
phobic boundaries around gender expressions. on the other hand, futanari’s
status as a fictional trope also raises concerns about “the use of transgendered
and  trans- sexual bodies as tropes in the exploration of cisgendered identities
when the quotidian realities of translives are given little consideration” (busse
& lothian, 2009). trans* fans frustrated with fetishistic and even transphobic
depictions of  trans- seeming bodies and experiences in genderswap created
the specific subgenre of transfic, “fan fiction about transgender characters,
usually characters who are not transgender/transsexual in canon” (beazley,
2016; transfic, 2016).

Part of our initial interest in futanari was the possible relationship
between the trope’s imagined bodies and trans* identities. Futanari’s fusion
of a male sexual organ and a female body recall American terms like “girlfag”
and “transfag,” which were “coined during the late 1990s in the U.S. to describe
persons who were  female- assigned at birth and who feel an intense fascination
for and identification with gay men,” wanting to have sex “like a boy” even
while anatomically female (Meyer, 2010, p. 244). However, what our analysis
suggests is that futanari is a biological and a  meta- textual trope, rather than
an identity. this trope overlaps with the similarly  pan- fandom trope of the
omegaverse, but where lexa of The 100 might say “i’m an alpha,” a term
which, like futanari, signifies a body with a  penis- like organ and otherwise
female biology, she would never say “i’m a futanari.” Similarly, one’s story
“has” a g!p tag rather than a character within it “being” a g!p. the distinction
between identity and trope is key in analyzing the relationship of futanari to
trans* bodies and imaginaries. erotica author Kella z. driel (2016) puts it
simply, arguing “the word ‘futanari’ shouldn’t be synonymous with an actual
M2F transgender, since magical futanari bodies have nothing to do with gen-
uine transgender experience.” Japanese trans* people are much more likely
to identify themselves via the term newhalf (driel, 2016; Mclelland, 2002).
Similarly, trans* scholarship suggests that gendered appearance and social
recognition of gender is often more important than the sexual biology on
which futanari focuses (Schilt and Windsor, 2014). thus, our focus is not on
the trans dimension of futanari but rather, as much as this distinction is pos-
sible, on the relationships between female bodies, sexualities, and social
power.

Futanari in many ways reverses both the biological and symbolic impli-
cations of the fannish trope of male pregnancy, or mpreg. While “mpreg
allows a female writer to play out themes of female bodies, concerns of gender
in relationships, and issues of reproduction [at] a certain emotional distance
by divorcing the pregnancy from the female body,” futanari takes the theories
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that female fans enjoy identifying with or controlling male bodies to the next
level, physically attaching a penis to a female body (busse, 2013, p. 320). As
it does so, however, it also  re- affirms an ingrained cultural notion in both
Japan and the United States that sexuality and sexual pleasure is reduced to
and dependent on the penis/phallus (Schilt and Windsor, 2014). it is notable
that yuri fandom has much less intersection with futanari than F/F slash fic-
tion does—yuri focuses on homosexual desire as a desire between and for
similar bodies, which does not accord with futanari’s emphasis on biological
difference (Maser, 2013). like mpreg, futanari’s condensation of the biological
and the cultural—particularly the culturally stereotypical—are potentially
politically alarming and can veer into the explicitly transphobic (busse &
lothian, 2009; busse, 2013). Futanari as a trope creates a space in which the
queering of bodies allows for a wider scope of female homoerotic imagina-
tions at the same time as it reinforces a heteronormative paradigm of power,
as articulated through the privileging of the penis in sexual actions. Futanari
simultaneously queers the body and resists queering symbolic power.

Fan fiction is a playful, metaphorical, exploratory space. it would be a
grave misreading to suggest that fans desire the real life enactment of prob-
lematic tropes, such as the biological need for sex that removes characters’
abilities to consent to sex in the omegaverse. And yet, stories set in the
omegaverse which make use of this trope are still very popular, which points
to the emotional resonance that these narratives elicit. Futanari is a worrying
trope not in the biologies it depicts but in its emphasis on male sexual organs
even in sexual relations between women, as well as the collapse of stereotyp-
ical gendered traits onto sexual biologies.

to better understand the textual constructions inspiring futanari’s emo-
tional appeal, we performed a content analysis of the most visible and popular
futanari stories on the Archive of our own (Ao3). Part of the organization
for transformative Works, Ao3 is one of the largest archives of fan works in
existence, currently boasting over two million fan works. We chose Ao3 as
our site of inquiry because of its high popularity amongst fan fiction readers
and writers alike, as well as its easily searchable tag system.3 We searched for
the tag “Futanari,” then picked the three pairings with the most number of
works from these search results: rachel berry/Quinn Fabray or “Faberry”
(Glee, 2009–2015), clarke griffin/lexa or “clexa” (The 100, 2014–present),
and Krista lenz [Historia reiss]/Ymir or “Yumikuri” (Attack on Titan, 2009–
present). For each pairing, we took the top three works with the most kudos
(Ao3’s version of “like”) and the top three works with the most views, many
of which overlapped. this resulted in a sample of twelve stories: four Faberry,
four for Yumikuri, and four for clexa. We used only stories that depicted the
target pairings as the main pairing, as one of the challenges in statistical
analyses of fan fiction is that many stories tagged both F/F and M/M contain
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only brief appearances by the female characters.4 interpretations of futanari
varied widely within these stories, from one in which the character possessing
the g!p switched from chapter to chapter, to narratives which blended futanari
and the omegaverse, to those which explicitly used futanari to explore politics
of difference. by focusing in on the most beloved (greatest number of
“kudos”) and commonly read (greatest number of views) stories in the most
popular futanari pairings on Ao3, this small archive gives a reasonable sense
of what fans like reading within the collective futanari imaginary.

Queer (Lesbian?) Bodies
in futanari works, fans  re- imagine the bodies of canonically female char-

acters and their relationships with each other. this  re- imagination ruptures
the canonical narrative and makes a space for queer readings within that text:
two of the three most popular futanari pairings, Faberry and Krista/Ymir,
are  non- canonical. While clexa is canonical, all of the stories selected by our
analysis procedure took futanari even further, into the alternative universe
of the omegaverse. Here we explore how bodies are queered via their textual
construction in futanari narratives and the gender  non- binary ethos that per-
meates the portrayals of the bodies within this alternate universe, notwith-
standing what are at times highly patriarchal and heteronormative portrayals
of masculinity. the ethos is  non- binary in the fluidity of its unlikely combi-
nations: she/her pronouns, the erasure of female biological attributes, an  all-
woman narrative space, and extreme hegemonic masculine behavior.

Some stories acknowledge the additional male apparatus in their nar-
rative and incorporate that recognition (and often expressed undesirability
of such apparatus) into the story, and others do not. this acknowledgment
of the normal and abnormal is a mechanism by which the queering of the
female body is articulated. in cherishMimi’s Faberry story, Cherished Afflic-
tion (2013), Quinn Fabray is portrayed as having a penis and acknowledges
it as “abnormal female genitalia.” Similarly, in Kendarrr’s Better Remember
(2013a), rachel not only acknowledges her penis, but is ashamed of it, which
results in a pivotal plot point where Quinn is put into a position of comforting
rachel, further deepening their emotional connection. Finally, in Atma’s
Yumikuri fic Hormonal Issues (2013), Ymir quite accidentally, through the
eminently  well- thought out course of breaking into her comrade’s lab and
stealing and drinking an unidentified potion, grows a penis that later causes
her much embarrassment and humorous distress. in each of these cases, the
abnormality of a penis on a female body is overtly acknowledged.

Such a move arguably makes  non- normative queer bodies visible, at
least within the imagined worlds of these stories, while also distinguishing
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them from trans* bodies whose changes are not “abnormal,” unexpected, or
embarrassing but deeply desired and acquired through significant effort. this
approach to futanari recalls a foundational shoujo manga trope of fathers rais -
ing their daughters as boys so as to have male heirs and preserve their lines
of succession (Meyer, 2010). Although classic shoujo, such as riyoko ikeda’s
manga, The Rose of Versailles (1972–1973), and their fannish yuri interpreta-
tions tended to shy away from the explicit realities of anatomy, preserving a
line of succession logically necessitates a dick somewhere along the way.

explicit use of female pronouns for characters with male anatomies also
serves to queer these characters. the erasure of female attributes is quite
prevalent in a number of futanari works. For example, lexa, who is always
the Alpha (and hence the one with the penis), rarely (if ever) has her female
bits mentioned. the only thing that alerts the reader to the fact that she is
female is the use of female pronouns and her name. Such ambiguity within
the story allows both for the imagined potential of transgenderism on one
hand, whereby a biologically male lexa is understood through her felt female
gender, and a denying of the F/F sexual queerness through the imposed invis-
ibility of the female body on the other. the use of female pronouns without
descriptions of female anatomy makes a queer space for fluid bodies. the
erasure of feminine attributes could also be read as a resistance to the objec-
tification of the female body—subverting the reader’s “gaze,” so to speak,
from an imagined visual perspective. However, it also allows the reader to
imagine any love scene as a heterosexual one. by this reading, the erasure of
the female form is a form of trauma that denies the full extent of the lesbian
imaginary.

While many of the works we looked at seemed to erase the female bio-
logical aspects of their futanari characters, Kendarrr’s Better Remember
(2013a) does not. rachel’s penis and breasts are both clearly and continually
“visible” in the text. in this story, however, rachel is portrayed as the sub-
missive partner. in this way, the female attributes of rachel are still subject
to domination—she is in the position of possessing a penis but not the pow-
erful phallus. this demotion of the g!p, however, represents a queering of the
dominant relationship trope within futanari. While we emphasize common
interpretations of tropes here, it is essential to also note such instances where
works diverge—fandom is anything but monolithic.

Switching
one of the notable differences between futa and male slash, even the

more biologically transgressive tropes such as omegaverse, is the prevalence
of switching. Quite famously, yaoi and, to a lesser extent, Western male slash
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designates one member of a pairing as the more dominant and/or penetrating
top (or seme) and the other as the more submissive and/or receiving bottom
(or uke). Meyer (2010) found, for example, that the penetrator/receiver, per-
petrator/victim trope was an important trope for german yaoi fans. they
appropriated the english word “rape” to use in their stories instead of the
german word, which would have been, for them, immediately associated
with the actual act of rape. this move demonstrates their concern to differ-
entiate between the tropes of fannish imagination and the reality of sexual
assault.

the sexual practice of switching (changing which character has the g!p
from chapter to chapter) resists  built- in sexual hierarchies of power and  non-
egalitarian relationships. Switching subverts the notion that one character
within a story or a pairing holds all the power. As the penis jumps between
two characters, so does the penetrative power. As such, neither character set-
tles into a normative dynamic structure, even within the story itself, which
compels a reader to forego their  pre- existing assumptions about the power
dynamic between the characters.

A good example of this switching can be found in Kendarrr’s Faberry
Smut G!P Compilation (2013b), which features rachel berry and Quinn Fab-
ray. this is a series of short stories featuring rachel and Quinn, who trade
off having a penis from chapter to chapter. because this is not a canonical
pairing, the sexual acts and relationship of this female on female pairing rep-
resent a fairly typical fannish queering of the narrative within the Glee uni-
verse as well as the explicit queering of bodies. Moreover, the trading off of
the penis results in few dominance dynamics. there is little continuity to the
story—each chapter seems more or less discrete. there is no explanation for
how the penis got where it is in the first place—it is presented more or less
as natural. in reading this compilation, the reader is also kept  off- balance
and on their toes, having to read rather carefully to ascertain which character
has a penis in that specific chapter.

the idea of disclosure through switching is also embedded within the
work itself. one chapter has Quinn pretending to be rachel’s boyfriend to
rachel’s family—the author plays with heteronormativity here, but in a wink-
ing “i know something you don’t know” way. diana Fisher discusses this in
the context of russian gay and lesbian immigrants’ “tactical use of closet
space” (2008, p. 174). Sexuality is often not an immediately visible aspect of
an individual, and in her research, Fisher explains that lesbians often use the
assumption of their heteronormativity to their advantage. both in real life
and in these stories, the ability to “hide” one’s sexuality and disclose (or to
not disclose) “unseen” information about one’s sexuality becomes an act of
empowerment and subversive glee (no pun intended) on the part of the queer
individual.
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The Magical Penis
the focus of futanari characters is always on the presence of the g!p.

the penis is the object that is “different” to the female body; the object that
quite literally stands out in most cases. Pornography studies argue that the
experience and depiction of sexual pleasure is centered in the penis (Williams,
2010). in futanari, sexual pleasure is not the exclusive domain of the penis,
but it is often derived from the phallus, with the penetrative act depicted as
the ultimate culmination of sexual pleasure. Moreover, the dynamics of power
within the social worlds presented within these stories often posit that the
possessor of the penis is also the possessor of social power. this reinforces
notions of patriarchal society and its privileging of the phallus as a fulcrum
of power.

While the penis does not necessarily always connote domination in the
sense of bdSM, the phallus holds both power over sexual pleasure and others
within society. in the clexa fan works, which take place predominantly in
the omegaverse, there are variations, complexities, and nuances of actual
sexual performance—but less of social role. Sometimes the omega is dom-
inant in the bedroom, or takes control in a few scenes, but the rigid hierarchal
structure of Abo dictates that power lies with the penis, no matter what the
private behavior of the characters happens to be. in these omegaverse futa-
nari stories, power appears biologically (rather than socially or culturally)
constructed, through the  penis- phallus. the clexa story, as you are mine, i
am yours (popper, 2016) discusses how, when lexa is frustrated and clarke
touches her arm in an attempt to calm her down (and is subsequently able
to), clarke’s “inner omega practically dances in joy.” this simple statement
implies clarke’s identity as omega is not only social or cultural, but innate
and compulsory, with certain physical relationships formed around a rigid
social hierarchy.

in a similar way, Cherished Affliction (2013) by cherishMimi depicts a
futanari g!P (Quinn) within a bdSM relationship with the  normative- bodied
rachel berry. the g!P is explained as an “abnormal female genitalia” that
developed as Quinn reached puberty, suggesting this apparatus is biologically
natural. Unlike in Kendarrr’s Better Remember (2013a) where there is an emo-
tional recognition of the abnormality of such an appendage, Cherished Afflic-
tion’s Quinn mentions it but displays no shame. indeed, she uses the penis
as a phallic signal of her power and domination over rachel, particularly
rachel’s physical body. While, as discussed earlier, there is a gesture toward
the queering of the body with this, the seeming naturalness of the penis as
phallus, a symbol for power and as a vehicle for pleasure, pervades these
works. the social power that Quinn enjoys even outside the bedroom signals
the reinforcement of patriarchal masculinity, despite the queering of the nar-
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rative by depicting an explicit relationship between the female characters of
rachel and Quinn.

the penis (and by extension, the possessor of the penis) is consistently
the vehicle for sexual pleasure and power throughout the stories we reviewed,
even when it is not altogether desired. in Atma’s Hormonal Issues (2013), Ymir
acquires a penis accidentally. it is not altogether clear whether or not the
penis is temporary. Ymir seems downright disgusted at this newly found
apparatus and its functions. in one scene, she masturbates to orgasm, then
smears the semen on a piece of bread and takes a bite. She is then overcome
with a sense of disgust and wonderment that people would willingly ingest
such vileness. in another scene, Ymir asks Krista to stop staring at the penis
and to “let [her] put it away before anyone else finds out” (ch. 1, para. 66).
As we can see here, there is an element of shame associated with both pos-
sessing the penis and having people find out. However, later in the story Ymir
and Krista have sex, and the penis is still the source of pleasure—both oral
and vaginal—as Ymir says that the sex was “[r]eally good. really, really fuck-
ing good. You?” and Krista responds, “S-same” (ch. 1, para. 165–166). Such
a scene serves to reinforce the notion that the penis, while perhaps not nec-
essary for sexual pleasure within this particular work, is still the source of
immense pleasure beyond what women would otherwise experience. even
given the social undesirability of a g!p within this deliberately queered world,
the erotic imagination persistently desires a phallus as the fulcrum of pleas-
ure.

With the penis comes the potential for production and offspring, which
is often imagined as a desired familial structure in these narratives. impreg-
nation is often a result of the depicted futanari/female sexual acts. the author
of Little Omega (2015), short_stack_100, continually teases the readers by
hinting at clexa babies in the author notes—for instance, asking for input as
to what their names might be. in this way, the imagined desired family, while
still queer, is only made possible by the presence of the penis. Similarly, Totally
Worth It (2014) by canaanAlphardForever is a fluffy story that nevertheless
includes familial issues with a homosexual relationship. throughout the story,
Krista’s mother wishes that her daughter would have a more “normal” rela-
tionship, especially one that can bear her grandchildren. Krista and Ymir are
secretly smug that Krista’s mother does not know that Ymir has a penis and
can impregnate her. So while problematic discrimination is articulated
through the mother’s desire for Krista to be with a man for the purpose of
grandbabies, the biology (penis) is gleefully hidden as a sort of Shakespearean
 thumb- bite to those who would discriminate and acts as a way to negate the
implications of that discrimination. the act of impregnation, if we were to
follow diana Fisher’s argument about the tactical use of closets as a form of
subversive empowerment, places empowerment firmly in the realm of a
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 heterosexual potential for reproduction and offspring. While a queer reading
is certainly still possible, the emphasis on heterosexual mechanisms as the
pathway to a desired family structure undermines the queer potential by once
again placing power in the phallus’s biological embodiment as the penis.

Biologically Determined Power Structures—
Animal Metaphors and Omegaverse

in roughly half of the works, the imagined biological aspect of futanari
also works through animalistic ethos. All four of the clarke/lexa stories that
we reviewed are based in the omegaverse (also known as “A/b/o”). A
Yumikuri fic called She-Wolf (Atma, 2014) portrays Ymir as a  she- wolf, includ-
ing the associated sweat and animalistic stench. Ymir plays the dominant
role, getting rough with Krista (called “christa” within this work). While
Ymir’s penis in this story seems to be present and not present in cycles, other
people notice. Ymir, due to her “manliness” and her “hots for the ladies,”
grows balls. in other words, her gender representation and sexuality deter-
mined her biological anatomy. because of her balls, Ymir endures a hint of
ostracization, and as such, there is a distinct recognition of Ymir’s difference
from the other characters in the story. girls would “back up and away from
her, calling her a devil and  she- wolf and other names that only spurred the
freckled wonder on harder until she turned [to] face the girls and bark at
them like a beast” (ch. 1, para. 29). interestingly, though, Ymir is accepted
into a group of men because, as a “[dick-haver], figuring if it’s going to func-
tion as fully as any man’s dick would, they may as well let her in the group
as a sign of camaraderie” (ch. 1, para. 13). in this way, camaraderie is defined
through shared anatomical parts rather than gender, behavior, or any other
personal attribute. Ymir’s social position, and thus social power, is directly
correlated with how her  beast- like manifestation is presented and read in a
rather heteronormative way by other characters. the presence of her penis
accords Ymir phallic power—men accept her into their circles while women
see her as someone to be feared.

the prevalence of the omegaverse, a world which functions with strict
hierarchies based on biology, within clexa narratives seems to suggest that
because clexa is already a canonical couple, there needs to be another level
of queering, or of fantasy, in order to please the erotic imagination of the
reader. However, the omegaverse functions under the assumption that there
is a biological basis for the power dynamics displayed, including dominance
and submission, within a community. Moreover, with the fantastical and
inherent queering of bodies in the omegaverse, we also see an almost  hyper-
heteronormative mentality within some of these narratives. in the clexa
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works which emerged as most popular given our analysis procedure, lexa is
depicted as an Alpha; the dominant social group whose members all have
penises, regardless of gender. clarke is depicted as an omega; the submissive
social group. Such a power dynamic fits well into the plots of the canonical
storyline, where clarke tends to be the “softer” of the pair at first, with lexa
the more ruthless one with guarded emotions and less vulnerability. Hence,
there is already an apparent heteronormative dynamic in the canonical source
that is intensified, rather than transformed, via the Alpha/omega designa-
tions in the subsequent fan fictions. Moreover, the depiction of the mating
process was prevalent in this pairing. All of the clexa works in this study
depict clarke in some form of heat, which lexa is helplessly attracted to and
aroused by. tension builds toward the act of penetration within a virginal
defloration narrative structure. For example, n1ghtWr1ter’s Strange Love
(2015), which is a  first- time “knotting” story, follows a typical heterosexual
defloration process, where tension builds continually through four chapters
to culminate in only one incident of knotting.

Although we have focused mainly on textual construction and, by exten-
sion, the work of authors, readers have explicit expectations for troped stories.
the clexa story You’re never prepared for how it feels… (2015) by clexaqueen
seems to be a contentious story in the community. the content had some
issues with consent, including imprisonment of the omega clarke by the
Alpha lexa. the story continued to progress beyond simple possessive control
into what a number of commenters perceived as unnecessary violence, espe-
cially when lexa indiscriminately murders another character in an irrational
jealous rage. one commenter states:

[t]here are definitely some serious consent issues. even if there was a much smaller
degree of communication than would be realistic, for the purposes of fitting canon or
this story or whatever, clarke just goes from unwillingly complying with lexas [sic]
orders and trying to sneak off and such to having sex with her and forming a mating
bond. there needs to be explicit consent given with full presence of mind, or you
need to tag dubious consent if the consent is not given with full presence of mind, of
which heat is an example. even if a character says yes while in heat, they still need to
say it without the influence of any chemicals, substances, hormones, or anything else
like that. And if there is a total lack of explicit consent of any kind, wherein one char-
acter says out loud that they want and will allow the character to which they are
speaking to have sex with them, then you need to tag rape/non-con and use the
archive warning as well [clexaqueen, 2015].

Another commenter responds:

Yeah i noticed this as well. the switch happened way too quickly. but! it’s not
rape/non-con it’s more dubious consent as clarke didn’t say she didn’t want it. i’ve
seen a rape Abo and it was weird as fuck. the transition was too quick and the com-
munication too little between the two [ibid.].
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the comments themselves reveal an interesting normative framing of
the omegaverse which despite its queer potentiality and flexibility was still
supposed to fall within certain boundaries and adhere to certain expectations.
readers became slightly upset when the story did not conform to the expected
standards. one commenter argued that although they liked the story overall,
there were a few elements they did not like: “How lexa slapped clarke […]
if [they] were mates, lexa wouldn’t be able to harm her […] and also how
lexa is just too controlling” (ibid.). other readers, as we have seen, took issue
with the dubious consent aspects of some of the clexa stories, outlining the
expected framework for such a trope and calling the author out on not adher-
ing to those standards. lexa seemed, to some readers of this work, to be
“overly Alpha”—overly violent, overly possessive, quick to kill when jealous
and with problems in communicating when it comes to consent, making
some readers uncomfortable and hence breaking the pleasure of the erotic
imagination.

the omegaverse, however, seems to be used as an excuse to depict and
enjoy these problematic dynamics. in one scene in popper’s clexa fic, as you
are mine, i am yours (2016), clarke (omega) performs oral sex on lexa
(Alpha): “lexa groans above her and grabs the back of clarke’s head, pushing
her forward, forcing her to take more of her cock inside her mouth” (ch. 1,
para. 74). A commenter on this work states: “i liked this. the roughness sur-
prised me but then again it is Abo and she did apologise in the aftercare”
(popper, 2016). Here, the reader reacts to the roughness of the scene, arguably
with some discomfort initially, struggling with their own comfort level for
 non- normative narratives and the “rough” depiction of fellatio. However,
their concerns are assuaged by invoking expectations about the omegaverse
and bdSM frameworks of aftercare following sexual encounters. in this way,
the fannishly normative omegaverse acts as a sort of safety net when the
story veers into dubious territory. this fictionalization can give the distance
needed for recuperation after traumatic events, particularly sexual assault
(zubernis & larsen 2012). However, it is somewhat difficult to square that
reasoning with authors’ and readers’ framing of stories around their erotic
potential.

Conclusion
Within fan fiction, the futanari trope can allow space for queer  re-

imaginings of stories and, particularly, women’s bodies. in political and social
climates where the rejection of  non- binary gender expressions is becoming
a sadly common reality, having an outlet for  non- heteronormative imaginar-
ies is essential for a great number of individuals who do not conform to soci-
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ety’s standards. As we have seen in this essay, futanari slash fan works in
practice are a vehicle by which this queering can happen, pushing and resist-
ing the normative boundaries that are seen in canonical storylines and
expanding possibilities for sexual desires, bodies, and relationships.

However, while futanari allows for queering, it has also created a sub-
culture where the erotic imagination takes great pleasure in the extreme
 heteronormative, pushing back against the “queer normal” within fan fic-
tion. the  community- based nature of fan fiction argues that this push-
back is a force within, as well as outside of, fandom. there are complex desires
for these heteronormative, patriarchal power dynamics, which are played 
out with what sometimes comes to be only superficial hybridization and
transformation. Particularly, there is a consistent reinforcement of pleasure
framed through a phallic patriarchal perspective in the stories we studied
here.

the dynamics of futanari within slash fan fiction are complex and
nuanced. these works straddle both a space for queering and for the rein-
forcement of heteronormative sexual pleasure and patriarchal dynamics of
power. We see this as a reason not to condemn fans and fandom but to rec-
ognize and strive to understand the additional counternarratives working in
conjunction with fan fiction’s familiar transgressive queer counternarratives.
these collective  non- normative counternarratives subvert mainstream het-
eronormative narratives; they continually interrogate the frameworks of gen-
der, sexuality, and identity dynamics that are still seen as “normal” within
broader society, while simultaneously highlighting the diversity and com-
plexity in negotiating  non- normative desires. After all, if we do not under-
stand how growing within a patriarchal and heteronormative society impacts
on our imaginations, we cannot free them.

noteS
1. the fan fiction archive we studied, for example, was originally founded by people

active in slash fandom, which subsequently impacts who came to know about and populate
the archive (toastystats, 2014).

2. For example, essays by donovan, Malone, and Abraham in the Boys’ Love Manga
anthology respectively explore yaoi in the United States, germany, and indonesia. Pande
and nadkarni (2013) narrate their reflections on fandom as seen from india, including the
authors bonding over slash based on Japanese anime Weiss Kreuz. Meyer (2010) suggests that
the massive Japanese fandom for Harry Potter stems at least in part from the series’ similar
setting to that of many early yaoi manga.

3. As opposed to Fanfiction.net, a central fan fiction archive site which does not allow
for  tag- based searches.

4. We originally found five stories for clexa, but because one of these did not depict
clexa as the main pairing, we dropped it from our analysis. this issue of identifying primary
versus secondary pairings occurs regularly in analyses of femslash, prompting F/F fans to
come up with directed search tactics to avoid wading through stories with primary M/M or
F/M relationships (toastystats, 2016).
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Section iii. PoWer, deSire
And tHe eroticS oF conSent

A bad bromance
Betrayal, Violence and Dark Delight 
in Subverting the Romance Narrative

charity A. Fowler

Introduction
Fan fiction in general, and slash in particular, has been both lauded as

an inherently feminist project (see Jenkins, 2013) and decried as misogynistic
(Scodari, 2003). this discussion has reverberated in popular media as well.
blogger Ally boguhn (2015) at Everyday Feminism agrees with Henry Jenkins
that fan fiction can be a feminist pursuit if done right. However, linking fan
fiction to the recent upswing in “calling-out” problematic elements in media
texts, she warns that transformative possibilities do not automatically make
fan fiction political or progressive; rather, many works are just as problematic
as traditional media. this is undoubtedly true in some respects, but it also
centers being a “feminist pursuit” on being a certain type of feminist, fails to
take into account the possibility of subversion in “problematic” art, and elides
nuanced discussion.

in fan fiction, fans “rework and rewrite [the text], repairing or dismissing
unsatisfying aspects” in the source text (Jenkins, 2013, p. 162). this work
takes many forms, including changing the endings, fixing character deaths
or broken relationships, eroticizing the text, or shifting its genre. Slash usually
arises from a combination of the last two:  non- romantic relationships in the
source text are eroticized and the genre shifts to combine romance and
pornography (driscoll, 2006; Penley, 1992). Some slash ships arise from rivals
or antagonists (cabell Hankinson gathman, 2005), but a significant number
grow out of close friendships; in fact, the “friends to lovers” trope is one of
the most popular in fan fiction (Klink, 2016). Henry Jenkins’ utopian con-
ception of slash offering a glimpse of what a “new kind of male friendship
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might look like” (green, Jenkins & Jenkins, 1998, p. 20) certainly fits this
mold. A third type of pairing combines these two: characters who were once
close, but whose relationship is now broken. to arrive at the happy ending
dictated by the romance narrative, many slash works “fix” these relationships,
restoring intimacy and trust between the partners. However, others choose
a darker path.

rather than examining fan fiction which “repairs” the source text and
relationships within it, this essay explores narratives which not only refuse
to fix anything, but sometimes break them further. My analysis begins with
the claim that slash functions to rewrite the romance narrative in a more
egalitarian fashion, resisting the impetus of heteronormativity and hegemonic
masculinity (bacon-Smith, 1992; Jenkins, 2013; Penley, 1992 and russ, 1985).
this essay examines how and where these broken relationships fit in to slash’s
paradigm and asks whether they offer the same subversive potential, and
explores related questions about slash, romance and the subversiveness of
transgression. i ultimately argue that just as utopian slash does, these bad
bromance works offer resistance to heteronormativity in three main ways,
some of which align with utopian slash and some which do not. First, bad
bromance slash operates on a personal and communal level to challenge
restrictions upon and the shaming of expressions of unruly female desire.
Second, by its refusal to follow many of the conventions of slash, bad bro-
mance slash criticizes heteronormative, hegemonic masculinity and its violent
strictures as a counterpart to utopian slash. Finally, bad bromance slash chal-
lenges the structural and thematic conventions of the romance narrative,
destabilizing reader expectations and opening greater space for queered pleas-
ures while also offering a critique on the normative function of romance
itself.

As exemplars, i analyze fan fiction centered on three of these “bad bro-
mances”: Miles/bass from Revolution (2012); raylan/boyd from FX’s Justified
(2012); and Spike/Angel from Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997) and Angel
(1999). these characters function as each others’ friends, mirrors and antag-
onists through their source texts; all of them had a close bond with their
partners at one time which has been damaged by betrayal—the bromance
gone wrong. As a result of this canonical antagonism, many of the works
contain emotional and physical violence. For some time now, disagreements
over how to handle elements such as these in fan fiction have fractured certain
fandom spaces, leading to instances of aggressive policing, bullying and calls
for censorship. these debates are not new—to fandom or feminism—but nei-
ther are they settled, and they offer a foundation from which to launch the
argument about bad bromance slash and female desire.
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“Your fave is problematic”
the question of whether one can enjoy complex and problematic media

and still be a good person, a feminist, and a “good social activist” (rachael,
2011, para. 2, lines 2–3) has gotten a lot of blogging traction, and the answers
vary. the common response from  third- wave feminists tends to be a cautious
“yes,” but one which comes with suggested guidelines1 for doing so: acknowl-
edge it is problematic; don’t apologize for or defend it; acknowledge the feel-
ings of other people; and, if you’re concerned, look for less problematic things
to enjoy (robyn, 2014). others, however, disagree; not just about professional
media, but fan fiction as well. on tumblr, some fans (known as “antis”) not
only find fan fiction or ships containing elements such as violence, abuse,
incest and  non- consensual or  dubiously- consensual sex problematic as texts,
but also conflate textual depiction with the author’s endorsement and accuse
fans of these ships of promoting incest, romanticizing abuse and being
pedophiles and rapists or, at least, apologists for the same (uniwolfwerecorn,
2016). beyond posting these beliefs on their own blogs, they also engage in
cyberbullying authors and fans to the point, sometimes, of suicide baiting.
taking on a moral position of protecting victims, antis also take up the mantle
of shaming and silencing women’s expression of unruly, or impure, desire.

this debate traces back to the sex wars that split  second- wave feminism
in the 1970s and 1980s, which also coalesced around “problematic” media
(namely, pornography) and fantasies. resting at the heart of issue are con-
flicting ideas about reality and representation. like today’s antis, some  anti-
pornography feminists argued that the representation of misogynistic and
violent images in pornography perpetuated the domination of and violence
against women in the real world. this included both pornographic images
and literature: Andrea dworkin (1974), a leader of the movement, did not
consider literature to be artistic representation, but narratives that “penetrate
into the psyche as reality” (p. 32). Further, she argued that our culture “pre-
determines who we are, how we behave, what we are willing to know, what
we are able to feel” (p. 34) and that murder, suicide and genocide all arose
“as a direct consequence of the imperatives” of sex roles (ibid.). therefore, if
dworkin is right and texts teach us how to be who we are and how to behave
via imitation, without mediation, then censoring texts that depict violent
violations and abject states of being makes sense. this is certainly the position
antis take, claiming that fan fiction which deals with dark topics not only
eroticizes abuse, but causes measurable harm to potential and actual victims,
in a straight line from representation to reality (mcclaln, 2016; tobermori-
ansass, 2016).  Sex- negative feminists link media like pornography directly to
male oppression of women, and argue that only in their eradication can
women find liberation from patriarchal oppression.
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not everyone agrees, however. even those who reach a different con-
clusion than dworkin do acknowledge that culture shapes even what we
 consider our innermost desires. gayle rubin (2007), a strong proponent of
 sex- positive feminism, still acknowledged that sexual desire is a social prod-
uct, and Michel Foucault (1978) argued that our desires are not  pre- existing
and inherent, but arise out of specific social and historical practices. However,
 sex- positive feminists argue that a fundamental difference exists between
fantasy and reality, and that fantasy is an important site in the battle against
patriarchal oppression. Studies in multiple disciplines have demonstrated
how patriarchy alienates women from their own desire (diamond, 2011, p.
43). thirty years after the sexual revolution, that has not changed very much.
Sex education curricula, the media, and general cultural discourse still send
heteronormative messages privileging male desire, portraying “good girls”
as sexually passive gatekeepers of male desire, and shaming women who step
out of line. Adrienne rich once said that women are “hiding in a closet within
patriarchy” (in Payne, 2010, p. 320), “lying about who they are, lying about
their own sexual desires to both themselves and others, lying about their
hopes and dreams.” this constant lying leaves women “semiconscious” and
complicit in subjugating their own sexuality (ibid.). thus,  pro- sex feminists
believe that exploring your own pleasure, especially within a community of
support, even if involving “problematic” things, can be a profoundly liberating
goal. this tends to be the position of the  pro- dark fan fiction shippers oppos-
ing the “antis” on tumblr (tobermoriansass, 2016).

thus, the debate encompasses the importance of feminine desire and
issues surrounding women’s sexual liberation or exploitation, their agency
or lack thereof, and their capacity to give meaningful consent.  Anti- pornography
feminists were also quite often  anti- heterosexual sex, anti–bdSM, and  anti-
butch/femme dynamics in lesbian relationships (echols, 2016), something
that has seen little change. examining e. l. James’ Fifty Shades of Grey (2011)
at radFemHub, blogger Smash (2012) argues that bdSM is culturally anal-
ogous to domestic abuse and that women only engage in it due to cultural
conditioning and eroticizing male domination in order to survive it (Smash,
2012, para. 11). careful to say she is not “blaming these women for attempting
to carve out a space for female agency” (para. 15, line 1) in a  male- dominated
society, Smash nevertheless puts quotation marks around “choose” when
writing about what she clearly sees as a lack of agency. conversely, rubin
and other queer theorists argue that denigrating a woman’s ability to freely
consent, as Smash does, is an “implicit system of ideological condescension”
(2007, p. 167). Underlying this denial of women’s ability to consent is a belief
rubin calls the “brainwash theory,” which is the belief that anyone who
engages in sexual acts “so disgusting that no one would willingly perform
them” (pp. 168–169) must have been tricked or coerced into doing so. the
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logical outcome of this condescension requires devaluing forms of feminine
desire that do not look like one thinks they should look. ironically, this out-
come means  sex- negative feminists sound a great deal like those espousing
patriarchy.

in policing other women’s desires and fantasies and infantilizing them
by denying them sexual agency,  sex- negative feminists’ goals of a structural
critique get lost in their replication of patriarchal power which condones
only ideologically “pure” sexuality (glick, 2000 and rubin, 2007).  Sex-
positive feminists, on the other hand, resist any form of feminism that claims
to “liberate” them from patriarchy only to then shame them in the same way
it has for centuries. this shaming leads to anxiety regarding the enjoyment
of “problematic” fiction—it’s the same shame women have been made to feel
for enjoying “problematic” sex. We’ve replaced being a “good girl” with being
a “good feminist,” and traded one cage for another. being aware of potential
harm is important, but policing desire replicates the harmful effects of patri-
archy far more than any “problematic” media objects. this does not mean
that certain “practices, fantasies, orgasms, etc., are either ‘good’ or ‘bad’”
(downing, 2013, p. 95). However, it does mean that shaming people for their
fantasies is not progressive, but regressive, and that women being willing to
share their fantasies—especially “problematic” ones—to reach out and form
a community around them, is the very opposite of problematic.

When Pauline réage’s The Story of O (1965) was published, critics dis-
cussed the connections of submission and female desire, but another inquiry
arose about réage’s identity and true gender.2 the question was important,
Amber Musser (2015) asserts, because while  o’s “submissive posture does
not challenge gender norms that assume a naturalized feminine submission,
réage’s act of authorship does” (p. 122). While male slash writers certainly
do exist, the genre is one substantially penned by women, and the works they
produce reflect some exploration of their own desire. this act of authorship
by slash writers, then, of reclaiming their own desire, expressing it and sharing
it, can offer the same challenge to gender norms and heteronormativity as
Pauline réage did. this, as much as any rewriting of masculinity, was a large
part of the excitement over slash’s subversive potential among early fan schol-
ars: women were writing about their desires, exercising their voices in
expressing their fantasies and their existence as sexual beings (Penley, 1992
and russ, 1985). they were refusing to lie and subjugate their desires. that
early excitement, however, was also surrounding the type of slash that
depicted loving, supportive relationships—slash which rewrote the romance
novel into a more egalitarian narrative. While this has relevance for discussing
the tropes in the works themselves and the functions they perform, it has
less relevance in relation to female desire. Slash was heavily reviled in the
early days of fandom, which made women carving out a place for their
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 narratives and a community around them all the more subversive. the same
holds true today. While some people still deride slash writers, for most fans,
enjoying slash is not the site of danger and risk it once was. However, with
the cyberbullying perpetuated against those who write darker fan fiction,
being willing to still post and circulate such fiction with all its “problematic”
elements, being willing to say, “i think this is hot, and that does not make
me a bad person,” is the same rebellion against coercive sexual purity and
functions as a reclamation of female desire and a refusal to be shamed.

Antagonistic Courtship: Interplay 
of Sex and Violence

Writing a story centering on a broken couple one refuses to fix often
involves violence, both emotional and physical. A lesser form of that violence
appears in what has been deemed a necessary component for any pairing—
platonic or erotic—to be intriguing: antagonism (cabell Hankinson gath-
man, 2005, pp. 14–15). the connection between antagonism and attraction
is not new: if two characters meet and hate each other right away, the audience
knows they will most likely fall in love or become best friends. Similarly,
antagonism escalating to violence is not, in and of itself, unexpected in fan
fiction, slash or otherwise. in many ways, it crystallizes Freud’s contention
that all love is ambivalent, made up of both love and hate. in choosing these
pairings as examples, my overarching criteria was the emotional significance
of the relationship to the characters involved and the presence of betrayal or
serious antagonism in some form. What i found was that the pairings had
significant similarities in other areas as well, such as the way they the char-
acters largely define themselves against one another, though along no clear
moral lines. none of the six are heroes. At best, Miles, Angel and raylan are
 anti- heroes, but both bass and Spike arguably develop into  anti- heroes them-
selves by the end of their canons. Meanwhile, boyd operates as more of an
 anti- villain than antagonist. Further, all six characters consistently slide along
the light/dark spectrum at varying stages in their source texts—for instance,
bass starts out as the voice of reason holding Miles back from his darker
impulses, until he suffers one too many tragedies and visibly shatters. Mean-
while, Miles still does questionably moral things until near the end of the
series, when he finally says to bass, “We’re the good guys now. it’s time we
start acting like it” (Kripke, callaway, Parrott & boyd, 2014).

like love and hate, sex and violence often go together, especially in pop-
ular narratives, which often eroticize aggressive sexuality (Shepherd, 2013, p.
31). However, rather than being merely problematic, violence can serve a lib-
eratory purpose for the characters; in slash, it often sets up a hurt/comfort
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scene. Violence in a healthy slash pairing, as in romance, usually comes from
outside the relationship (radway, 1984, p. 75, and russ, 1985, p. 87). Following
its enactment on one character’s body, the other partner provides nurturance.
the touching involved often then becomes a pretext for sexual touching and
a device to get the characters into bed and toward intimacy they might usually
resist. this is the payoff utopian slash often offers. However, in bad bromance
pairings, the violence comes from within the relationship and can range from
a fist fight to torture or rape. MissJeeves’ No Afterglow in Harlan (2013), flur-
blewig’s Nothing That I Understand (2010) and eldiablito_SF’s M Is for Mine
(2013) all deal with varying levels of violence within this scope, including
dubious consent and a fist fight between boyd and raylan, incredibly violent
sex between Spike and Angel, and a  non- negotiated bdSM encounter
between bass and Miles.

in Justified, raylan (the lawman) and boyd (the outlaw) grew up together
in eastern Kentucky and worked in the coal mines together as young men,
where boyd once saved raylan’s life after a  cave- in—a critical point, as “we
dug coal together” becomes a shorthand for the complexity of their relation-
ship throughout the series. they went their separate ways, but twenty years
later ended up back in Harlan on opposite sides of the law, which is the source
of most of their antagonism. However, that antagonism grows throughout
the series as raylan consistently acts as if he has the moral high ground,
which boyd finds hypocritical given that some of raylan’s actions are as
morally suspect as boyd’s. Verbal antagonism is the status quo for raylan
and boyd in canon, even when they are getting along. that is where Miss-
Jeeves’ No Afterglow in Harlan (2013) starts, before escalating. Most of the
story consists of them fighting, physically: boyd is determined to have sex,
and raylan’s feelings on the matter are distinctly unclear, even though he is
the narrator. the work opens with raylan already quite drunk in boyd’s bar
by the time boyd joins him. raylan makes a comment to the effect that he
never misses when shooting at a suspect. boyd, referring to when raylan
shot him just one inch shy of his heart, leans in close, breath “hot on raylan’s
neck,” (p. 2) and reminds him that he missed, once. raylan turns to look at
boyd with “a comeback forming on his lips that might also be a death threat”
(ibid.). He doesn’t say anything, however, caught by eye contact with boyd
and an “emotion raylan doesn’t care to identify” (ibid.). this moment is ulti-
mately fleeting, but it establishes that raylan is not neutral when it comes to
the sexual tension underlying his and boyd’s acrimony. it is physical violence,
however, that marks the tone of their sexual encounter later in the evening.

issues of consent abound—raylan is drunk, says “no” more than once,
and actively tries to get away from boyd to the point of breaking furniture.
He eventually does consent, though not terribly enthusiastically. However,
whether his lack of enthusiasm is genuine or him behaving like a U.S. Marshall
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should behave when being solicited by a criminal is unclear. the use of the
tag “mildly dubious consent” complicates the question further, especially
when contrasted with the fact that when raylan objects to boyd leaving hick-
ies on his skin, he does so because they are where his coworkers can see—
not because boyd is leaving them in the first place. His verbal consent could
be either capitulation or eager demand—the text offers no tone beyond ray-
lan’s impatience. once they’re naked, raylan expects violence and even tries
to provoke more of it, yet boyd gentles and makes sure that raylan is ready
and willing to continue. that brings the true level of raylan’s resistance into
question, again, as he could put an end to it at that point, but as boyd gentles,
so does he. Most of the work is getting the two to this point; the sex itself
happens in two sentences, and once it’s over the hostility is back on raylan’s
part, at least:

“i heartily endorse resolving our differences in this manner, in the future,” boyd says,
fully dressed and immediately infuriating. “You just give a whistle when you’re filled
to the brim with the need for my dick.”

“i should have brought my gun,” raylan says, instead chucking the lube dispenser
at boyd’s head. it’s chunky and solid, and best of all it connects with boyd’s cheek
[MissJeeves, 2013, p. 6].

the short exchange is all they really say about what has just happened. How-
ever, it raises the question of raylan’s consent again—boyd is “immediately
infuriating” once he’s dressed, suggesting maybe he wasn’t infuriating while
naked despite raylan’s reservations. However, rather than providing any more
clarity, the narrative ends with boyd leaving, uttering the eponymous line,
“oh, well, no afterglow in Harlan” (p. 7).

Nothing That I Understand (2010) by flurblewig and M Is for Mine (2013)
by eldiablito_SF are also both violent texts—both physically violent in the
damage they inflict on the characters and emotionally violent in addressing
the darkness inherent within each party through violent words as much as
touch. despite all the pain they have caused each other, partners in bad bro-
mance pairings are also the archetypical couple who cannot quit one another,
even when their relationship becomes toxic for them and those around them.
these relationships border on obsession, and often include strong elements
of jealousy or possessiveness where the characters wind up taking out on
each others’ bodies the words that they cannot say.

Angel and Spike met when Spike was first turned into a vampire in the
late 19th century and forged their bond by spending twenty years traveling
the world, indulging in murder, mayhem and erotic play together. in his
“mentorship,” Angel breaks down the man Spike was before he became a
vampire and remakes him in his own image, to the point that when they
reunite, Spike tells him, “You were my Yoda,” (Whedon, greenwalt & Kretch-
ner, 1997). their relationship breaks when Angel is cursed with regaining his
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human soul. However, many of his cruelties toward Spike came both before
and after that, as their vacillating ensouled states keep them at odds through
most of both Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel.

Nothing That I Understand by flurblewig (2010) is set during Season 5
of Angel, when the two vampires are working together in los Angeles. in the
story, Spike goads Angel, the narrator, into sex by reminding him of their
time as monsters and insisting that he is the only one who can give Angel
what he needs and accept what he is. the language and tone is taunting,
almost cruel in places, and always crude: Spike wants Angel to vividly remem-
ber the violence he inflicted on Spike (of which Angel is not proud), remind-
ing Angel of how he has always loved “making me bleed, making me come,
making me yours,” how he used to get off on beating Spike “half to death”
then “fuck[ing] what was left” (p. 7). Spike taunts Angel that the violence,
pain and blood are what gets Angel off, just as they do Spike—the “just like
me” point is one Spike drives home. Afterward, Angel swears there won’t be
a next time, but there always is, and they end up having “brutal, punishing
sex” with both men “screaming in pain, denial and pleasure” (p. 8). that the
sex is “punishing” and they both scream in “denial” suggests that the violence
each character is inflicting on the other is intended as a measure of atonement.
When their friends do not understand, however, and intervene, Angel takes
their chastisement about the unhealthiness of his and Spike’s relationship to
heart, and sends Spike away. that this constitutes an unhappy ending for
them, where the violence might have helped their guilt, complicates the read-
ing of the violence as “good” or “bad.”

in Revolution’s canon, Miles and bass grew up together, joined the
Marines, went to war, survived an apocalypse and founded a country. they
call each other “brother” and are so entwined that Miles asks bass at one
point, “What the hell would i be without you?” (Kripke,  owusu- breen, Pitts
& toye, 2012). Miles’ betrayal, when it comes, is clear, deliberate and severe:
eleven years after the blackout that caused the apocalypse, he tries to kill
bass and abandons him when he can’t go through with it. When they see
each other again four years later, Miles disavows their three decades together,
lying and telling bass he means nothing to him (ibid.). Set mere days after
Miles tells bass he means nothing to him in the canon, eldiablito_SF’s M Is
for Mine (2013) has him sneaking back into town and into bass’ bedroom to
seemingly disavow that denial by  re- staking a claim on bass, while engaging
him in an  un- negotiated,  rule- free bdSM game. bass narrates the story, but,
unlike Angel, he does not become an actor in Miles’ mysterious motivations;
instead, he is acted upon, silenced first by Miles’ command, and then by a
gag. the reader accompanies bass on an emotional roller coaster from hurt
and anger to desperation and terror as he spills out how much he loves Miles,
but only in his head. Unlike Spike and Angel, who hurt each other in a mutual
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way for fully understood motivations, Miles all but immobilizes bass. When
Miles speaks, he alternates between telling bass how much he needs and loves
him and calling him a whore for sleeping with other people in the four years
Miles has been gone. the possessiveness here resonates with the tropes of
obsession and drowning desire characteristic of darker romances, but when
Miles abandons bass again in the aftermath, the narrative strips away the
expected conclusion and emotional payoff of reconciliation.

despite being the arguably more injured parties—the ones abandoned
and reviled—bass and Spike both appear to eagerly welcome their partners
back into their lives. When Miles insists that bass needs a reminder about
who he belongs to, bass laughs, because “he knew whom he belonged to—
he wasn’t the one who walked out, the traitor” (eldiablito_SF, 2013, p. 6).
Angel, too, gets possessive with Spike after trying to push him away, growling
“mine” as he tears off Spike’s clothes and “drags his own fangs in a jagged,
bloody line from throat to groin. Marking. claiming” (flurblewig, 2010, p. 6).
like bass, Spike merely chuckles and agrees, “think we established that a
while ago, pet” (ibid.). However, Angel and Miles are not able to fully take
that step back into Spike and bass’ lives: Angel, because he thinks he’s hurting
Spike and Miles, most likely because of his own  self- loathing mingled with
his desire to not abandon the niece who depends on him. Still, before leaving,
each character asserts his claim on his partner through physical violence;
Miles, by carving his initial in bass’s ass, and Angel, by leaving his mark on
Spike. but when Miles leaves and Angel sends Spike away, what does that say
about the authenticity or future of these claims? All three of these stories use
violence as the way to communicate deep emotions and needs within their
hegemonically masculine characters, and none of them do so very effectively.
in bad bromances, Angel and Miles, two of the most  in- control characters
in their respective canons, become those who lose themselves to the violence
of the emotions they have been repressing. For all six characters, violence
serves as a catharsis, leaving them drained in its wake, but, ultimately, the
violence solves nothing. it carves out a moment in time, but when it passes,
the men are all alone again. the violence in bad bromance may act as cathar-
sis, but it does not expiate their sins.

this is a sharp departure from the idealized, egalitarian romance nar-
rative. in Reading the Romance, Janice radway (1984) surveyed her sample
of romance readers about things which should never be in a romance novel;
rape and torture were in the top five (p. 74). Similarly, a survey of over 7,600
fans revealed that “non-con” is a widely reviled trope in fan fiction (Klink,
2016). “dubious consent,” however, has nearly the same number of fans who
love it as who hate it. this corresponds to radway’s readers’ cautious approval
of the use of “a little forceful persuasion” (1984, p. 75), so long as the hero is
overcome with his love and desire for the heroine, rather than maliciously
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perpetrating a “true rape” (p. 75). given the cultural conversation regarding
rape and affirmative consent, some people have found this inexplicable, in
the same way that many find women writing slash inexplicable, but this ties
directly into the earlier discussion of female desire, representation, reality
and fantasy. Fantasy and desire are not reality, and violence and rape in fantasy
cannot be translated literally, but always map onto something else—like, per-
haps, the desire to experience an unconstrained sexuality for which you can-
not be held responsible or made to feel bad for indulging in (russ, 1985, pp.
90–91, and Shulman & Horne, 2006). the way these fantasies are miscon-
strued may well place another layer of silence and shame over women’s will-
ingness to share their fantasies. thus, when they are actively shamed for
them, but still share them, that can be a radical reclamation of their sexual
selves.

the violence in bad bromance slash complicates the paradigm seen in
utopian and hurt/comfort slash which makes a sequential transitional from
violence, to rough sex, to emotional purging, to satisfaction. While some
narratives may allow a few moments of peace for their characters following
acts of violence, they explicitly remind the reader how fleeting it is by the
end, echoing in substance what boyd and raylan agree to: there is no after-
glow in Harlan. this refusal to follow the romantic paradigm of violence
operating as a space for emotional development lends credibility to the claim
that violence may be eroticized in these works. However, it is certainly not
romanticized or presented as healthy; on the contrary, this unstable, unhappy
conduct clearly operates within dysfunctional relationships. the narratives
capitalize on the juncture of sex and violence, but ultimately illustrate that
violence solves nothing. if unhealthy relationships are presented and
acknowledged as clearly unhealthy, are they still problematic? is problematic
media regressive, as we are so often told—or can it serve, instead, progressive
and maybe even subversive purposes? When it comes to female desire, i
would argue that it is progressive in the sense of an individual liberation, but
it also offers another point of resistance to heteronormativity.

one of the most insidious things about heteronormativity is how it
makes gender relations, power imbalances, and gendered roles and behaviors
seem inherent, leading to statements being taken as fact that men are more
aggressive and violent, while women are peaceful and passive, for example.
given the traditional hierarchy of the binary codes of  male- gendered attrib-
utes as superior, a critique of those attributes as negative subverts the essen-
tialized norms. claims about the subversive, resistant nature of slash often
circle around just this. Joanna russ (1985), for instance, delights in Kirk/Spock
slash because of its “attempt to establish a very radical androgyny in its char-
acters” (p. 94) where “questions about who is the man and who is the woman,
who’s active and who’s passive, even who’s who, cannot even be asked” (p. 95).
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bad bromance slash does this, too, though differently. rather than
engaging in utopian fantasy and idealizing the bond between these men, bad
bromance slash shows the harm inherent in structures of hegemonic mas-
culinity. Women explaining the harm this can do to them or their frustration
in heterosexual relationships can almost be background noise, but by remov-
ing women from the equation, bad bromance slash illustrates how it harms
men, as well, without a treatise. With no adventures, no crises to solve, just
a relationship in front of them that means something, the characters resort
to violence instead of discussion, emotional elision rather than expression:
they do what they are “supposed” to do, as men, and they are left miserable
by it. Miles can only admit his love while violently dominating bass; raylan
refuses to admit he wants boyd at all, forcing their encounter toward violence
instead of anything with an emotional connection; Angel and Spike rip each
other apart and still find no peace or redemption. their bodies may be sat-
isfied, but they are not—and, in that, the emptiness of culturally valorized
masculinity is laid as bare as utopian slash reveals it, by forcing the men to
break it. the two function here as two sides of the same coin, like the men
themselves. this refusal to allow a “fix” or to let them off the hook also leads
to the final ways in which bad bromance challenges traditional conceptions
of the work of slash: its disregard for the conventions of romance and nar-
rative.

Romance, Pornography 
and Happy Endings

the link between romance, female desire, and fan fiction has long been
recognized in fan studies. constance Penley (1992) contends that romance
creates the field in which fan fiction writers write, but their narratives work
toward a “better romance formula” (p. 489) that fulfills their fantasies. Anne
Kustritz (2003) reiterates Jenkins’ argument about fans “repairing” the source
text and applies it specifically to male protagonists, to whom slash allows a
level of emotional honesty and intimacy with each other which is denied by
hegemonic masculinity in the source text. Similarly, in romance novels, the
hero generally starts off performing hegemonic masculinity, but the narrative
turns on his ability to express tenderness and emotion to the heroine after
his earlier distance or cruelty (toscano, 2012).

Surveys show that what fans and romance readers want most from their
narratives is escalating intimacy; a slow build to a deep relationship between
the partners and a happy ending (Klink, 2016, and radway, 1984). to change
the nature of a story “signals dissent from social norms as well as narrative
forms” (duPlessis, 1985, p. 20), which makes people uncomfortable: they pre-
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fer it when stories and their endings are recognizable (duPlessis, 1985; Miller,
1981, and roof, 1996). With their refusal to fix the broken narrative, works
of bad bromance slash almost always break these codes, and their endings
defy the expectations of readers and conventions of a happy ending. they
accomplish this either by crafting an explicitly unhappy ending or refusing
to give the characters or the reader any real sense of closure at all.

Nothing That I Understand (2010) opens with Spike waiting for Angel
to come home from what he thinks is a date. their interaction quickly esca-
lates from bickering, to a fight, to very violent sex. After the initial encounter,
they fall into an addictive pattern of violence and sex which the rest of their
friends grow worried about. eventually, concerned about Spike, several char-
acters stage an intervention for Angel, telling him he needs to stop the rela-
tionship he has with Spike because it isn’t right or healthy. When they try to
compare Angel and Spike’s relationship to the unhealthy one that Spike had
previously had with buffy, Angel differentiates the two but keeps the real
reason to himself, thinking silently: “You didn’t love him” (flurblewig, 2010,
p. 10). in a romance, the moment when the hero recognizes his feelings and
gives them a name should lead to his confession of love and a happy ending.
Here, though, Angel doesn’t share. in fact, despite Spike giving him every
chance to ask him to stay, Angel ultimately sends the other vampire away
with a cold, “Are you still here?” (p. 12). Spike snaps and leaves with a parting
shot: “i suppose that’s about what i expected. love you too, asshole” (ibid.).
Angel waits until he’s gone to whisper his own acknowledgment of that love,
and the narrative ends on a hollow, heartbroken note.

refusing to fix a broken pairing can often mean breaking it more. Some-
times this may be in new directions, while other times the narrative is set at
a point where the fan reader knows what is to come in the source text and
the devastation it will wreak. JaqofSpades’ The inescapable truth (2014), a
Revolution fan story, is one such instance. the story takes place before the
start of the series, depicting the last encounter between Miles and bass before
Miles’ canonical attempt to assassinate bass. However, rather than the  in-
depth plan Miles had in canon, his decision to assassinate bass in JaqofSpades’
story is not final yet, and he is looking for a way out of it. However, instead
of sympathetic, bass is cold and implacable and at least partly to blame for
the relationship’s problems. the Revolution fandom often judges Miles’
betrayal of his best friend more harshly than bass’s despotic acts toward
largely secondary or nameless characters, the worst of which comes after
Miles tells him he’s nothing to him. ergo, the fandom generally concludes
that bass is clearly acting out, and most works shift their gaze backward: if
Miles had not betrayed bass in the first place, none of the terrible things of
Season 1 would have happened; if Miles had not lied to bass about their rela-
tionship’s meaning, the worst of the damage could still have been avoided.
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by showing a colder bass, The inescapable truth makes it easier to empathize
with Miles, who comes across as a sympathetic character, understandably
frustrated with bass’ creation and ruling of the republic and his growing
cruelties. Still, the conflict in the narrative truly sparks when even this colder
bass follows an established hurt/comfort trope: seeing Miles is wounded,
bass rushes to his side, indicating he still cares as he attempts to treat Miles’
wounds, but Miles rejects the overture:

“Fuck off,” he reacts, slapping those  too- familiar hands away. He’s not quick enough,
though, and it hits him the same way it always does, a swelling symphony of bass,
bass, bass.  rough- gentle hands, and the concern flaring in  too- blue eyes. the smell
of him.

it breaks over him like a wave, and they’re 18 again [JaqofSpades, 2014, p. 2].

the narrative is sensually lush and grounded in sense memory that pulls
Miles back to the first time they had sex, while bass stays close, “rough-gentle
hands moving with a very different purpose now” (ibid.). Miles is tempted
to give in, but pushes bass away, because he “doesn’t want to see bass in the
President’s cold, blue eyes” (ibid.). While this suggests that the “bass” con-
structed by Miles’ memory is still in there, not just the “general. President.
Madman,” Miles actively chooses to reaffirm the absence of bass, calling him
“[a] fucking megalomaniac” (ibid.). bass snaps away and gets a drink with
shaking hands, which hints to the reader that bass may not be as cold as he
seems; that he might still be “bass” somewhere inside the man he’s become.
However, the rest of the encounter devolves into threats, insults and bass
mocking their past as lovers, which convinces Miles of the inescapable truth:
“this isn’t him. He wouldn’t. the knowledge drops like a noose around his
neck” (p. 3). the narrative ends by twisting the idea of having “one more
time” into Miles’ sensualized pleasure in bass’ upcoming death: “[the] next
time they meet? it will be the smell of gunpowder that gets him hard” (ibid.).
Small pieces of the narrative indicate different causes of the estrangement
than in the source text, and the inability to depend on knowledge of canon
leaves the reader with no idea whether Miles will be able to go through with
the assassination.

in both of these works, the narrative conventions of slash—the sexual-
ization of the relationship that opens the men up to a greater intimacy—fail
to appear, and the works negate the claims often made about slash offering
an ideal union which is egalitarian and emotionally honest. bad bromance
works often end unhappily for just this reason—a failure to communicate
and an unwillingness to be vulnerable. through violence, in flurblewig’s Noth-
ing That I Understand (2010) Angel maintains his hegemonic masculinity
and instead condemns himself to loneliness out of stubborn pride, and his
very unhappiness in doing so serves as a critique on that same masculine
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essentialism. Similarly, in JaqofSpades’ The inescapable truth (2014), Miles
suffers through the disconnect between memories of the boy he loved and
anger at the man bass has become. He wants bass to still be there, but won’t
truly look to see if he is because that could change his mind, so he pushes
bass away when the other man does reach out. in bass’s reaction to the rejec-
tion—the trembling hands—JaqofSpades offers us a hint of his vulnerability,
a sense that, like Miles, he too is holding something in, but neither of them
can embrace the intimacy a utopian slash narrative offers. instead, they stay
locked in their own heads, and sex and love are not enough to bridge the
gaps generated by stereotypically masculine stoicism and pride.

thus, the narrative denies the reader the purported benefit of slash: it
fails to  re- appropriate either male protagonist into someone who can satisfy
the emotional needs of slash readers and writers in ways which hegemonic
masculinity prohibits. the feeling lingers that the tragedies could have been
averted if the men had just been willing to communicate with one another.
their failure to do so induces both sadness and anger, in much the way rad-
way’s (1984) readers spoke about their emotional responses to “failed”
romance novels. While the readers wanted their men to be men (1984, p. 74),
they also wanted them to be men who could bend—and the absence of the
hero’s satisfying emotional capacity to pursue his heroine is evident in these
works. However, this failure to follow the map of the traditional romance
narrative sequence, with its roots deep in heteronormativity, is not a failure
of the bad bromance slash story. While some people might prefer a happy
ending, the fact that these works are being created and shared suggests that
writers are pushing back against the unrealistic goal of “happily ever after”
and choosing to consider the narrative options beyond that border.

Narrative Closure and Ideology
the other way that bad bromances subvert the happy ending convention

is by complicating narrative closure itself. in Come as You Are: Sexuality as
Narrative (1996), Judith roof argues that narrative is the primary mode
through which we organize and understand the world, including sex and sex-
uality. indeed, the logics of narrative are closely linked to sexuality—a begin-
ning, a conflict through the middle, a triumph/climax and completion. Freud
located the drive in the reproductive demand, thus normalizing heterosex-
uality; the conflict was the aberrations in the middle that might steer one off
course from that normal sexuality, i.e., queerness (roof, 1996, pp.  xix–xxi).
eroticism, roof argues, comes from those places of queerness—the “dynamic
produced by a concatenation of edges, gaps, loss, and desire [which is] struc-
turally unfixed except as it coexists with and is produced and enjoyed despite
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cultural imperative” (p. xxiii). However, that reproductive end always looms—
and like a sexual climax, the end of a narrative must carry with it an element
of satisfaction; it must make sense of what came before (p. 6). in Narrative
and Its Discontents, d.A. Miller (1981) likewise finds the power of narrative
itself within these middle segments—as narrative is, by its nature, suspense
and indecision, instability and disequilibrium, and rife with possibility. Some-
thing must happen to cut off that possibility, to give closure, and it must be
something we can see as an end if we are to be satisfied and not caught in the
discomfort of suspense and indecision. endings come from  non- narratable
elements—for instance, marriage or death in a romance. endings give release,
but the disturbing middles have more power—so much so that endings cannot
ever truly defeat them, just signal the story is over to give the audience peace.

rachel duPlessis (1985) argues that narrative, especially romance, is its
own expression of ideology, and agrees with roof that it is necessary for
imposing heteronormativity. romance itself is a form of ideology, one which
defines expected gender roles and teaches women what to expect from life
by cutting off their possibilities—the ending for female characters is always
marriage or death. She advocates for “writing beyond the ending,” which she
defines as “strategies that sever the narrative from formerly conventional
structures of fiction” (1985, p. x). roof, too, hints at this possibility in her
expansion of Miller and duPlessis’ possible endings to include “orgasm […]
victory, salvation, the production of something (insight, a child, another story,
the story itself, knowledge, identity)” (roof, 1996, p. 6, emphasis mine).

this concept of ongoing potential, happening elsewhere, maps well onto
the narratives of fan fiction, with their own inherent instability; the narrative
elements in the middle are what Jenkins (2013) calls the “unrealized possi-
bilities of the text” (p. 23) from which fan fiction is generated. the continu-
ation of fan fiction keeps the narrative middle (and thus, the enticing
emotional stakes) of a text alive, yet, at the same time, individual works of
fan fiction generally impose narrative closure on their own stories. However,
in the following works, the characters and readers are stuck in dilemmas and
possibilities for which the narrative provides no closure. this is particularly
common for slash fiction written in liminal spaces where the characters are
separated for long lengths of time, with their relationships held in stasis—
even as the narrative in the source text moves forward. Revolution’s source
text provides long stretches of time in and between episodes to insert missing
scenes, but the very nature of the ongoing narrative in the larger text requires
that unless one imposes a  non- canonical ending the characters in fan fiction
return to their lives as antagonists with the possibility of their meeting again
left uncertain.

eldiablito_SF’s M Is for Mine (2013) offers one such ambiguous ending
for Miles and bass. given bass is the narrator, and Miles offers no explana-
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tions, we can only speculate as to Miles’ intentions and reasoning for being
there, which makes the tone of the encounter and the work itself even more
ambiguous. Miles never explicitly apologizes for, or takes back, telling bass
he meant nothing to him. instead, he overwhelms bass and takes him on an
emotionally and physically exhausting roller coaster ride—then, despite
claiming to love him and telling him how much he needs him and ordering
him to remember who he belongs to, Miles just leaves. given his possessive
comments, the carving of his initials in bass’s skin, does Miles expect bass
to be celibate, waiting for him to show up in the middle of the night, while
during the day they lead armies against each other? Are Miles’ declarations
of love a promise that he is going to find a way out of this and come back
and claim what’s his for good? neither the reader nor bass have any way of
knowing—Miles leaves and the story ends.

As roof (1996) describes, the lovers’ mutual orgasms provide one sort
of ending and the sense that another story may have just begun, but the ambi-
guity remains. With its detailed descriptions and explicit sex scene, M is for
Mine offers an excellent example of what catherine driscoll (2006) calls
“porn sex,” where sex is lingered over and the timing of the narrative
“mimic[s] the representative structures of pornography” (p. 86). Further, in
many ways the work reads as PWP (“Plot? What plot?”), a subgenre of fan
fiction where sex happens with little to no narrative context, and which often
ends following the lovers’ orgasms. on the other hand, the intense emotional
context of the setting in relation to the most emotionally devastating episode
in the series thus far makes the sex feel like it should be the kind that moves
the plot forward (driscoll, 2006, p. 85). As such, not only is the ending
ambiguous, but the work itself exists in a liminal space; the deliberate failure
of this story and others like it to provide more emotive closure leaves both
the narrative and its readers trapped in the middle where all possibilities still
writhe.

raylan and boyd works which fall in the bad bromance category often
demonstrate these ambiguous endings identified by roof (1996), just as No
Afterglow in Harlan (2013) did. this seems appropriate due to the canonical
personalities and interpersonal dynamics of the characters; both men are far
more difficult to pin down and shift their moralities with a fluidity the other
four characters do not have, rendering readings of the characters themselves
ambiguous from the outset. Loose Ends by the Score by Sandrine Shaw (2017)
offers a slightly more hopeful interpretive space than the other works in this
essay, but one which is still rife with ambiguity. Unlike the previous works,
it is set  post- series, so no canon knowledge on the part of the reader can
explicate the ambiguity. the work does not begin on a very auspicious note
and, told from raylan’s point of view, the air of suspicion that it begins with
flows throughout:
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boyd shows up at raylan’s doorstep a month after his release. raylan goes for his gun
the second he opens the door, and boyd already has his hands up. it’s a beautifully
choreographed,  well- practiced dance they’ve been doing for too long now to miss a
step [Sandrine Shaw, 2017, p. 1].

the source of his unease is unclear; it could be their level of animosity
before boyd went to prison, but raylan visited him there and the series ended
on a moment that read as reconciliation, both acknowledging their  fire- forged
bond: “we dug coal together” (Yost, golan, Andron, cavell & Arkin, 2015).
despite this, raylan lets him in. boyd sleeps on the couch and raylan leaves
for work the next morning, hoping boyd will be gone when he gets home.
boyd is still there when raylan comes home wounded, which leads to a
hurt/comfort scene layered over the usual snark and banter they continue to
exchange. boyd keeps talking as he patches raylan up until raylan remembers
that “there’s only ever been two ways to make boyd stop talking, and one of
those is to shoot him” (Sandrine Shaw, 2017, p. 4). even though it has been
“time measured in decades rather than years” since raylan kissed boyd (p.
5), raylan falls into it, letting the first spark of  non- annoyed emotion come
through as he thinks how boyd tastes “devastatingly familiar” and the kiss
“almost gets to be too much” (ibid.). A few more verbal barbs later, and the
two wind up in bed.

Here, too, the narrative follows the traditional arc of utopian slash, allow-
ing both men to show vulnerability and connection, albeit with banter and
playful antagonism reminiscent of early seasons of Justified. raylan even finds
himself verbalizing the thought that perhaps this is where they were always
meant to end up. Still, when boyd declares the next morning that he’s going
to stay, raylan’s first urge is to go for his gun. He resists, but their sexual
encounter has not suddenly made him trust boyd, a criminal. He character-
izes the smile boyd gives him as “that shark smile of his,” and doubts boyd’s
declarations that he can go straight this time:

it could be a joke, or maybe not. it’s hard to tell with boyd sometimes. it doesn’t mat-
ter either. boyd’s gonna do whatever the fuck boyd’s gonna do, and somewhere down
the line he and raylan are gonna clash and find themselves on opposite ends of a gun
[Sandrine Shaw, 2017, p. 7].

Still, the narrative ends on a slightly more hopeful note: “or maybe not—
maybe this time, the story will have a different ending. raylan allows himself
a small, wistful smile. Wouldn’t that be something” (ibid.). like its title sug-
gests, Loose Ends by the Score does not just indicate the characters’ loose ends
with each other and their pasts, but the narrative’s loose ends as well. While
less disruptively ambiguous than eldiablito_SF’s M Is for Mine (2013), the
narrative here still refuses clear closure. is boyd lying? if not, will he be able
to follow through? Will raylan ever let himself trust him? if not, can they
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have a functional relationship? the ending may not be explicitly unsettling,
but in refusing to tie up those loose ends, it leaves open a space of possibility
for readers to play. the hopeful ending nods at a happy ending without over-
promising; it remains grounded in the histories and shifting presents of char-
acters unmoored from their narrative setting, who are not yet certain if they
are equally unmoored from their pasts.

roof ’s (1996) option to validate an ending that comprises the beginning
of a new story can apply here. More than the unhappy ending, then, the
ambiguous endings of these works push back at narrative closure and roman-
tic conventions. in doing so, these narratives open more space for the slide
and pleasure of continued play. the very nature of fan fiction means refusing
to close a text; fans return to it again and again. in this way, individual works
can be read more as pauses that willfully remain in the middle. through
playing in “the pleasure in the middle” (roof, 1996, pp. 37–38), we resist the
strictures of a sexuality bound in the reproductive imperative of heteronor-
mativity, a resistance which allows extended to continually subvert the nar-
rative conventions and structures of romance. Fan fiction other than bad
bromances and dark slash can offer these options, of course, but breaking
out of one imperative makes it easier to see the others. refusing the clear,
happy ending for readers who will follow the works down that road leads us
to ask why we expect a happy ending and what possibilities not getting one
opens for us to explore as creators and consumers of popular media texts.

Conclusion
Pat califa was most likely right in his belief that we cannot “fuck our

way to freedom” (in Shepherd, 2013, p. 30). A focus on individual liberation,
sexual or otherwise, is not going to address the systemic inequalities in the
world. However, by being part of transgressive sexual performances, we begin
to see the “contradictions and tensions in the organizing logics of the com-
peting discourses which support heteronormative politics of sexuality. expos-
ing those contradictions facilitates thinking—and enacting—sexuality and
sex/gender in radically divergent ways” (ibid.). bad bromance can serve as a
site for this thinking.

the first space it offers is in the transgressive sexual performance of the
writing itself. if the act of writing utopian, egalitarian slash resists hetero-
normativity (either because of its queer content or because women are writing
sexually explicit fantasies and sharing them with one another), then the act
of composing and sharing these darker works does so even more. in many
ways, writing utopian slash no longer carries the same subversive charge; it’s
no longer an underground, secretive practice. likewise, while still constrained
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in some ways, women are more vocal about their fantasies than they were
thirty years ago. Fifty Shades of Grey (James, 2011) has even opened up space
for women to talk about kink and to vocalize those desires (downing, 2013
and dymock, 2013), and the refrain of “safe, sane and consensual” remains
in that arena, as well as with  sex- positive feminists (glick, 2000). but what
about sex that is not safe, not sane, perhaps not consensual? What about fan-
tasies that some consider  anti- feminist? What about things that offend others?
What about sharing those fantasies in a climate where those who conflate
your fantasy with your actual,  real- world desires are quick to try and shame
you for them? Writing and sharing these darker works challenges the restric-
tions which both patriarchal and only nominally liberating perspectives
attempt to enforce. like publishing The Story of O, posting these works in
and of itself can be a challenge to heteronormative expectations.

these works resist the dictates of heteronormativity by serving as the
mirror to utopian slash. Where utopian slash frees men from the bonds of
hegemonic masculinity to find a love and a bond denied them in the source
texts, bad bromance slash binds them back into it to point out the shadows
and how the men in these works are the architects of their own misery.
Whether through enacting violence or maintaining emotional distance, these
characters fail to connect with one another, thus also “failing” the promise
inherent in utopian slash and its attendant theories, and in the expected
romance narrative as well. However, this failure merely points out the flaws
in utopia. it acknowledges the messy realities of the world, pulls them into
fantasy, takes pleasure in them—because messiness is part of life, part of
being human—even while acknowledging that no matter how cathartic, any
release of this kind will only be temporary without meaningful change. this
possibility of change is where bad bromance slash challenges both hetero-
normativity and utopian slash. the data available shows that fans and
romance readers alike want their happy endings, but bad bromance consis-
tently refuses to deliver. it will not gloss over darker aspects to tie them up
with a pretty bow. it will not wave a wand and tidy up the mess.

duPlessis (1985) argues that truly  non- heteronormative texts must resist
the constraints of convention and many of the narratives in this type of fan
fiction do achieve this. the ideology of romance is the ideology of hetero-
normativity, even when the lovers are not a heterosexual pair. While we 
can never break out of narrative completely, disrupting it and making our-
selves and our readers uncomfortable makes the artificiality of the romance
clear: no one lives happily ever after in real life, nothing is so neat and sim-
ple. by intentionally subverting the prevailing discourses of romance by refus-
ing its narrative compulsions towards generating neat, happy endings, and
allowing for the mess of unproductive, dissatisfying violence and overwhelm-
ing emotion that does not get resolved, bad bromance (along with other 
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dark slash fiction) destabilizes the presumed normality of the heteronorma-
tive.

do these works and others like them have elements that some might
deem “problematic”? Undoubtedly. Among just the works i examined here,
for instance, the lack of clarity around the issue of raylan’s consent in No
Afterglow in Harlan certainly has no easy answer. likewise, Miles’ treatment
of bass is troubling, particularly the potential for further harm he could do
with the mixed messages he relays and his possessive seizure of the control
of bass’s person after throwing him away. However, returning to califa, read-
ing and writing these works can serve as a transgressive sexual performance,
and facilitate further inquiry. Sex and love are messy. life is messy. our lit-
erature and desires both reflect that. bad bromance is a small thing, but by
breaking the utopian vision we have of slash and of romance, it offers us the
chance to examine more about ourselves and desires, and the ways we find
ourselves confined within them. Maybe we can’t “fuck our way to freedom,”
but opening the conventional boxes which we regulate our imaginations to
is a good start.

noteS

1. For discussions on how to enjoy problematic media whilst maintaining a more critical
reading position, see Allnatt (2016), edell (2015), rachael (2011) and robyn (2014).

2. Forty years after the publication of the Story of O, Pauline réage was eventually
revealed as one of the writing pseudonyms of French journalist and novelist Anne cécile
desclos.
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dubious consent
The Revival of Ravishment

Ashton Spacey

Introduction—What Is  Dub- Con?
in its simplest form, the phrase dubious consent (contracted to  dub- con)

refers to a situational context in which the consent of one, both, or all parties
involved is uncertain, and/or a situation where some degree of coercion is
used to facilitate an encounter. this is usually a sexual encounter, but not
always. beyond this,  dub- con is also a label commonly applied to denote
instances where someone’s capacity to give full consent is ambiguous:

dub-con is also used to indicate a relationship (or incident) that precludes the ability
to give meaningful consent, such as student/teacher, prisoner/guard, patient/doctor,
or child/adult. in these situations, the character with less authority, even if an intelli-
gent adult, is presumed incapable of giving informed consent to a sexual relationship,
because the power imbalance is too prone to abuse [dub-con, 2016, para. 4].

dub-con fan fiction appears across the vast majority of fandoms and
fan work platforms, but while content varies widely, the underlying theme
of  dub- con narratives is the erotics of consent. As is the case with many sub-
genres within slash, femslash and fan fiction as a whole, pinpointing the exact
origin of  dub- con as a term is difficult. Some of the earliest records of its
usage suggest that the phrase “dubious consent” (along with the similar tag
of “ambiguous consent”) was first used in regard to fan fiction in late 2003
in the Harry Potter and Star Wars: The Phantom Menace fandoms (dub-con,
2016, para. 7–11). by 2005, both the phrase and the contraction of the phrase
began to appear more commonly, and by 2006 a corresponding entry for the
term had been added to Urban Dictionary (ibid.). As with other tags and
tropes that are ubiquitous in modern slash, it is important to acknowledge
that  dub- con as a concept and a trope within the collective fannish imagina-
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tion is likely to predate these records. As the Fanlore entry on  dub- con (ibid.)
notes, many early fandom mailing lists and forums were subscription only,
and many authors may have elected to backdate the warnings on their earlier
stories with more contemporary tags. As a general literary trope, however, it
has permeated the erotic imagination for a significantly longer period and
exerted a tremendous and not always positive impact on the rhetoric of desire.

in the 2016 Fansplaining Fic Preferences Survey, 7,610 respondents were
asked about their preferred tropes and themes in fan fiction. When exploring
which fan fiction tropes were the most controversial, the number of people
who reported that they loved  dub- con and the number of people who
reported that they hated  dub- con were very close; a “Yay:nay ratio” close 
to 1 (Klink, 2016, image 6). Klink writes that such a result, along with similar
findings for the omegaverse and love potion tropes, was unsurprising; all of
these themes “pose some of the same problems in the murky realm of consent
in the fanfiction world” (para 16, lines 4–5). the “murky realm” that frames
these problems are ongoing debates about personal agency, bodily autonomy
and the link between sexuality, morality and cultural normativity.

this essay charts the evolution of  dub- con as a literary trope in slash
fiction and in romance fiction and explores its position within the wider
genre of popular literature, given that popular fiction is both a product of
and a response to constantly evolving social imperatives and concerns. there
are as many configurations of  dub- con as the erotic imaginary can conceive,
all of which pose difficult and necessary questions about how we understand
our place in society, how we interact with other people, how we perceive and
articulate our identities and assert our rights to bodily autonomy, and how
we are all subject to power structures every day of our lives. However, in this
essay i argue that  dub- con does something that other forms of popular lit-
erature do not: it  self- identifies. the very nature of naming and tagging the
genre with the specific label of dubious consent is, from the outset, an impor-
tant step in alerting readers to the fact that the erotic scenario(s) contained
within the narrative is not an ideal that we should valorize or unquestioningly
accept.

From the outset, i must make explicit that  dub- con, slash and romance
fiction are vast and incredibly nuanced genres. While generalizations have
been necessary for the scope of this discussion, to describe any of these com-
plex genres as single, unified and unchanging objects is to miss what makes
them powerful cultural agents. this essay explores  dub- con where the tone
of the depicted scenario tends towards pleasurable submission, but there are
significantly more elements to it than this. For example, there are many works
which repeatedly and deliberately transition between  dub- con and  non- con
(non-consensual), or works in which the perspectives of the characters
involved are rendered unclear and thus readers cannot actively decode the

Dubious Consent (Spacey)  201



scene as pleasurable or wanted. However, to begin to explore why  dub- con
as a genre is so prevalent and why it provokes such passionate debate, this
essay will explore how dub-con may be a product of, and a response to, the
situational contexts and arguments which surround it, and then investigate
the literary history from which it has developed.

Dub-Con(troversy)
there is a cloud of controversy surrounding  dub- con. Arising from fem-

inist discourse around autonomous personhood and the impacts of rape cul-
ture,1 there is a not unfounded accusation that  dub- con can be perceived as
being regressive and antifeminist.  dub- con as a trope is criticized as being
one which valorizes and glorifies sexual violence, perpetuating harmful cul-
tural ideologies by eroticizing scenarios where consent is not assured. to
understand why  dub- con continues to generate such debate and why its pop-
ularity is so culturally significant, it is necessary to examine these discussions
and cultural ideologies in greater detail before we start to explore  dub- con’s
literary history.

in current legal perspectives, consent is generally understood as a lack
of active resistance—a definition of the term which not only normalizes sexual
aggression in erotic encounters, but also  victim- blames those who do not
resist loudly or strongly enough (egbert, 2014). However, what is it that a
person is expected to “resist” in this definition? generally, it is understood
that when attempting to engage someone in a sexual encounter, using direct
physical coercion and/or intimidation is unacceptable. However, when it
comes to exerting emotional coercion (“if you loved me, you would”), social
coercion (“everyone else is doing it, don’t be weird about it”) and economic
coercion (“if you don’t do this for me, i’ll withdraw my financial support/i
won’t let you live here”), the lines of acceptability are rendered less clear in
the law. A definition like this, which construes consent as a lack of resistance,
renders the question of whether somebody actually wants to submit to sexual
encounters largely irrelevant—particularly when the coerced party agrees to
engage in sexual activity to avoid negative consequences such as a loss of
their partner’s affection or support, or to avoid social prejudice. Within the
operations of rape culture, in real life “dubiously” obtained consent such as
this is often used as a defense to justify sexual encounters which would oth-
erwise be understood as  non- consensual.

the contexts of our experiences of interpersonal interactions, our  self-
conceptions and our position within social environments all shape who we
are and what we do. egbert (2014) quotes the concept that in relationships
where there is dependency or a power imbalance between the parties
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involved, the capacity of the more subordinate party to give full consent is
damaged because he or she does not have the option to withdraw their con-
sent or to confront their partner’s behavior. egbert posits that this inherent
and inescapable inequality means that in any given instance where power is
imbalanced, there can be no such thing as full consent and uses this concept
to decry bdSM2 practices and relationships in particular as inherently abu-
sive. essentialist perspectives therefore posit that the concept of “dubious
consent” is ultimately a redundant one. in any real or fictional situation where
there is no clear and conscious consent—if there is no “yes”—then the default
answer is and must be understood as a “no.” From this perspective, to use
the label of “dubious consent” is meaningless; it is used instead of acknowl-
edging that coerced consent is often  non- consent, making the term  dub- con
a euphemistic way to downplay instances where coerced consent acts as a
form of harm reduction against the threat of violence, sexual aggression,
abuse (emotional, mental and physical) and even death. it is a reinforcement
of the same dangerous ideologies which the trope claims to resist and explore;
the idea that no doesn’t always mean no, particularly if you don’t offer
“enough” resistance or if you “secretly wanted it.”

egbert’s suggestion has been fiercely contested by bdSM practitioners
and advocates, who argue that an ethos of consent, desire and personal agency
underpins every activity and relationship in which they are engaged. this
ethos is often reiterated through mantras such as “Safe, Sane and consensual
(Scc)” (black, 2011) and “risk Aware consensual Kink (rAcK)3” (Mr.
Michael, 2010). they and others favor a more flexible and affirmative per-
spective towards consent, advocating a model where “yes means yes.” looking
to expand on the restrictive existing definitions, this perspective defines con-
sent not only as getting permission but also about ensuring that sexual
encounters are based on mutual desire and enthusiasm. From a perspective
of affirmative consent, a person (or character) has the power to retain and
exercise their agency and bodily autonomy when it comes to sexual situations.
However, while this is a positive and progressive way to reframe consent—
particularly for marginalized groups—the reality is that people (and charac-
ters) can and do give consent out of fear, without fully understanding what
they are agreeing to, or because they have been coerced. the debate is not a
simple one and it is bound by strong ideological positions on all sides.

As explored by rubin (2006) and Foucault (1976/1978)4 sexuality has
always been cast as dangerous and thus requiring control through any number
of cultural restrictions—particularly in the case of female sexuality. thus,
much of our understanding of how consent, interpersonal relationships, and
sexual behaviors and identities “should” be operating comes from the ways
in which these elements have been socially constructed. Society still mostly
operates under a heteronormative paradigm: a system where people (allegedly)
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fall neatly into distinct “male” or “female” modes of being and behaviors.
Anyone can be heteronormative—including people who are not heterosex-
ual—but in reality many people are not actually living completely heteronor-
mative lives. Within this paradigm, “normal” and “natural” male sexuality is
construed as being active, domineering and aggressive, and “normal” female
sexuality is construed as being passive, submissive and subordinate. this sys-
tem controls and restricts the behaviors and identities of every individual
within it.

According to this system, “masculinity is predicated on overcoming
[another’s] bodily desire and control” (Pascoe, 2007, p. 100). Men who do
not perform (or are not interested in performing) typically “masculine”
behaviors and displays of power are rejected by heteronormativity. For exam-
ple, “real” men are not allowed to reveal too much sentimentality or emotion
(such as feeling anxious about their bodies or identities) or to seek feminine
roles such as carers, nurses or homemakers. if they fail to express their sex-
uality in domineering ways (for example, if they have vivid, thrilling fantasies
about being dominated by women or other men) they are labeled unmascu-
line and presented as failures, broken or deviants. When any male desire
which does not align with the masculine norm cannot be safely vocalized
without being mocked or judged, this can result in a fractured sense of both
social and sexual identity with limited ways to articulate, explore or resolve
it. Heteronormative constructions of “normal” feminine sexuality dictate that
women must be both sexually appealing and chaste. in contrast to men,
women are not allowed to actively desire—only to passively want and to wait
for another party’s desire to be enacted upon them; to actively assert their
own sexual desires may draw their chastity (and thus, their moral character
in the eyes of society) into doubt. to fail to subscribe to the pattern set out
by heteronormativity is to condemn oneself to being perceived as any number
of negative identities, to be shamed, and to be ultimately rejected by society.
this subsequently opens one up to the myriad punishments and social exclu-
sions inflicted on failed men and women, such as the othering of “weird”
men and women who enjoy  non- normative sex acts and relationships, the
 slut- shaming of promiscuous or sexually dominant women, and the  victim-
blaming of women and men who are sexually assaulted for the perceived
errors in their judgment or behavior that “resulted” in the attack.

this system has conditioned us to believe that there is one ideal form
of relationship and a handful of permissible, “good” ways to have sex. Any-
thing else couldn’t possibly be safe, enjoyable, wanted or normal—a social
taboo that gayle rubin refers to as Sex negativity (2011). Within this para-
digm, it is clear that there are only a handful of acceptable ways to say yes
and yet so many ways in which even one’s capacity to give a no or a yes is
ignored, mocked or rendered redundant. When every no means no, but not
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every yes means yes, where does that leave us? With this as our sexual frame-
work, is there any wonder why there is so much anxiety about sexuality, iden-
tity and behavior and how all of these elements interlink? there is much
debate and confusion, but open dialogue is only now really beginning to
establish itself in the face of moral panics and identity politics. in the inter-
pretive communities of fandom where discourse, dialogue and the erotic
imaginary has the space to develop, it is not surprising to find that conver-
sation and narratives which explore consent and desire are flourishing.

Is  Dub- Con a Rape Fantasy?
dub-con as a trope is as complicated and paradoxical as the cultural

frameworks from which it has developed; something which forms part of its
appeal—but what is it that makes it appealing? it has been suggested in
metadiscussion that since rape culture is so deeply integrated into reading
positions,  dub- con is a result of attempts to negotiate its influence. As such,
there is a suggestion that  dub- con may primarily operate as a rape fantasy;
an imagined scenario where a person is dominated by someone (to whom
they give a varying degree of resistance) either through the threat and/or use
of physical force, or incapacitation—such as sleep or intoxication. While it
may seem paradoxical that someone (who in a slash fiction context is highly
likely to be female or a  non- binary individual) would fantasize about being
forced into sexual activity when they could just as easily fantasize about con-
sensual submission, this type of fantasy has a definite resonance with the
erotic imaginary. For example, in a study conducted by critelli and bivona
(2008), which explores the research literature surrounding women’s rape fan-
tasies, approximately 31 percent to 51 percent of the women surveyed had
fantasies in which they were forced into sex against their will, with 9 percent
to 17 percent reporting these as frequent or favorite fantasies (Abstract, lines
2–4). As bergman highlights, this would suggest that at least 1 in 10 women
were (and perhaps still are) fantasizing at least once per month in a pleasur-
able way about forced sexual activity (2009, para 45, lines 8–9).

However, the term “rape fantasy” carries with it a considerable amount
of baggage—something which often obfuscates investigations into the real
psychosexual resonance of these fantasies in both slash fiction and in real
life. the suggestion that having erotic rape fantasies indicates an actual sub-
conscious desire to experience the real brutalities of a rape is a damaging
misunderstanding of the complexities involved in this type of imagined sce-
nario.5 Additionally, the argument that these fantasies are a product of natural
female masochism—an allegedly instinctual desire within women to oblit-
erate their identities by being dominated and nurtured—is also widely
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 contested (see Felski, 2005). the  counter- assertion to these claims is that
these fantasies, regardless of one’s gender identity, may simply be the products
of a desire to realize one’s autonomy in relation to another person and to
experience the disintegration of boundaries. this section therefore explores
how  dub- con as a trope appeals to our erotic imaginaries and allows us to
reframe and explore the cultural issues and ideologies which surround the
genre.

common understandings of why these fantasies exist in and what pur-
pose(s) they serve tend to boil down into three main frameworks: sexual
desirability, sexual blame avoidance and openness to sexual experience.
castleman (2015) explains these terms:

Sexual Desirability is a common fantasy in romance fiction, where a powerful and
dangerous man becomes so enthralled by the protagonist that he strives to have her,
even if this is against her will. this explanation implies that women have rape fan-
tasies to bolster feelings of seductiveness and desirability.

Sexual Blame Avoidance is the most popular explanation behind the prevalence of
female rape and submission fantasies, which recognizes that erotic desires may trig-
ger feelings of anxiety, guilt, and shame. by fantasizing about being forced into sexual
encounters, the victim is not responsible for the sex and is therefore not responsible
for any arousal they feel as a consequence.

Openness to Sexual Experience refers to enjoying sex and accepting that enjoy-
ment without anxiety, guilt or shame. People who are open to sexual experience feel
sufficiently free to play with erotic scenarios beyond the boundaries of what they’d
want to experience in real life.

in a survey conducted with 355  college- aged women, bivona, critelli
and clark (2012) tested the veracity of these common explanations behind
rape fantasies. curiously counterpoint to commonly held beliefs about the
possible function(s) of rape fantasies, they reported that sexual blame avoid-
ance theory was not supported, sexual desirability theory was moderately
supported, and an openness to sexual experience theory received the
strongest support. they discovered that the women who had the highest  self-
esteem and more frequent consensual and desirability sexual fantasies had
more frequent rape fantasies—and reported a greater degree of sexual arousal
to these.

Arousal and desire operate in two distinct systems and it is important
to acknowledge that arousal alone is not consent—it is a physiological reac-
tion in response to stimuli. Additionally, 15 percent of the respondents to
bivona, critelli and clark’s study identified themselves as survivors of sexual
assault. these fantasies may therefore serve another purpose; if we imagine
a scenario like this—an assault which may be a widespread occurrence that
cannot be predicted or even prevented, or one that has already occurred—
we may also be able to fantasize about ways we might react, in order to lessen
the fear of the situation or to mitigate the anxiety, guilt and fear of a remem-
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bered experience. the crucial erotic element which underpins these fantasies
is where and how control is used. When a scenario like this occurs in reality,
it removes the control of a victim. in the fantasy, it is manipulated solely by
the self—thus rendering these not so much fantasies about rape as fantasies
about submission.

in a submission fantasy, however aggressive the depicted scenario may
be, the fantasist is able to control the imagined scenario from start to finish.
they are able to escalate or mitigate any sense of threat, they are able to con-
trol how much pleasure they take from the actions that occur, and most
importantly they are free to withdraw from the fantasy at any time. Within
the space of the erotic imaginary, we are always in control; even when the
imagined scenario is violent, destructive and morally objectionable—and
certainly not something we would want to encounter in real life. in truth,
regardless of the circumstances of the individual fantasist there is no one
particular “reason” or motivation behind the enjoyment of these fantasies.
the reality is that the appeal of enforced submission scenarios most likely
combines all of the elements discussed so far and many others not specified
here.

if we argue that a submission fantasy is a safe way to imagine a loss of
one’s sexual control while also retaining all of one’s personal control, the
imagined scenario retains its excitement with very little representation of the
violences incurred in real rapes. With this in mind, it seems very unlikely
that someone who has submission fantasies is actually inclined to actually
want to be forced into unwanted sexual activity. indeed, given that many
readers and writers of  dub- con report a strong aversion to  non- con sexual
scenarios in fan fiction, with Klink reporting  non- con as being the second
most widely reviled trope identified by respondents (2016, image 5), this
would imply that the appeal of  dub- con is not violence or a painful, lasting
loss of control.  dub- con ultimately relies heavily on dramatic irony; regardless
of the plot context, in  dub- con narratives the erotic focus of the trope is on
the submission of one or more parties in the face of an applied power—a
submission which is almost always assured. the thrill is in not knowing how,
when and why that submission is going to occur as a result. What may be at
the heart of  dub- con’s appeal is the conflict between the erotics and anxieties
of uncertainty.

in the turbulent waters of the erotic imagination, these multiple reasons
and desires combine with the cultural and historical frameworks that have
dictated how sexuality should be “correctly” experienced and subsequently
regulated. Under the rubric established by heternormativity, that which does
not fit becomes taboo. As a result, that which is taboo is socially construed
as being simultaneously monstrous and exciting. if, as bataille writes, “the
main function of all taboos is to combat violence” (2001/1962, p. 41) perhaps
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we can argue that these fantasies might serve a purpose as a means to con-
sciously or subconsciously negotiate reading positions within historically
inflexible gender and power structures. by envisioning enjoyable scenarios
in which we engage in enforced submission but remain fully in control, we
are able to reframe the restrictions that our cultural position places on our
bodily agency and our capacity to give consent—not just to what we actively
desire, but to the ways we passively experience other,  non- sexual forms of
enforced submission every day.

Consent, Power and Desire 
in Popular Fiction

We have established that in many cases,  dub- con operates as a submis-
sion fantasy which allows a space to explore how identities and desires are
in conflict with, and yet subject to, power and gender structures. this con-
flicted subjectivity extends far back from current reading positions and has
permeated the erotic imagination in other forms of popular literature for
centuries—and while fandom itself remains quite unique, fan fiction remains
a product of a rich literary history. Fans and academics6 have often drawn
compelling parallels between slash fiction and romance fiction as both genres
tend to deliberately foreground notions of sexuality, power and gender iden-
tity. Additionally, erotic scenes in both slash and romance fiction are rarely
totally divorced from these themes, even if these are not the primary focus
of the narrative. like other forms of popular literature, slash fiction ultimately
allows us to articulate and explore social concerns and ideologies within a
creative, interpretive space.

Slash has thus been positioned both in relation to and in opposition of
romance fiction’s heteronormative structures and content. Janice radway’s
Reading the Romance (1984/1991) has become a seminal text for many people
looking to explore how slash fits into the wider literary landscape, and how
it both correlates to and differs from romance fiction—another form of pop-
ular literature primarily generated by and for women and marginalized
groups. Woledge (2006), for example, proposes that slash fiction ultimately
retains romance fiction’s preoccupation with establishing equality and inti-
macy and does not so much rebel against existing romantic tropes as emulate
them. However, she notes that slash builds on “some of culture’s less salient
ideologies” (such as the operation and confines of the heteronormative par-
adigm) to highlight images of love and intimacy that are not associated with
interpersonal male relationships (2006, p. 100). in this way, slash has been
held up as a genre which correlates to, but is not simply an extension of,
romantic conventions; one which valorizes a more egalitarian paradigm of
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power, desire and mutual pleasure within relationships of any configura-
tion—even when slash stories feature acts of violence, sexual aggression and
dominance.

in her book, radway explored how reading romance fiction is valued
for the way it makes readers feel. readers seek a “general sense of emotional
 well- being and visceral contentment” (1984/1991, p. 70) from stories about
mutual love, where a hero’s gently expressed devotion soothes a sense of dep-
rivation in the reader caused by the dissatisfying frameworks and emotional
behavior paradigms mandated by heteronormativity. While the readers
sought narratives that provided nurturance, protection, passion and love,
romance fiction only offered very limited frameworks to help them negotiate
and interpret the inflexible forms of masculinity they were likely to encounter
in their real lives: “in learning how to read male behavior from the romance,
a woman insulates herself from the need to demand that such behavior
change” (p. 151). However, given that readers of popular literature are not
uncritical passive consumers, while the romances reiterated heteronorma-
tivity’s strict behavioral mandates radway argued that such works do act as
a cultural release valve. this allowed women to “express proscribed emotions
and feelings of outrage and self righteous anger, and to express repressed
fears in the free realm of the imaginary” (p. 158)—albeit with limited scope
to challenge or to reconcile heteronormativity’s opposing binary interests.

in both romance and slash fiction, an aversion to “bad romances” has
often been reported. these stories portray behaviors and events which are
legitimized by the harmful and oppressive ideologies that forms of popular
fiction often attempt to negotiate and/or resist, and subsequently usually pro-
voke strong emotions—particularly stories where sexual scenarios or
instances of conflict appear detached from any overarching emotional signi-
fiers. For example, when asked to identify which tropes were the most objec-
tionable to encounter in a story, radway’s readers “generally agree[d] that
 bed- hopping or promiscuous sex, a sad ending, rape, physical torture, and
weak heroes have no place in romance” (p. 73). these are findings which
coincide with some of the results of the Fansplaining Fic Preferences Survey,
which suggest that rape, death and bullying are among some of the tropes
readers find most objectionable in fan works, and that “corruption” of favorite
characters is one of the most controversial (Klink, 2016, images 5 & 6). What-
ever the topic, a “good” romance must therefore convincingly address and
assuage a reader’s fears and reservations, but a “bad” romance only serves to
reveal and highlight these fears.

given that some of the themes involved in bad romances may be too
close to reality, instances of domineering sexual behavior in romance and
slash fiction therefore tend to be encoded in the theme of desire overwhelm-
ing control and “are not constructed to glorify or eroticize violence but to
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use it just as all the structures [of slash and romance fiction] are used: to
engender intimacy” (Woledge, 2006, p. 108). curiously, though, both the
romance readers consulted by radway (and to some extent, the fan readers
who responded to the Fic Preferences Survey) have relayed that what they do
not find as objectionable as outright sexual assault is “a little forceful persua-
sion” (radway, 1984/1991, p. 75). this is a phrase which refers to instances in
which a hero employs some degree of coercion—usually physical, but some-
times emotional or economic—to exert sexual sway over a heroine; scenarios
which sound incredibly similar to those which regularly fall within the remit
of modern  dub- con. this distinction on the surface seems artificial, given
that coercion is employed to negotiate a lack of clear consent. in the next
section, this essay will explore the subtle but vital dividing line between what
is encoded and interpreted as an assault and what has historically been
referred to in popular literature as ravishment.

The Revival of Ravishment
in Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind (1936), notorious scoundrel

rhett butler carries fiercely independent Scarlett  o’Hara kicking and scream-
ing up the stairs to the bedroom—a scene that has captivated the erotic imag-
inations of millions of readers for decades and drawn passionate debate from
all sides. For some, the scene depicts a marital rape; while Scarlett does appear
to give some form of consent eventually, she openly reports experiencing
pain and fear, and feeling that he has “humbled her, hurt her, used her brutally
through a wild mad night” (p. 800)—emotions which would suggest that her
consent was, if not completely absent, then obtained dubiously rather than
given freely despite how she reports in the same sentence that she “had gloried
in it” (ibid.). While others do not dispute Scarlett’s relayed experiences, they
point to the vivid sense of thrill she also reports feeling

[…] a wild thrill such as she had never known; joy, fear, madness, excitement, sur-
render to arms that were too strong, lips too bruising, fate that moved too fast. For
the first time in her life she had met someone, something stronger than she, some-
one she could neither bully nor break, someone who was bullying and breaking her
[p. 800].

the next morning, Scarlett reflects on the night before—feeling a mixture of
shame, delight and embarrassment at her own reckless submission:

oh, she should be ashamed, should shrink from the very memory of the hot swirling
darkness! A lady, a real lady, could never hold up her head after such a night. but,
stronger than shame, was the memory of rapture, of the ecstasy of surrender. For the
first time in her life she had felt alive, felt passion as sweeping and primitive as the
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fear she had known the night she fled Atlanta […] For one night, he had had her at
his mercy but now she knew the weakness of his armor. From now on she had him
where she wanted him. She had smarted under his jeers for a long time, but now she
had him where she could make him jump through any hoops she cared to hold.

When she thought of meeting him again, face to face in the sober light of day, a
nervous tingling embarrassment that carried with it an exciting pleasure enveloped
her.

“i’m nervous as a bride,” she thought. “And about rhett!” And, at the idea she fell
to giggling foolishly [pp. 800–801].

it is interesting to note that Scarlett’s shame is primarily experienced in
advance of what she believes would be an outcry from wider society at her
unfeminine sexual rapture. A “real” lady—a lady who behaves in accordance
with the appropriate behavioral stipulations set out by the heteronormative
paradigm—could not openly take pleasure from such passion as she has expe-
rienced. Her embarrassment stems from this conflict of personal and social
identities and the lingering fear of social rejection by external others who
deem her behavior inappropriate, while the giddy pleasure she reports is a
product of her personal response to her actions and arousal.

When characters like Scarlett  o’Hara report experiencing arousal—a
response to stimuli—have they really consented? returning to the under-
standing that arousal is a response to stimulus, it is crucial to understand
that many rape victims report feelings of immense shame for having expe-
rienced any form of arousal or sexual pleasure during their attack (see Morber,
2013). in reality, having experienced rhett’s brutality, it is wholly possible
Scarlett would have been likely to find this conflict significantly less pleas-
urable than she does in fiction. Additionally, when characters like rhett butler
are so domineering and hold more physical power than their partners (and
given that rhett has repeatedly made threatening remarks to Scarlett both
in the scene and throughout their relationship), what would have happened
if Scarlett had not consented? With these questions in mind, the reader must
approach and interpret the situation armed with at two sets of frameworks;
their own and Scarlett’s.

in the case of Gone with the Wind, the reader’s interpretive framework
is informed by their own subjective understanding and an awareness that it
is important to read these excerpts within the context of the whole book and
the wider context in which the novel was set. not only the American civil
War and reconstruction era in which the story itself occurs, but also the
cultural climate of 1930s America where it was written, published and
received. A reading must also therefore be informed by Scarlett’s perception
of the encounter as pleasurable and a new source of power for her—partic-
ularly given the pervasive culture of female infantilization and fetishization
in which the book was not only set but also written. Scarlett relays that she
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is fully aware of the assault on her personhood and agency which has tran-
spired, yet she finds herself conflicted with how she expected to feel, and fur-
thermore, how she is expected to feel.

is it misogynistic for us to deny the agency of Scarlett and other char-
acters like her—either by ignoring and belittling her fears and concerns in
favor of reading a happy ending, or by implying she is antifeminist because
of the way she chose to interpret what happened to her and took pleasure
from her submission? the staircase scene and dozens of other scenarios like
it have generated a significant amount of literary and cultural criticism, on
top of explorations of the wider problematic themes of racism, classism, colo-
nialism, slavery and violently sexist attitudes which all feature prevalently
within Gone with the Wind and other classic literature. How, then, are such
problematic themes both presented, discussed and eroticized in popular lit-
erature—a genre which we are aware is both a product of and a response to
social and cultural systems and events?

if one begins to chart changing attitudes towards autonomy, rape and
authorial intention when stories of sexual violence are narrated in literature,
it becomes apparent that there is an old term, dating as far back as the Middle
Ages, which has been previously used to describe an experience like the one
Scarlett  o’Hara reports. the trope of ravishment has persisted in the erotic
imaginary for centuries. Jocelyn catty offers the following definition of the
term:

derived from the latin raptus, meaning “violently seized or carried away,” ravish-
ment described an experience in which a person was so carried away by sensual
pleasure that he temporarily lost the ability to exert conscious control—ravishment
subverted the will. literary works were accused of using this technique to instil
vice[…] beautiful women were also described as “ravishing,” or able to infuse men
with an uncontrollable desire [1999, in greenstadt, 2009, p. 9].

Wilkins (2016), quoting Kathryn gravdal, relays how the use of the orig-
inal term ravissement has always represented a semantic transition from vio-
lent abduction to sexual pleasure: it at first described a process of physically
abducting a woman and “carrying her away,” then later “carrying a soul to
heaven,” then the “secular, affective meaning of being ‘carried away emo -
tionally’” and then to a definition referring to sexual desire (p. 2). evelyn
burge Vitz proposes that this is in line with medieval attitudes towards love,
which was often likened to “a violent experience which happened to you—
entered or penetrated you, took possession of you, corrupted your reason
and imprisoned you, male and female—against your will” (in Wilkins, 2016,
p. 2).

Wilkins notes that both the medieval romance and the chivalrous
romance as we understand it from a modern perspective share structures of
desire, wherein one encounters an object of desire and obstacles to that object
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which ultimately need to be circumvented. Where the chivalrous romance
features the courtly love of an unobtainable object, the medieval romance
concerns itself more with the visceral (and almost supernatural) effects of
realizing one’s desire (Wilkins, 2016). However, all stories that fall within the
scope of ravishment feature the same popular tropes of submission and dom-
ination; the same paradigms of power and desire which are played out and
reframed to varying degrees within differing contexts. this acts as a means
to reconcile difficult, complex and deeply erotic concepts with the cultural
understandings of bodily autonomy in which they are produced. For example,
modern narratives would now rightfully frame unwanted sexual advances as
an unacceptable act against one’s personhood, whereas medieval and early
modern romances (generated within the cultural contexts of the forms of
patriarchy and the heteronormative binary which were then in operation and
informing medieval and early modern legal and theological frameworks)
would more commonly position acts of sexual violence as being defined
largely in opposition to the ideal state of chastity. catty (1999) notes:

From medieval times, statutes were passed prohibiting “ravishment”—a crime that
did not clearly distinguish forced copulation from abduction, or the “taking away of
women.” thus ravishment was envisioned as a form of theft in which the primary
victims were not the women themselves, but their fathers or husbands. the most
influential of these statutes stipulated that it was a crime for a man to ravish a woman
whether she consented or not—a perspective that only made sense in a legal context
where she was regarded as an object of property subject to misappropriation [in
greenstadt, 2009, pp. 12–13].

given the cultural shifts that have occurred over the last century in
terms of understandings of bodily autonomy, relationship structures and cul-
tural attitudes towards sex and sexuality, the medieval definition of ravish-
ment would not be likely to sit well with modern audiences. So, the more
modern reinvention of ravishment as a term to describe a sense of erotic
abandon and the ecstasy of surrender may be a conscious way for an author
to avoid invoking the rightfully negative implications of the word “rape”—
the most commonly used word to describe sexual activity without one’s con-
sent—by instead offering a different term. newer definitions of ravishment,
such as those we can see attached to the modern label of  dub- con, emphasize
“the possibility of being swept away by pleasure, even in the experience of
being threatened by sexual aggression and violation” (Wilkins, 2016, p. 3).

However, ravishment still carries with it an unpleasant tone of false
morality; one which still presents the notion that someone can be “asking for
it” or be partially responsible for their own violation. this definition merely
repeats the existing frameworks of the heteronormative paradigm in which
one side of the binary is weak, submissive, passive and in need of protection
and the other is aggressive, domineering, active and predisposed towards
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violent consumption—and nobody is somewhere between these two states
or can move fluidly between them. catty (1999) notes that one is both rav-
ishing and open to ravishment, particularly in the case of women:

Whether others look at her or she herself does the looking, the result is the same: she
jeopardizes her chastity and is “spotted” with lust. in the end what matters is that, by
venturing into the public gaze, a woman enters a regime of ravishment ruled by the
uncontrollable forces of desire. the only way to avoid being morally tainted is to stay
home [in greenstadt, 2009, p. 10].

this damaging conflation of moral purity and chastity still continues to
underpin modern forms of the heteronormative binary, such as Scarlett’s
musing that a “real lady” could never actively seek sexual rapture of her own
accord. However, if a “real” masculine sexuality overcomes a “real” feminine
one (regardless of the genders or sexual identities of the parties involved),
and pleasure is the result of such a union, then the moral disgrace of the
encounter is traditionally reduced.

Angela toscano (2012) provides a compelling insight into how forced
seduction in literature functions as a discursive act. the idea that one can
“force” a seduction implies that there are seductions where no force is nec-
essary; seduction in this framework is presented as being akin to temptation,
and therefore a form of persuasion which requires the complicity of the per-
son who is being seduced (p. 9). toscano posits that a forced seduction, there-
fore, is presented not as a simple rape but as an attempt to compel interaction
and persuasion in order to make one party complicit with their own violation.
if identity is at the root of desire, a ravisher wants their victim to respond to
them, either positively or negatively, to reaffirm the ravisher’s identity (ibid.).
When a person is ravished, however, that person’s core selfhood remains
unviolated even when their body is abused. rather than disrupt one’s iden-
tity, ravishment solidifies it or even transforms it into a new identity in rela-
tion to the other party—for example, if a ravished person is able to overcome
the one who has ravished them, then their new identity is articulated in this
way.

returning to the study conducted bivona, critelli and clark (2012), a
ravishment scenario would accommodate some of the most popular expla-
nations behind submission fantasies. A ravished person is rendered deeply
desirable; they are coveted by a ravisher who experiences an overwhelming
desire towards them. due to some form of coercion, they are unable to refuse,
and thus encounter or participate in different types of sexual experiences
(pleasurable or otherwise)—such as physical restraints, unusual sex acts or
the use of toys or objects. given that they were ravished by a domineering
party, the ravished person is perceived to have retained their moral purity;
they are able to employ blame avoidance frameworks to either protect their
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identity or transform it as a result of the ravishment. this is particularly
prominent in gothic literature where the swooning of parties faced with an
overwhelming (and often supernatural) force of desire, such as the thrall of
a vampire, can be read as a form of active defense, providing a political sep-
aration of the enraptured body from the moral will and identity. barring
some inevitable exceptions, many  dub- con narratives operate under similar
frameworks.

given that popular fiction is both a product of and a response to con-
stantly evolving social imperatives and concerns, it is both surprising and
unsurprising that this trope has persisted despite major cultural shifts—par-
ticularly in the last fifty years. An example of the successful revival of the
ravishment trope can best be seen in the form of the bodice ripper romances
of the 1970s and 1980s, so named for the stereotypical cover art depicting
heroes so consumed with passion that they are using their bare hands to rip
open the bodices of their swooning heroines in their urgency to disrobe them.
evidently, though, there is a significant amount of troubling discourse within
this inherently problematic genre. Where is the line to be drawn in this hypo-
thetical framework of acceptable coercion? if the application of one partner’s
coercive behavior inflicts lasting damage on another (such as injury, psycho-
logical harm or economic downfall), does this change the seemingly arbitrary
benchmark at which coercion is then perceived as unacceptable? the concept
of forceful persuasion is a dangerous one, but i would argue that what makes
it dangerous is not the existence (and popularity) of the enforced submission
trope itself, but how it is positioned within the structure of the heteronor-
mative paradigm and construed as a normal, natural result of a clash between
sexualities from either side of the binary.

in stories of sublimated desire, opportunities arise to reframe very real
scenarios of a loss of control in a way that becomes pleasurable rather than
harrowing. in her rapturous negotiation of the tumultuous thoughts and feel-
ings bursting inside her the morning after, Scarlett  o’Hara has identified that
which makes ravishments so enticing to the erotic imaginary; the conflict
that occurs between your fiercely asserted autonomy, the societal expectations
of your behavior, your involuntary wild emotional and physical responses
and your subsequent navigation and reframing of your behavior in light of
these other elements. the conflict, bewilderment and visceral excitement is
the thrill. in fantasies like these, we create and exercise a safe, exciting space
for our erotic imaginations which allows us to retain our agency and our per-
sonal control in the face of a frightening possibility—and to take pleasure
how and where we want to despite the unpleasant realities which may oppose
and constrain us.
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Discussing  Dub- Con
dub-con, at the very least, is not an easy genre to deal with, and there

are many compelling arguments to be made both for and against the presence
and popularity of the enforced submission trope in literature.  dub- con sce-
narios are ultimately nothing new; they are constantly reframed in popular
literature, operating in the murky haze of the erotic imaginary where pleasure
and power intersect—and furthermore, coexist. in  dub- con narratives, char-
acters are regularly positioned with a ravishment scenario in order for them
to experience pleasure (and less commonly, pain) with the intention that
such an encounter might not fundamentally shatter their identities as much
as the brutality of a rape. in both slash and femslash, this experience then
provides an opportunity for characters (and in turn, readers and authors) to
reassert or reconsider notions of identity and autonomy within the hetero-
normative binary, posing questions that problematize “natural” and “normal”
modes of behavior.

dub-con is not totally innocent of one of the faults of romance fiction:
attempting to present contradictory and complex scenarios in a nice, dreamy
way intended to avoid antagonizing modern sensibilities. However, while
operating as a deeply pleasurable submission fantasy in which we remain in
control at all times,  dub- con makes no attempt to hide the contradiction
between what we find erotic and what we believe is acceptable. the depicted
relationship is usually unequal and deeply problematic, and while the scenario
may be presented as culturally normal within the context of the story, a  dub-
con narrative does not allow a reader to believe that this is fair or correct.
Additionally,  dub- con is more than just one set of formulaic conventions
wherein one character is ravished by another. every  dub- con narrative
explores not only the murky waters of consent in fan fiction identified by
Klink (2016), but the very nature of consent itself and the myriad ways in
which it is obtained, ignored or abused.

there are  dub- con stories where partners who once consented enthu-
siastically and who trust each other implicitly must now negotiate new situ-
ations where they are uncertain of whether they wish to continue. When one
party consents in order to keep their partner happy and blissfully unaware
of how they feel, painful conversations inevitably occur when the truth is
revealed, providing readers with an opportunity to discuss the difficult themes
involved in this scenario where both parties feel betrayed. in some, tradi-
tionally “weaker” characters are given all the power and seduce, coerce or
ravish their allegedly higher ranking counterparts, while in others characters
overcome their ravishers and publicly hold them to account to force a dis-
cussion about their actions. there are also stories in which one party is both
the ravisher and the ravished, which explore how these conflicting identities
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shape that character’s identity and behavior and their interaction with wider
society. Additionally, there are stories where all parties involved have no
choice but to engage sexually with each other, either because of an external
force (such as magic or sex pollen), an irresistible sexual imperative, or a
threat to the safety of themselves or others.

the common theme within all of these stories is therefore not who per-
forms what action, how strongly or how often—it is a preoccupation with
where and how control operates. What makes  dub- con stories different is
that in  dub- con stories, control can be implied or explicit, concrete or mal-
leable; it is shifted, reformed, invoked and interpreted through actions, words
and/or external situations. rape narratives are often unflinching explorations
of the real consequences of the heteronormative paradigm, where violence
often is the control; you either consume or are consumed, and those who do
not behave in accordance with the contradictory rules that are presented as
“good” and “natural” invite violence.  dub- con offers a range of flexibility and
a space to explore the same violent nature of power and desire without the
requisite presence of destruction and death, which can be deeply triggering.
it is not inaccurate to suggest that this may make  dub- con euphemistic, but
it is still a powerful medium for those who want to explore these elements
and better understand how their identities and desires operate within social
frameworks in a pleasurable way.

Furthermore,  dub- con is not without other issues, particularly when
scenarios which appear  non- consensual are labeled as dubiously consensual.
it is a common understanding that the ways in which someone perceives a
text are based on their personal reading positions—the social, cultural and
ideological background from which any individual comes. What one person
tags as a dubiously consensual encounter is likely to differ from another per-
son’s perception of the same scene. A writer who depicts a classic early mod-
ern erotic scenario in which character A agrees to have sex with character
b, but who unknowingly has pleasurable sex with character c (whom they
may or may not have an equal or greater sexual interest in) may not feel that
this deserves the label of rape with all of its connotations of pain, violence
and aggression. they may instead elect to use the  dub- con tag, while a reader
may vehemently disagree and propose that someone who is deceived at any
point in a sexual encounter cannot freely give their consent, no matter how
much they may have enjoyed it. it is important to actively consider the sig-
nificance of the ways in which problematic elements in fan works are tagged,
the expectations, resonances and politics generated by the use of some tags
over others, and the necessity of detailed content notes to negotiate these
elements and contexts.

if popular literature is produced in a particular historic moment as a
result of ongoing conversations, what is different now is the massively open
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global digital network of interpretation that  dub- con narratives exist within.
A process of interpretive exchange happens every time we encounter any text
and it is a crucial part of our own personal  meaning- making strategies; no
two people will ever have the exact same response to a text and it is normal
and necessary for opinions to clash and for ideas to be articulated and devel-
oped as a result. discussions around sexuality, consent and violence remain
rightfully passionate and are often deeply personal. it is vital to support the
initiatives aimed at challenging the kinds of damaging understandings of
these issues which lead to the silencing of abuse victims and the perpetuation
of violence. However, at least within the open interpretive communities that
generations of fans have fought hard to establish and defend, as fans and as
academics we should strive to engage with and encourage conflicting ideas.
discussions about these complexities which simultaneously trouble and thrill
us, and the ways in which we label, perceive and negotiate them, are necessary
for both the genre and understandings of it to develop.

dub-con simultaneously does and does not sit neatly with ideals of how
slash fiction operates as a utopian, egalitarian genre, but ignoring the impacts
and resonances of  dub- con as a genre in its own right is regressive in and of
itself. doing so only serves to close off yet another avenue where people, par-
ticularly marginalized groups, are able to exercise their erotic imaginations
to explore modes of being and systems of power. As explored bivona, critelli
and clark (2012), some survivors of sexual assaults have submission fantasies,
for any number of personal reasons. it would be highly irresponsible and
inappropriate to attempt to speculate about these personal reasons, but refus-
ing to acknowledge how  dub- con in slash fiction—as another broad and
nuanced literary portrayal of the complexities of consent—encourages us to
engage with wider issues and asks us to explore these elements just perpet-
uates another form of oppression. ravishment as a trope has survived in var-
ious forms for centuries, but only now are we really in a position to try to
understand how the complexity of  dub- con in its newly evolved genre form
might act in our benefit, and explore what its controversial popularity might
say about current cultural climates and collective erotic imaginations.

instances where violence and sexual domination are presented erotically
in problematic fan works rarely represent an actual intention to hold these
up as ideal scenarios. building on the argument that reading romances allows
readers to explore the meanings and consequences of modes of behavior,
Janice radway argued that we should understand romances as “the experi-
mental projection of the consequences of masculine behavior and patriarchal
control” (pp. 168–169). it is much more likely, then, that because these sce-
narios are so ingrained as being a natural, permanent and unchangeable facet
of existence under the heteronormative paradigm, they cannot be easily imag-
ined away and thus repeat in fan works and other forms of popular literature.
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dub- con narratives operate as sites where readers seek opportunities to expe-
rience these scenarios in pleasurable ways, rather than in the form of fantasies
which depict the painful effects and aftermaths of these frightening threats
which must be negotiated in order to survive. Works featuring  dub- con in
an eroticized setting may simply represent a need for producers and audiences
to find ways to imagine that exaggerated displays of heteronormativity might
not be harmful—even when they are told by the same behavioral frameworks
that active sensuality and desire is dangerous to both those who have it and
to those who may become so ensnared by it that they respond aggressively.

From a modern day reading position, it is often difficult for us to rec-
oncile seemingly regressive fantasies with our individual subjectivities. Such
fantasies conflict with our understandings of identity politics and go against
what we would like to experience in a real life situation. this can cause mis-
placed guilt and a sense of unease about indulging these pleasurable fan-
tasies—let alone sharing them with anyone else, lest we invoke further
judgment or disapproval, or upset others who have experienced such brutal
realities firsthand. We know that these are problematic fantasies and we
understand that such a scenario of pleasurable submission against our will
cannot (and should not) exist outside of a fantasy or fan fiction setting where
we remain in full control of the scene and have intimate access to the per-
spectives of all parties involved. However, that does not make them any less
fulfilling than other kinds of sexual fantasy, or any less effective in helping
us to consciously or unconsciously navigate complex power structures. in
scenarios like those we see appearing in  dub- con again and again—where
even in the absence of a concrete “yes,” characters still often experience vivid
pleasure in the heat of the moment despite whatever circumstances are con-
straining them—characters, readers and writers are all able to explore the
complex relationship between power, desire and control. Perhaps what entices
us most to  dub- con and what makes it so subversive is not the depiction of
violence, force or sex; it is how conflict, uncertainty and pleasure facilitate a
temporary resolution of the contradictions between our social and sexual
selves—if only for one thrilling, deeply private moment.

Wilkins (2016) notes that modern feminism can at times be accused of
operating a censure of representations of sexuality and fantasies of domina-
tion and submission in an attempt to challenge potentially damaging repre-
sentations of the forms of power which enact oppression and subjugation.
 dub- con fantasies have been accused of being postfeminist—a term which
refers to something or someone which has benefited from the movement
towards gender equality, but which does not attempt to further the cause—
and guilty of euphemistically eroticizing and perpetuating the same harmful
behavioral ideologies of heteronormativity as other forms of popular litera-
ture. While there is credibility behind these suggestions that  dub- con is
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antifeminist or postfeminist, this fails to acknowledge the spectacular range
of nuance inherent within  dub- con and the thriving discussions and com-
munities which emerge around it.

dub-con does not ask its readers to accept it as an ideal sexual paradigm.
Where classic fiction throughout history has often presented ravishment sce-
narios as a natural, inevitable (and even desirable) product of heteronorma-
tivity, one which must somehow be simultaneously sought out and avoided,
 dub- con openly concerns itself with the representation of inequality and the
means through which characters attempt to negotiate this. it asks its audiences
to question its content and it asks its producers to consider the real life struc-
tures of power in which we operate. it makes explicit the understanding that
consent, when it is not given freely, is dubious only within a fantasy scenario
where we are able to represent, control, and intimately share the inner
thoughts and feelings of the characters. When consent is not given in reality,
where we cannot purport to know what someone is thinking or feeling, dubi-
ously obtained consent is no consent at all.

Conclusion
i cannot speak of  dub- con’s audiences like some collective entity which

approaches and accesses the genre in the same way for the same reasons.
However, i argue that  dub- con represents as much of a move as the wider
genre of slash fiction towards an erotic and active feminist awareness of, and
response to, the global impacts which contradictory and restrictive behavioral
paradigms have on every person. i propose that in order to better understand
 dub- con, we should recognize its core as a fantasy of a pleasurable sublimation
or exertion of control more than a fantasy about an attack on a person’s agency
or a loss of identity.

i concur with constance Penley’s iconic assertion that anyone reading,
writing and discussing slash fiction “participates in and restages a scenario
in which crucial questions about desire, knowledge, and identity can be
posed, and in which the subject can hold a number of different identificatory
positions” (1997, p. 480).  dub- con is a politically engaged genre; from the
moment you search for it, from the moment you tag it as being dubious, you
have already entered into a debate about the ways in which we articulate our-
selves and our identities, the ways in which consent paradigms operate, and
your own position within wider societal expectations and power systems.
Writing and reading  dub- con provides scope to explore very real concerns
within the confines of an erotic fantasy; a fantasy in which we remain con-
stantly in control, even as we reframe and  re- imagine our relationship to
power—including our own. Unlike the historical literary legacy from which
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it has developed,  dub- con in slash fiction does not present its complex, con-
tradictory and thrilling fantasies as an ideal paradigm. it does not allow us
to forget that our concerns are fundamentally grounded in the real, unfair,
unequal paradigms under which we all operate. Just like any trope within
slash fiction, it facilitates an interpretive space in which are able to use our
erotic imaginations to reframe our concerns, and provides an interpretive
community in which we are able to engage in meaningful discussions. it is
both progressive and regressive, both feminist and postfeminist—and it is
constantly evolving.

While this essay has explored some of the basic effective and affective
functions of the trope, there is so much space for wider study. there is a need
for literary analysis of how latent textual elements in canon texts are extrap-
olated or subverted into  dub- con scenarios in particular, the narrative func-
tion of these scenes within fan works, and explorations of which fandoms or
pairings this trope particularly features in. there is clear scope for investi-
gation into the ways in which premodern and modern cultural ideologies
are addressed in  dub- con and its surrounding communities. Additionally,
given that  dub- con is the product of an ongoing discussion and a thriving
cultural dialogue, it would be difficult to theorize any further about the pop-
ularity of  dub- con without working with readers and writers through ethical
ethnographic studies. it is now time for fandom and academia to acknowledge
this fascinating genre and to explore it with the passion, dedication and crit-
ical rigor it deserves.

noteS

1. Particularly the theories of MacKinnon (1991), dworkin (1974) and Modleski (1999).
2. An abbreviation of the terms bondage & discipline (bd), dominance & Submission

(dS), and Sadism & Masochism (SM).
3. Scc, commonly cited as a phrase coined by david Stein in 1984, refers to a system

of play in which attempts should be made to identify and prevent risks to health; activities
should be undertaken in a sane and sensible state of mind; and all activities must involve
the full and informed consent of all parties. Stein intended this to be put forward as a min-
imum standard for ethically defensible bdSM encounters in order to distinguish these from
the perception of S&M as abusive. in contrast, rAcK—a term credited to gary Switch in
2001—acknowledges that nothing is ever 100 percent safe and what may be considered “safe
and sane” by one person may not be by another. rAcK places more emphasis on individual
commitment to understanding and adhering to someone’s personal limitations and kinks
with regard to risky activities. Within rAcK, there is no “safe” or “unsafe,” only “safe” and
“less safe.” Additionally, other terms exist in the bdSM community—such as PricK (Personal
responsibility, informed consensual Kink) and ccc (committed, compassionate, con-
sensual).

4. Also see baumeister & twenge (2002).
5. this is not to imply that there are not people who genuinely do have erotic fantasies

about witnessing, committing or being a victim of an actual rape. this is also not to imply
that these fantasies are any more or less legitimate than submission fantasies. However, given
the focus and scope of this essay i am unable to explore this in any greater detail with the
degree of academic rigor and sensitivity it requires.
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6. Particularly Woledge (2006), driscoll (2006), Kaplan (2006) and Kustritz (2003 &
2008).
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“Happy consensual
gangbangs”

Deconstructions of Sports Cultures
and Hegemonic Masculinity 

in Football RPF

Milena Popova

Introduction
this essay uses a close reading of two stories within the gangbang/team

sex subgenre of Football real Person Fiction to investigate how marginalized
sports fans can use fan fiction to negotiate the challenges posed to them by
hegemonic masculinity within sports culture. these stories engage with
themes of safety and vulnerability, hierarchies of masculinity, and issues of
sexual consent through common fan fiction reading and writing practices.
these practices allow readers and writers to make meanings from the simi-
larities and differences between the fictionalized representations they create
and their knowledge and experience of marginalization within sports culture.
in this way, they are able to issue their own challenge to structures of patri-
archy and hegemonic masculinity in their fan object—albeit one which is
limited in scope.

Slashing Hegemonic Masculinity
on october 14, 2016, Welsh football player ched evans was found not

guilty of rape at retrial at cardiff crown court, having already served a  two-
and-a-half-year prison sentence for the crime (Morris & topping, 2016). Male
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professional athletes from a range of team sports across Western cultures are
accused of sexual assault with some regularity (see nurka, 2013; toffoletti,
2007), though convictions—such as evans’ original conviction—are much
rarer (burke, 2015). Writing about sexual assault in Australian professional
team sports, nurka (2013) characterizes the Australian football leagues and
other “masculine sporting codes” as “privileged sites of the cultural construc-
tion of heterosexual masculinity in a homosocial setting” (p. 43). this exclu-
sive and often hostile environment presents a number of challenges for
women, both as participants and as fans of sport.

reports of rape allegedly committed by professional athletes gain atten-
tion from media (toffoletti, 2007) and sports fans (nurka, 2013), but the dis-
courses in both cases seek to silence and blame victims while exonerating
the alleged attackers. As nurka indicates, such challenges are rooted in the
highly masculine construction of sports culture, a construction congruent
with ideas of hegemonic masculinity. connell (1995) defines hegemonic mas-
culinity as “the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently
accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy” (p. 77): it is
a historically and socially contingent construction legitimizing gendered
power relations.

Women, as spectators and fans of sport, struggle with the challenges
posed by this frequently outright hostile, highly homosocial environment,
where sexual violence is only the extreme end of a range of negative, discrimi -
natory, and marginalizing experiences rooted in enactments of hegemonic
masculinity. gosling (2007) provides a comprehensive overview of the mar-
ginalization of women sports fans. esmonde, cooky & Andrews (2015) exam-
ine the complex ways in which women negotiate this marginalization. they
find that women fans frequently police their own and other women’s expres-
sions of fandom, and even use gendered language in their definition of fan-
dom, devaluing women’s involvement as sports fans. one key strategy used
to  de- legitimize women’s sports fandom is the allegation that they are sexually
attracted to the players rather than genuinely interested in the sport, which
in turn can be used to invalidate allegations of sexual violence on behalf of
players. Women sports fans consequently developed strategies which let them
challenge these stereotypes and other discourses used to marginalize them.
these strategies include redrawing the lines around what it meant to be a
sports fan to either be more inclusive of some women and femininities while
still excluding others or, alternatively, to disclaim a fandom identity, thereby
lowering their own personal stakes in the culture; denying or minimizing
the exclusion they faced; and negotiating their relationship to common
stereotypes of women sports fans. these strategies, however, frequently still
built on dominant discourses of masculinity and the associated devaluing of
femininity in sports and sports fandom. in this way, women’s legitimacy as
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sports fans remained contingent on being able to construct themselves as an
exception to the negative stereotypes associated with women sports fans. Yet
as esmonde, cooky and Andrews argue, “it is possible to both love the game
and Aaron rodgers’ eyes” (2015, p. 43), and for some women fans an aesthetic
appreciation of, or even sexual attraction to, the players is indeed a key part
of their sports fandom.

Waysdorf (2015a) traces the different forms women’s sports fandom takes
in different spaces. Football real Person(a) Fiction (or rPF) is one such
expression of (predominantly) women’s love of the game and their attraction
to the players. Football rPF is fan fiction centered predominantly around
 high- level european football (soccer) teams and players, and generally fea-
turing sexual or romantic relationships between fictionalized versions of the
 real- life players. Some writers and readers of Football rPF start out as football
fans first and come to fan fiction later. others find it through other types of
fan fiction (for instance by following a favorite author from the fandom of
another media product), though many go on to develop an interest in football
as a sport as a result (Waysdorf, 2015b). Waysdorf (2015a) argues that Football
rPF is a space where certain kinds of fannish behaviors are normalized, which
elsewhere are typically associated with women fans and used to police and
undermine their identities as fans—and that participation in Football rPF
is just as much an expression and performance of women’s football fandom
as attending matches and discussing trivia in other online forums. given the
hypermasculine culture of team sports and the frequency and regularity with
which professional athletes across a variety of team sports are accused of rape
and other kinds of violence against women, the appeal of football players to
the slash community—consisting predominantly of women and  non- binary
people, many of whom identify as members of gender, sexual or romantic
minorities (centrumlumina, 2013b, 2013c)1—is striking.

Waysdorf (2015b) identifies key features of football as a sport and media
spectacle which make it an attractive site for rPF. the media narrative sur-
rounding the sport—official promotional material, outsider perspectives such
as journalistic reporting and, increasingly, social media interactions—creates
a set of paratexts around the sport itself. teams promote individual players
as a way of fostering fans’ personal investment in the sport. this in turn has
the effect of turning star players into celebrities highly attractive to rPF com-
munities. Seasons and tournaments provide an overarching narrative frame-
work, so that individual games acquire meaning beyond the ninety minutes
of play time. it is these individual and team narratives and the interplays
between them, as players emerge as stars, are traded, or retire, which provide
the starting point for  sports- based fan fiction. Writers and readers of football
rPF pay attention to the  real- life physicality of both the sport itself and the
players in their interactions with each other. casual touches, goal celebrations
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and even the occasional joking or celebratory kiss between players are taken
out of their homosocial context and imbued with emotional and sexual mean-
ing. Yet these highly “slashable” elements of football do not erase, and are
indeed often in conflict with, the homosocial, hypermasculine facets of sports
culture.

there is a tension, therefore, in Football rPF between the popular, and
homosocial, reading of sport and sports culture, and rPF writers’ and readers’
 against- the-grain readings of homosexual desire. investigating sports teams
in a higher education setting, dempster (2009) finds a strong link between
sports and lad cultures at a UK university and identifies three key components
present in both: sexualized behaviors (including the indictment of homosex-
uality), aggression and violence (especially in the sports context when there
is a perceived threat to the player’s position and standing within the hierar-
chy), and heavy drinking. Propositioning women is seen as a key “laddish”
behavior that players of team sports engage in to position their own mas-
culinity “as both different from, and superior to, women and femininities”
(p. 488). in Football rPF, on the other hand, women—even players’  real- life
partners—play small and marginal roles if any (Waysdorf, 2015b), and the
players’ sexual and romantic desire is redirected at each other. this stands
in stark contrast to dempster’s (2009) finding that “indictments of homo-
sexuality was a key means through which male Westchester students policed
masculinities” (p. 488). this reflects the conflicted relationship of women
sports fans with their fan objects, who are steeped in a culture that is deeply
misogynistic and homophobic, and which frequently marginalizes women
and queer players and fans. it also raises the question of how such conflicts
are resolved—or at least negotiated—in the community’s fiction output.

in this essay, i explore how groups who are typically marginalized and
even threatened by sports cultures rooted in hegemonic masculinity—
women,  non- binary people, gay and bisexual men—create spaces for the
expression and critical exploration of their own relationships with these cul-
tures, and thereby with hegemonic masculinity, particularly as fans. My focus
is therefore on how stories circulated within the Football rPF community
both reproduce but also challenge and deconstruct the trappings of lad and
sports cultures. i use as my case study the subgenre of gangbang and team
sex stories. these are the stories which not only crystallize the homosocial
bonds between individual players into fictional homosexual relationships but
also most clearly set these relationships within the wider context of the hyper-
masculine sports team culture. i perform a close reading of two such gang-
bang/ team sex stories: a story published by Anonymous (2011) which i shall
refer to as Story A and firework boy by meretricula (2011). the two stories are
complementary, in that they both contain elements both typical and atypical
of the gangbang/team sex subgenre. i relate these elements to wider theories
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on lad and sports cultures,  meaning- making in fan fiction, and sexual con-
sent, in order to show how Football rPF stories engage with and deconstruct
the challenges and threats which sports culture and hegemonic masculinity
present to the groups they subordinate or marginalize.

Team Orgies and Gangbangs: 
Two Stories

intertextuality plays a key role in  meaning- making in fan fiction based
on other fiction. derecho (2006) argues that fan fiction works add to an
“archive” around the originary work and is particularly interested in the way
fan fiction repeats and alters certain elements from the original. Such “rep-
etition with a difference” (p. 73), she argues, allows for both works to be read
at the same time, side by side, creating new meanings from the similarities
and differences. in this way, each addition to the archive alters the entire
archive, shedding new light on both originary work and other “archontic”
works. As Waysdorf (2015b) argues, european football can be read as a media
text in similar ways to tV series, books, or films, and so rPF too can be seen
as characterized by intertextuality in similar ways. Willis (2006) also empha-
sizes the intertextual nature of fan fiction reading and writing, but provides
a mechanism for resources beyond the immediately obvious texts to enter
into a relationship with the fan fiction work. She argues that fan fiction readers
and writers bring their own knowledge of the world to their readings of
media, and this is a key mechanism by which the “gaps” which fan fiction
fills are created. So, in the case of Football rPF a fan fiction reader or writer
would not just refer to “canon” events and the media narratives around their
favorite player or team, but also use extratextual resources such as their
understanding of sports cultures in their engagement with fan fiction stories.
this intertextuality and use of extratextual resources in readings is key to
understanding how Football rPF may provide fans who are marginalized by
sports culture and mainstream masculine fan communities with ways to
engage with and challenge the culture.

Such intertextual readings are evident across Football rPF stories. A
common thread in such stories is the sense of belonging to a team with a
shared goal and the accompanying joint celebrations of successes or com-
miseration over losses. in this context, the team orgy or team gangbang is a
popular subgenre within Football rPF. typical ways to position this are the
team bonding experience, the celebration of a major win, consolation after
a big loss, or the team rewarding or “taking care” of a key player. Story A by
Anonymous (2011) and firework boy (2011) by meretricula fall under the cat-
egory of the “reward” story. A clue to this theme in Football rPF can often
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be found in the titles of fan works, which convey appreciation and celebration
of someone’s accomplishments. both of these works were also originally writ-
ten in response to requests posted on online Football rPF communities. Story
A originated on a Football rPF kinkmeme—an online forum matching
anonymous requests for particular types of stories with equally anonymous
writers—and firework boy originated in a community where prompts may,
but do not have to, be anonymous.

While both stories have elements typical of the Football rPF team
sex/gangbang subgenre, both also play with variations on the generic con-
ventions—a key fan fiction technique for creating meanings (derecho, 2006).
Stylistically, both stories are written in very close third person from a single
point of view—the character at the center of attention in the orgy or gang-
bang. this allows the reader an insight into the character’s intimate thoughts
and emotions without fully immersing them in that character as a  first- person
narrative might. this is common in recent fan fiction, and particularly in
rPF where a  first- person narrative can often be experienced as too jarring
and invasive, given that characters are based on  real- life celebrities. like a
significant proportion of fan fiction and the vast majority of the gangbang/
team sex subgenre, both stories are sexually explicit. overtly erotic and sexual
scenes in slash have an effect of “physicalising emotion” (Pugh, 2005, p. 102),
and fan fiction writers often use such content to provide further intimate
insight into characters. gangbang stories also often feature some commentary
alongside the text, for instance in tags and author’s notes, with regards to the
consensual—or otherwise—nature of the gangbang. the phrasing of such
notes and tags varies, but some examples are “HAPPY conSenSUAl gAng-
bAngS,” “emotional resolution through gangbang,” “consensual gangbang,”
or “comfort gangbang.” neither of the stories in this investigation comes with
such accompanying material in any of their published versions, but themes
of consent and overt consent negotiation are present throughout.

Fan writer meretricula’s firework boy (2011) is set after the champions’
league semifinal game between archrivals real Madrid and barcelona on
April 26, 2011. the point of view character is Sergi roberto, a relatively junior
player for whom the match was his champions’ league debut and therefore
an important milestone in his career; a fact which singles him out for cele-
bration and reward by his teammates. the other participants in the orgy are
lionel Messi (the team’s star, who is is widely acknowledged as one of the
best players in the world), thiago Alcântara, ibrahim Afellay, gerard Piqué,
and david Villa, while a number of other team members—notably Xavi
Hernández—are shown to watch from the sidelines or decline to participate.
the premise of Story A (Anonymous, 2011) is that the Spanish national team
offer to reward midfielder david Silva after a particularly good performance
in a friendly match against the U.S. After initial reluctance, Silva agrees to
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the proposal, as being gangbanged has been a  long- standing fantasy for him,
and eight other players take part in the gangbang: carlos Marchena, raúl
Albiol, Álvaro Arbeloa, david Villa, Pepe reina, Fernando torres, Fernando
llorente, and Santi cazorla. to aid clarity, from this point on i will use the
full name to refer to the  real- life football players and either the first or last
name only, depending on predominant usage within the story, to refer to the
fictional characters.

the various relationships and histories these players have with each
other both within and outside the Spanish national team provide several
emotional focal points. Many Football rPF gangbang stories feature more
romantic or emotionally involved relationships between couples of players
within the wider team environment. in reward stories it is often the player’s
 longer- term romantic partner who will arrange the gangbang with the team
and direct the action. Story A works both within and outside this template.
instead of a central pairing, the story focuses on the relationships between
three players: Silva, Villa, and carlos. Silva and Villa’s past sexual relationship
provides a counterpoint for Silva’s  long- standing and, as he believes, unre-
quited romantic feelings for carlos. Similarly, firework boy (meretricula, 2011)
also differs from the central romantic couple template: there are several estab-
lished pairings, but as a player relatively new to the team Sergi isn’t part of
any of them.

the reward for a good performance scenario is a fairly common trope
in setting up gangbang stories, but a key contrast between the two stories is
that whereas firework boy is set within the regular league team setting, Story
A takes place at the national team level. relationships between players on
national teams are often portrayed in Football rPF stories as more diverse
and ambiguous, as well as less established than those on league teams. Stories
are more commonly set in league teams, so the contrast here is a crucial
resource for  meaning- making and an important driver behind some of the
stories’ key themes: the interplay between safety and vulnerability; the explo-
ration of hierarchies of masculinity; and masculinity, power, and sexual con-
sent.

Safety and Vulnerability
the team environment in Football rPF stories is often presented as a

safe space where  long- standing homosocial bonds mean that everyone on
the team can automatically be trusted. this is a contrast to, for instance,
dempster’s (2009) findings of the importance of hierarchy and position
within the lad cultures of university sports teams. this view of the team as
a safe environment is particularly true of stories set in league teams, where
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players spend most of their time and effort and are often shown to have the
greatest emotional investment in, and this is reflected to an extent in firework
boy (meretricula, 2011).

As Sergi, the point of view character in the story, is relatively new to the
team, he himself does not have the longstanding relationships and bonds
with his teammates that they do with each other. Yet those bonds among the
other characters are clearly shown in the story, through Sergi’s point of view.
the banter he observes among his teammates is clearly  long- established, as
are their  post- game rituals. While one group of players engages in sexual acts
in the dressing room, another goes about the business of  post- match
cooldown, both groups still interacting casually with each other. initially,
this serves to highlight Sergi’s status as a newcomer and outsider, underscor-
ing his sense of vulnerability in the new environment. both groups of team-
mates, however, quickly move to include Sergi in their activities, congratulating
him on his champions’ league debut and making him feel like a welcome
and legitimate part of the team. by the end of the story, Sergi feels confident
enough to take part in the banter and interact with his teammates on an equal
footing, even though only ten minutes have passed. the new team environ-
ment has been made safe for him.

the setting of Story A (Anonymous, 2011) in the national team environ-
ment is an interesting counterpoint to the more usual league team story.
national teams are often composed of players who during the regular league
season are bitter rivals, players who may have once been on the same league
team but have since transferred to other teams, or players who have little
contact with each other because they play in different leagues. Football rPF
writers often use their knowledge of the players’ backgrounds and the  real-
life events in their sporting careers as a backdrop to the plot of stories (Ways-
dorf, 2015a). therefore, this national team dynamic is one key factor in cre-
ating a sense of vulnerability for Silva, the point of view character in Story A.
Another element of vulnerability is introduced through references to a past
sexual relationship between the fictional versions of Silva and Villa, who in
real life played together for Valencia between 2006 and 2010, and indications
of  long- standing romantic feelings Silva harbors for carlos—another  real-
life former Valencia teammate. this triangle forms the emotional core of the
story, with Villa constantly challenging and pushing at boundaries while car-
los is depicted as caring and protective.

this sense of vulnerability, however, is partially offset early on in Story
A by a sense of homecoming. the story is set shortly after the  real- life events
of david Silva’s transfer from Valencia to Manchester city in June 2010, where
he was initially seen to be struggling with adjusting to a new country, team,
and language. the fictional Silva in the story is surrounded by  Spanish-
speaking teammates, and he draws comfort from this familiarity and sense
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of belonging again. However, this bubble of safety is broken as soon as Villa
extends his offer to give Silva something Villa claims Silva has always wanted.
Silva remembers his past relationship with Villa, including an incident where
he attempted to withdraw consent during a sexual encounter. He becomes
aware of the other people present in the room, nervous of their looks and
their judgment.

the tension between the safety of the team environment and the vul-
nerable position Villa’s suggestion of a gangbang puts Silva in takes the form
of ambivalence on Silva’s part. the close third person style further highlights
this by giving the reader insight into Silva’s emotions. He is almost paralyzed
with indecision, simultaneously aroused and embarrassed. Silva’s indecision
is resolved by carlos. the two have a private conversation in which carlos
is shown as being protective of Silva, which is what finally gives Silva enough
of a sense of safety to agree to Villa’s proposal. Yet Silva’s ambivalence reap-
pears as soon as he is faced with his teammates again, and he is described as
feeling simultaneously thrilled and horrified, and this ambivalence only fades
gradually over the course of the story.

As the story progresses, various teammates’ actions contribute to settling
Silva’s ambivalence. raúl’s smile and wave brings back a sense of normality
and the training ground. Villa’s acknowledgment and acceptance of Silva’s
vulnerability provides reassurance. carlos makes Silva focus only on him
when the attention of his assembled teammates makes him balk. this pro-
gressive shedding of vulnerability culminates when, after three or four of his
teammates have fucked him, Silva experiences even his audience as pure
thrill, no longer afraid of judgmental stares. this thrill then fades back into
a feeling of safety at the end of the story, as carlos is shown to provide physical
and emotional aftercare for Silva.

read side by side with fans’ extratextual knowledge of sports culture,
the interplay between safety and vulnerability in both firework boy and Story
A becomes a sophisticated commentary on that culture. Where in an actual
sports team a new player might expect to have to engage in prolonged jostling
for position in the team hierarchy (dempster, 2009), in firework boy the ini-
tially unfamiliar and threatening new team environment is rapidly made safe
for Sergi by his teammates. this recreation or repetition of sports culture
with a difference (derecho, 2006) highlights the problematic elements of
sports culture and at the same time opens up new possibilities for it. in Story
A, the long passages where the point of view character is ambivalent towards
his experiences are particularly significant. When it comes to the  real- life
counterparts of the fictional characters depicted in stories like this, allegations
of harassment, sexual assault and rape surface in the media with some reg-
ularity, with many of the  high- profile cases involving allegations of gang rape
or involvement of multiple players in the assault (e.g., burke, 2015; nurka,
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2013; toffoletti, 2007). Fictionalizing this scenario in Football rPF opens up
the potential of undermining the sexually aggressive culture of sports teams.
the sexualized behaviors of sports culture are no longer directed outwards
at women, but inwards at teammates who can be seen as equals.

reading homosexual desire into homosocial environments is typical of
slash fiction, and doing so in the context of the sports team as a dominant
expression of homosocial sports culture challenges its claim to a privileged
position within heterosexual hegemonic masculinity. Having Sergi’s new
teammates in firework boy (meretricula, 2011) acknowledge his vulnerable
position and actively work towards including him immediately counters
expectations of how such cultures operate. Similarly, for all the ambivalence
and vulnerability Silva feels in Story A (Anonymous, 2011), there is a certain
kind of safety implied in being able to show that vulnerability, to have it
acknowledged by his teammates, and to be ultimately able to derive sexual
and emotional pleasure from it. Positioning the team environment as a safe
space for homosexual desire in this way opens up the possibility of inverting
sports culture, mellowing its aggression and retargeting it inwards towards
the players themselves rather than outwards towards marginalized fans. this
in turn makes exploration of these themes safer for those outsiders, such as
women,  non- binary people, and gay and bisexual men, who are normally
threatened by it. this opens up a space for expressions of sports fandom
which include a sexual attraction to the athletes in an environment where
such desires are otherwise not only stigmatized but also fraught with anxieties
around  real- life sexual assaults and other dangers sports culture poses to
marginalized fans. Yet, both stories retain key elements of sports culture, par-
ticularly the fear of the judgment of one’s peers and the emphasis on hierar-
chies within the team. the repetition with a difference of these elements both
serves to anchor the stories firmly within sports culture and to challenge the
version of masculinity that culture is built on.

Hierarchy
elements of lad and sports cultures are used as extratextual resources

in reading and writing Football rPF. both the similarities and differences
between sports culture as fans experience and know it on the one hand, and
as they depict it in their fiction on the other, feed into the meanings which
readers and writers of Football rPF create through their stories. dempster
(2009) notes the importance of hierarchy in lad cultures, noting that univer-
sity sports teams often have elaborate initiation rituals, many of which involve
heavy drinking. Undergoing such initiation affords access to the privileges
of being part of the team and therefore at the top of the hierarchy. Yet once
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achieved, this position then needs to be maintained, and dempster identifies
a number of ways of doing this: banter within the  in- group and aggressive
behavior towards any outsiders perceived as a challenge; “regular sessions of
heavy drinking” (p. 490); and sexualized behaviors towards women as well
as “indictments of homosexuality” (p. 488).

Story A (Anonymous, 2011) explores the shape such hierarchies take
within the team. Key ways in which the team hierarchy is established within
the story include banter, and the demonstration of sexual competence or lack
thereof. notably, however, the banter never quite spills over into overt aggres-
sion, even in the sometimes borderline hostile interactions between Villa and
carlos, and alcohol is entirely absent from the story. these differences and
similarities between sports culture as fans know it and sports culture as it is
presented in the story are a key part of fans’  meaning- making activities. there
is, however, another more complex layer of simultaneous reading available
here: there are two possible and quite different readings of the hierarchies
depicted in Story A, available at the same time, in the same text, to those
readers who have access to the extratextual resources and knowledge of sports
culture to make sense of them. these alternative readings are a key way in
which the trappings of sports culture are challenged in Football rPF fan fic-
tion.

the first possible reading, within the dominant hegemonic grain of
sports culture, would position Villa and Pepe at the top of the team hierarchy.
Villa’s dominance is clear from early on as he is the one to propose the gang-
bang and clearly holds enough sway within the team to organize it. He is
portrayed as sexually confident and competent, both in Silva’s memories of
their past relationship and during the gangbang. His skill as a football player
and experience also play a role here, as indicated by Silva’s reaction to praise
from Villa. Silva is reminded of his early days playing on the same team as
Villa, and how much Villa’s approval had meant to him then, reflecting that
he still craves that praise and approval.

Pepe’s position is similarly demonstrated by his sexual competence and
his banter. Moreover, he positions himself as a mentor of torres. in real life,
Pepe reina and Fernando torres played together in liverpool between 2007
and 2011. Pepe refers to torres as “my Fernando,” and while this may be partly
to distinguish him from the character of Fernando llorente, it nonetheless
also expresses a certain possessiveness—and by extension a hierarchical rela-
tionship. He also refers to torres as “niño” (Spanish for “kid”), which is tor-
res’s  real- life nickname due to the young age at which he became a star, but
which further serves to underline the inequality between them. Finally, Pepe
positions himself as having the power to grant torres a reward in the form
of a blowjob from Silva.

other players then slot into the hierarchy based on their relationships
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with Villa and Pepe, their relative sexual inexperience and portrayed lack of
confidence, and to an extent the sexual acts they are willing to engage in,
which puts Silva at the bottom of this hierarchy. this raises interesting issues
for sexual consent in the gangbang scenario, where a player higher up in the
hierarchy can be seen as having control over others’ bodies and consent.
Pepe’s “reward” for torres is a good illustration of this, as Pepe assumes he
can make consent decisions for both torres and Silva. in a reading with the
grain of sports culture, this serves to underscore the hierarchical relationships
within the team. notably in this interpretation, carlos and Santi can be read
as refusing to participate in the hierarchy. carlos engages in a struggle with
Villa for dominance over Silva throughout the story, and this set of relation-
ships forms the emotional core of Story A. Yet he does not engage in banter
with the rest of the group and openly shows not only tenderness but also
affection towards Silva. Santi’s potential position outside the hierarchy is pri-
marily determined by his open and sincere offer to perform oral sex on Silva,
regardless of any loss in status this may cause, and his skill at this.

the alternative reading of the team hierarchy in Story A, however, goes
against the grain of  real- life sports culture. in this interpretation, all the play-
ers can be read as equal and refusing to engage with the hierarchical culture,
with the exception of Villa and Pepe whose banter and jostling for position
marks them as outsiders to this group of equals. both Villa and Pepe are por-
trayed as reluctant to show emotion or empathy in their interactions with
others. Villa only does so twice; once when he smiles at Silva in a way Silva
thinks is meant to reassure him and once, briefly, after his orgasm. the vast
majority of Pepe’s dialogue in the story consists of banter which leaves little
to no room for genuine emotion. by contrast, most of the other characters
express a range of emotions throughout the story: surprise, curiosity, shyness,
a sense of being overwhelmed, and perhaps most notably tenderness on mul-
tiple occasions. Álvaro, for instance, tenderly ruffles Silva’s hair and checks
that he is indeed enjoying himself. it is this refusal to engage in banter, as
well as the characters’ relatively unselfconscious engagement in sexual
 activities they don’t necessarily feel confident or competent at, that are the
strongest indicators that these characters may not be taking sports culture
hierarchies at face value. raúl, while not being skillful in his lovemaking is
enthusiastic—an enthusiasm not curbed by Pepe and Villa’s banter. Álvaro
is mostly lost in his romantic attraction to raúl and surprised when Silva
offers him a blowjob, and llorente’s technique is described as a mix of some
of the other characters’ hard thrusts and enthusiasm.

While one of these readings goes with, and the other against, the grain
of sports culture, neither reading particularly goes with or against the grain
of the writing in Story A. it is the fact that both of these readings are equally
plausible—the fact that, in derecho’s (2006) terms they can be read side by
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side, not only with sports culture as an extratextual resource but also with
each other, within a single story—that makes the story such a powerful chal-
lenge to the norms of sports culture. notably, both readings have the potential
to be deconstructive, as ultimately the story focuses on homosexual relation-
ships and acts within the team, something completely taboo within sports
culture. With either reading, homophobia is not an element of the setting.
Yet because the reader brings with them a knowledge of  real- life sports cul-
tures as an extratextual resource for their reading (Willis, 2006), this absence
has the effect of highlighting the discontinuity between fan fiction and real
life. the repetition with a difference of sports culture in the fan fiction text
makes visible the contradictions and arbitrariness inherent sports culture’s
privileging of certain types of masculinities and homosocial relationships
over others, and opens them up to questioning and critique.

in meretricula’s firework boy (2011), a slightly different approach to both
establishing and deconstructing the team hierarchy is taken. Here, the key
factors which can be read as determining a player’s position in the hierarchy
are all related to their skill and experience on the team. Sergi, being a relatively
new addition to the team, is shown to be overwhelmed and slightly intimi-
dated by the proximity to older, more experienced, and in some cases
extremely skilled and famous players. However, it is his own expectations of
the team culture more than anything else that construct this hierarchy, and
this is shown in the way his teammates treat him as an equal; as someone
worthy of celebration and inclusion within the team.

observing his new team’s exuberant  post- match banter, Sergi is com-
forted to find that “it wasn’t that different from the  b- team, after all” (2011,
p. 1). As part of the team’s celebration of Sergi’s champions’ league debut, it
is Messi—the star player, arguably the man at the top of the team hierarchy—
who offers to perform oral sex for Sergi. dialogue between other characters
also serves to level any remaining sense of hierarchy as Piqué declares, “there
are no children in a barcelona locker room! tonight they all are men!” 
(p. 2). Sergi’s initial expectations of a strict team hierarchy determined by
players’ experience and skill can be read as reflecting fans’ own experiences
and expectations of a hypermasculine, strictly hierarchical sports culture.
the team’s efforts to make Sergi feel welcome as an equal then work to subvert
these expectations and open up the possibility of different, less aggressive
masculinities within the team and within sports culture in general.

Wellard (2002) demonstrates how attempts to make sport more inclusive
can result in the reproduction of ideas of hegemonic masculinity. Such
attempts, he argues, do not result in a dismantling of the hierarchies of hyper-
masculine sports cultures. rather, they lead to the establishment of new such
hierarchies modeled on the ideas of masculinity prevalent in mainstream
sports culture, or a redefinition of who is in and outside those hierarchies.
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this in turn leads to further struggle for position, expressed yet again through
appeals to traditional hegemonic masculinity and the denigration of women
and  non- straight sexualities, reflecting the complicity of these efforts in sus-
taining hegemonic masculinity and patriarchy, as identified and explored by
connell (1995). in a more recent study of a rugby team at another UK uni-
versity, Anderson and Mcguire (2010) find less evidence for the prevalence
of misogynistic and homophobic discourses in this environment. they argue
that their participants are performing a more “inclusive masculinity” than
that found in previous studies and link this to an overall reduction in homo-
phobia in english culture. they do, however, also acknowledge that these
findings cannot be universalized, and that sporting culture continues to have
a public reputation linked with misogyny and homophobia.

in many ways, the masculinities presented in both Story A and firework
boy better reflect and even extend Anderson and Mcguire’s reported inclusive
masculinity than the traditional hegemonic or complicit masculinity associ-
ated with sports culture. this is not to say that fan fiction readers and writers
believe that these different masculinities reflect reality—it is precisely the
fact that they don’t which makes them valuable as a vision of new possibilities.
the multiple, simultaneous, contradictory possible readings of how the inter-
nal team hierarchy functions in Story A—available side by side, at the same
time, in the same text—and the very clear and direct subversion of hierarchy
in firework boy allow for precisely the kind of undermining and dismantling
of masculine sports culture that Wellard (2002) does not find in other
attempts to make sports more accessible.

Masculinity, Power and Sexual Consent
the examination of hierarchies in Story A and firework boy, and partic-

ularly the role sexual confidence and competence play in it, also has an impact
on how sexual consent is depicted within the stories. As lad and sports cul-
tures have been linked to sexual violence, and as both stories overtly deal
with issues of sexual consent, it is worth understanding key feminist thought
around consent in order to explore how it may apply to depictions of sex in
Football rPF stories.

two broad schools of thought have emerged in the feminist academic
space around consent. radical  second- wave feminism asks key questions
about structures of power and oppression which limit particularly women’s
ability to meaningfully consent to sexual activity with men. MacKinnon
(1991), for instance, argues that the dominant discourses around gender and
sexuality form an oppressive structure by socializing women to view their
own bodies as “for sexual use by men” (p. 1212). A key issue with this school
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of thought is its foundation in essentialist notions of gender, which limit its
analytical use for more complex and intersecting modes of oppression. the
second strand of work on consent focuses on agency, and particularly the
practicalities of consent communication from both a legal and a psychological
perspective. Pineau (1989) identifies a dominant “contractual” model of con-
sent, where unrelated actions such as accepting a drink or wearing a short
skirt are read as consent for  penile- vaginal intercourse. She goes on to propose
an alternative model of “communicative sexuality,” where both partners
engage in verbal and nonverbal communication throughout the sexual
encounter, driven by the desire and moral obligation to “promote the sexual
ends of one’s partner” (p. 235) as well as one’s own. Anderson (2005) proposes
a model of negotiating sex where both partners have an exchange of views
and reach a mutual, generally verbal, agreement to penetrative sex. Moving
beyond theoretical models, Kristen Jozkowski and collaborators have pro-
duced extensive work on the types of behaviors college students use to com-
municate consent (e.g., Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013; Jozkowski et al., 2014;
Jozkowski & Wiersma, 2015). their findings include gender differences in
both how consent is communicated and how consent communication is inter-
preted. Specifically, they find that such communication is shaped by tradi-
tional conceptions of gender roles, where men are seen as the initiators of
sex and women as gatekeepers. thus, men tend score higher on “initiating
behaviors” while women tend to express consent through passive acceptance
and nonverbal signals of interest.

there are elements in both Story A and firework boy which examine
consent negotiation at the interpersonal level. However, the potentially
unequal relationships depicted also create a space for the exploration of socially
constructed inequalities and their impact on individuals’ ability to meaning-
fully consent to sexual acts. the fact that within the context of Football rPF
all participants in the sexual acts depicted are men also allows for different
approaches to issues of power, gender, and consent than those available from
most academic research. early studies of slash fan fiction have often empha-
sized the more equal relationship dynamic which can be enabled by both
characters being the same gender (e.g., lamb & Veith, 1986; russ, 1985; Kus-
tritz, 2003), so the fact that within the context of Football rPF all participants
in the sexual acts depicted are men also allows for different approaches to
issues of power, gender, and consent than those available from most tradi-
tional academic research. However, while some slash stories clearly do use
 same- gender relationships to successfully explore the effects of the leveling
of socially constructed inequalities in sexual and romantic relationships, sto-
ries in the Football rPF gangbang subgenre more often than not explicitly
examine the hierarchies and inequalities still possible within  same- gender
relationships. Story A (Anonymous, 2011) is ultimately just one such case.
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As explored in the previous section, hierarchies operate on multiple dif-
ferent levels within Story A. banter, sexual confidence and competence, as
well as characters’ skill as football players can all be read as being used to
negotiate position within the team. Age is another key element, particularly
within the Silva—Villa—carlos relationship triangle. Silva is the youngest of
the three, aged 25 at the time the story is set; Villa is 30 and carlos 32. both
Silva and carlos are portrayed as at least partially aware of these age gaps
and the issues they raise in terms of power differentials. Silva’s past hero wor-
ship of Villa is evident in his reaction to praise from him, whilst carlos’ reluc-
tance to engage in a sexual or romantic relationship with Silva is clearly
motivated by the age gap and concerns over the power he wields over Silva
as a mentor. carlos’ reluctance extends to participating in the gangbang,
although it is also made clear that this is not for lack of desire. He does agree
to take part upon Silva’s specific request, and remains very protective of Silva
throughout the story. the two have a private and very clear conversation
about consent, in line with Anderson’s (2005) negotiation model, in which
carlos promises to ensure Silva’s boundaries are respected and that consent
withdrawal will always be an option available to him. in contrast, both Villa
and Pepe use their  self- appointed positions in the hierarchy to put pressure
on others for their own sexual and social ends. Villa consistently pushes
against Silva’s boundaries, shutting down opportunities for consent to be
denied or withdrawn. Pepe uses his sexual competence and Silva’s arousal to
put pressure on him to give torres a “reward.” this serves to establish his
position in the hierarchy, relative to both torres and Silva.

it is the characters who are portrayed as less sexually confident and com-
petent, and who are either at the bottom of the hierarchy or not engaging
with it at all (depending on which reading one chooses) that are particularly
interesting when it comes to interpersonal interactions and consent negoti-
ation. torres, having witnessed Pepe put pressure on Silva, makes it clear
that Silva is under no obligation to give him a blowjob if he does not want
to. llorente and raúl either ask or wait for explicit verbal consent. these are
also the characters who show the most tenderness and care for their partner.
the two different possible readings of the hierarchy within the team then
clearly correspond to different approaches to consent. Pepe and Villa, at the
top of the hierarchy when the story is read with the grain of sports culture,
represent the power relationships of hegemonic masculinity: the characters
embodying that masculinity are willing to use their power for their sexual
ends regardless of their partner’s consent. other characters whose behavior
is more in line with “inclusive masculinity” (Anderson & Mcguire, 2010), on
the other hand, seek to dismantle power structures and ensure that Silva’s
autonomy and consent decisions are respected. in this way, the story offers
clear challenges to hegemonic masculinity and shows how other kinds of
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masculinity may be able to counteract it. this inclusive masculinity, however,
also has its limitations. Most notably, women are entirely absent from the
story and thus there is no engagement with gendered power relations.

the multiple available readings of the team hierarchy and how they
interact with issues of sexual consent in Story A clearly contradict views of
slash as a genre of equality. While gender is not a factor in the power rela-
tionships in slash, other sources of inequality and power differentials are
introduced. in the case of Football rPF team sex and gangbang stories these
inequalities are frequently embedded in the team hierarchy and the hierarchy
of masculinities that represents. What stories like this do, then, is explore
ways of negotiating power differentials in intimate relationships and the ways
in which consent in these situations can be made truly meaningful—as well
as the limits to this.

it is also worth noting the absence of a key element of lad and sports
culture from Story A: alcohol. drunkenness and alcohol feature prominently
in a significant proportion of Football rPF and especially gangbang stories,
partly because so many gangbang stories tend to be set during the celebrations
after major victories. the setting of this story after a  low- key friendly match
rather than a major international tournament makes the complete absence
of alcohol more plausible and allows for focus on other elements of sports
culture. dempster (2009) finds that heavy drinking is a key part of sporting
culture and alcohol consumption is often a point of contention when rape
and sexual assault allegations are made against professional athletes. A rape
victim’s drunkenness is often interpreted as consent, which in turn allows
for public discourse to silence, shame and blame them (burke, 2015; nurka,
2013; toffoletti, 2007). While pressure is exerted on Silva and other characters
in various ways throughout the story, alcohol is not one of them. When read-
ing Story A as one story within the collective archive of the gangbang/team
sex subgenre, one potential effect of this omission is to further foreground
and crystallize the other factors which affect characters’ behaviors and deci-
sions with regards to consent, including the complex effects of the interper-
sonal relationships and social hierarchies at play within the team in the
narrative.

in meretricula’s firework boy (2011) there is a different, in some ways
more direct, approach to issues of power and consent. As Sergi is relatively
new to the team and has no  pre- existing relationships with his new team-
mates, he automatically assumes himself to be at the bottom of the team hier-
archy. When presented with the overtly homoerotic and homosexual behavior
of his teammates—particularly Messi, whom Sergi looks up to as a player
and a leader—he is initially shocked. once he is invited to join them, there
is a clear sense of uncertainty and ambivalence on Sergi’s part. this can be
read as linked to Sergi’s own perception of his place in the team hierarchy in
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several ways. on the one hand, the players inviting him to join them—Messi,
Piqué, Villa—are all senior to him, and there is a sense of Sergi, as the new
player on the team, questioning his own worth in comparison to them. on
the other hand, these players’ seniority and therefore relative power over
Sergi raises the question of whether Sergi could meaningfully refuse their
offer and not suffer any negative consequences to his position on the team
or his career. Sergi’s indecision is resolved through the intervention of other
senior players, particularly Xavi, who make it clear to him that he does have
a genuine, free choice in the matter:

“Kid, you don’t have to,” Xavi said quietly. Sergi jumped; he hadn’t heard Xavi come
up beside him, and also Xavi was naked, which under normal circumstances he
wouldn’t have thought twice about but now seemed extremely relevant. “Seriously, if
you’re not interested, just ignore them. You don’t have to participate. Most of us
aren’t going to” [meretricula, 2011, p. 2].

on the surface level, this conversation is an overt and verbal consent
negotiation, in line to some extent with Pineau’s (1989) communicative sex-
uality or Anderson’s (2005) negotiation model. What is, however, interesting
about it is that in the context of the story, and of Sergi’s at least potentially
hierarchical and unequal relationship with the other players on the team, the
conversation clearly acknowledges the power imbalances and validates any
concern Sergi may have over how much agency and choice he has in this sit-
uation. At the same time, he is given a clear message that the choice is gen-
uinely his, and he is shown senior, successful role models to follow if he does
not wish to take Messi up on his offer. in firework boy, then, interpersonal
negotiation and issues of hierarchy and power are very clearly shown to be
inseparable, as Sergi’s negotiating position is shaped by the power structures
he is embedded in.

both Story A and firework boy therefore explore consent issues both at
the interpersonal communication level and the level of socially constructed
power differentials, and intertwine the two in complex ways. Story A is less
explicit in its linking of negotiation and power, but the way consent issues
are depicted in the story is also very specific to its sports culture setting. the
characters who have the greatest investment in the team hierarchy and who
exhibit the greatest adherence to hegemonic masculinity are also the char-
acters shown to have the least respect for their partner’s boundaries and con-
sent decisions. conversely, characters with less investment in the hierarchy
and hegemonic masculinity also show tenderness, care, and a genuine con-
cern for Silva’s wishes and wellbeing. in this way, the story presents different
kinds of masculinity and explores their effect on issues of consent. on the
other hand, firework boy explicitly depicts power and negotiation as insepa-
rable. While the power structures depicted in the story are not the gendered
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structures the readers and writers of fan fiction frequently negotiate in their
own lives, they are still made explicit in the story, allowing audiences and
authors to explore their effects and providing the opportunity for fans to
attempt to find effective ways of negotiating them.

Conclusion
Professional team sports and sports cultures rooted in hegemonic mas-

culinity present significant challenges for fans who are oppressed, excluded
and marginalized by structures of patriarchy and masculinity. Women,  non-
binary people, and gay and bisexual men in particular frequently struggle to
access sport both as participants and fans. Professional athletes at all levels
and across many team sports are frequently associated with sexualized behav-
iors towards women, the denigration of homosexuality, and in extreme cases
rape and sexual violence. Against this backdrop, marginalized fans employ
a range of tactics to negotiate the challenges of their involvement with pro-
fessional sports culture and the fandoms surrounding it. the production and
consumption of Football rPF is one such tactic, where the expressions of
fandom which are denigrated in mainstream spaces (such as sexual attraction
to the players) are legitimized and celebrated. Football rPF, however—par-
ticularly as reflected in the team sex/gangbang rPF subgenre—also allows
readers and writers to engage in a highly sophisticated exploration of, and
challenge to, sports cultures and hegemonic masculinity.

by reading homosexual desire into the homosocial environment of the
football team, Football rPF stories challenge dominant constructions of
sporting masculinity, and create spaces for the expression of vulnerability,
care, and tenderness in these environments. these stories stand in stark con-
trast to the often hostile realities of sports culture which readers and writers
of fan fiction are familiar with, and it is this contrast which serves as a chal-
lenge to the sports team’s claim to a privileged position within heterosexual
hegemonic masculinity. through their treatment of the concept of hierarchies
within sports teams, both stories examined in this essay construct different,
more inclusive versions of masculinity, challenging outright the hierarchical
structures of patriarchy. through their engagement with issues of sexual con-
sent, both stories also directly address the challenges which the frequent sex-
ual violence allegations against professional athletes present to an expression
of fandom which incorporates a sexual attraction to the players. Moreover,
both stories problematize issues of sexual consent beyond mere interpersonal
negotiation and show how power relationships are inextricably linked with
such negotiation. in these ways, Football rPF team sex/gangbang stories
allow readers and writers to negotiate the complex challenges posed to them
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by their engagement with a fan object which is highly problematic in its
enactment of hegemonic masculinity and patriarchy. Alternative, fictional-
ized,  non- threatening versions of masculinity which are read side by side
with readers and writers’ knowledge of the realities of sports culture allow
the Football rPF community to issue their own, albeit limited, challenge to
the cultural structures which marginalize them as fans.

Within the wider context of slash—frequently seen as a genre of equal-
ity—stories like Story A and firework boy clearly explore issues of inequality
in intimate relationships and sexual situations beyond gender relations. the
emphasis on hierarchy within the professional team sports environment
allows for a  re- introduction of power relations into an environment suppos-
edly devoid of them since gender is removed from the equation. thus the
focus in both stories on sexual consent then serves to further highlight and
problematize inherent inequalities. What is, however, truly transformative
about these works is that they explore ways of negotiating around power rela-
tions, challenging hierarchies, and making consent meaningful within the
constraints of patriarchal structures. Viewing slash as a literature not of equal-
ity but of negotiated inequality opens up new avenues of research around the
kinds of inequalities presented and explored in slash stories, and particularly
their intersections (or lack thereof) with issues of gender and sexuality.

note
1. the “Ao3 census” was a  fan- run effort conducted by metastatistician centrumlumina

to gather demographic data on the community of fan fiction readers and writers who use
the Archive of our own (Ao3), one of the current primary sites of fan fiction activity. due
to the way the survey was promoted, there are some limitations (centrumlumina, 2013a) to
the findings and it is likely that rather than representing the demographics of Ao3 users it
represent a more selective (and  self- selected) sample consisting predominantly of Ao3 users
who also use the social networking site tumblr. nonetheless, much of the data corroborates
and expands existing  small- scale ethnographic work, and despite the known limitations pro-
vides useful insight into the demographics of some parts of the fan fiction community.
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