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Elizabeth Train-Brown
Poaching to Domestication: The future of fan theory and the power of the reader

Roland Barthes predicted the beginning of the end for the author in his 1967 essay, ‘Death of the Author’. Henry Jenkins 
has more recently coined the term ‘textual poachers’ to describe the act of subversively appropriating mass-media texts by 
fans – more simply put, Jenkins described fanfiction, fanart and the growing power of the fan. However, scarcely thirty years 
later, even since the introduction of the theory in 1992, critics are pointing out how outdated the term, ‘textual poaching’, is in 
encompassing the sheer magnitude of the power of the fanbase. 
The original term, ‘textual poaching’, approaches the power of the fan as a novelty – and, indeed, it once was. In the beginning, 
the general reader was often isolated and kept out of the literary world: The Bible, as a case study, was exclusively written in 
Latin and secured by the Church for centuries, entirely inaccessible to the general reader. Then, as text began to become more 
accessible, changes came about: Latin works were translated to English, stories were printed, prints became affordable, Braille 
and audiobooks were created. And then, with the mainstreaming of the internet and globalisation boom in the 1990s, texts 
came into the home like never before. Now, the general reader can read anything, anytime. Piracy of literature is rife on the 
internet and any text is accessible for any reader, in any language, as text or audio, for any cost. 
The power of the fan is no longer a novelty because the fan has brought the text into the home. ‘Poaching’ suggests the act of 
reading is to explore an outsider territory, to take some bounty of text back with them into the home. But this is no longer true. 
Text is already in the home, on every computer, on every mobile phone, at the hands of every fan. Text is being domesticated. 
We are seeing the early humans inviting the wolves inside and watching the wolves bow to collars. With fanfiction sites, such as 
Archive of Our Own and Fanfiction.net, hosting nearly 10 million works between them, translating into over forty languages 
and with 14 million users, it is clear to see that we have surpassed those first anxious moments of waiting to see if the wolf will 
make a meal of its captors. No copyright law can contain the power of the fan, these wolves are ours. 
Commercial culture is no longer in control but collaborating with the monstrous fanbase. The sheer value of the fanbase 
controls merchandising and entertainment output, defining which TV shows will be cancelled, which movies will become 
‘classics’, which books will be dramatized. 
Fan studies is one of the fastest growing fields of research for good reason. From a capitalist perspective, this so-far almost 
untouched field is possibly the biggest gap in the market for text-based product research. Authors, merchandisers and publishers 
are tapping into the fanbase to understand what fans want and what they are doing with texts – it will not be long before 
academics do the same. The literary study is moving away from the problematic ‘the curtains are blue which means the character 
is depressed’ motif and towards the emotional fan-text integration because, as text becomes the most accessible to the general 
reader it has ever been, it is becoming a fifth limb. The reader is not a passive participant anymore, the reader is stepping into the 
text to feel the story, the setting and the characters. Nowhere is this more obvious than the phenomenon of the second-person 
fanfiction (also known as ‘reader-inserts’) where the reader (‘you’) becomes the main character and experiences a fictional world 
and fictional characters as if they were there. This vicarious living is becoming more popular in the fanbase, readers breaking 
that barrier between text and page to step into the fictional world. But more than that, the fan is drawing more and more out 
of texts than critics or authors could ever hope to achieve alone. 
One scroll through ‘the other side’ of Tumblr will reveal a thousand unconsidered ‘head canons’ (fan-created theories about 
texts), a thousand heart-felt character analyses and a thousand more rewritten endings. Fan creations such as these have long 
been dismissed by the academic literary community with a scoff and a roll of the eyes because there is an institutionalised 
history of making literary criticism as inaccessible as possible. However, as fans rise to power faster than anyone could have 
predicted, this is where I see the future of text going. Not only will fans harness and domesticate texts, reimagining countless 
stories from one, but they will be accepted into the mainstream – academics will understand the power of the fanbase in 
literature. 
The future of text will be controlled by the reader and it will see itself domesticated in the home, online and in fanfiction. Fans 
will control commercial culture and the production of texts. Soon, the academic field of literature will be unable to deny the 
relevance of the fan and fan study will become more mainstream as the field hurries to catch up with the paradigm shift. But 
most of all, the future of text is to be rewritten each time a Tumblr user or a fanfiction writer posts their thoughts on a particular 
story event of a particular character trait online and opens a new discussion, bringing the oft inaccessible literary criticism into 
the realm of the general reader. The future of text, now accessible for any reader, will next work on making literary criticism 
accessible, too. 
The fan will take control of the narrative, the profit and the criticism – the fan will bind the wolf to the home with a collar and 
declare text domesticated.

Thomas John Moore
Ctrl, Alt, Delete - Is Text As We Know It Becoming Obsolete?

We have seen for quite some time now that the written art has been slipping away from us, but now it seems to be almost on the 
precipice of its death. As we look around ourselves as I write this in May of 2020, we can see already that the world has moved 
on. Stuck at home as many of us are, the working world has surrendered to the convenience offered by electronic type. Even as I 
write this, lamenting the loss of the art of the pen and pencil, I am using a keyboard. Before long, schools will teach children to 
type rather than write, and I will be among those old traditionalists who insist that things were better when I was a boy. Perhaps 
it is faster and more efficient to send electronic messages, but there remains something about the written word that embodies so 
much more than just a message. Penmanship isn't about conveying a simple idea, it's about character, meaning, verve. To write 
a letter is to pour your heart into conveying meaning and sharing ideas. One can tell a lot about a man from the way in which 
his pen glides across the page. Already we have grown to prioritise systematic efficiency over the beauty of the written word.
As a lover of language and the exclusivity and familial bonds it is associated with, I can't help but feel a level of sadness when 
considering the potential for the abolition of these crude yet beautifully unique methods of communication. To see a piece 
of Chinese text and being unable to comprehend the writer's intentions is a pleasure in some ways. It is comforting to me to 
be reminded from time to time that humanity does not share a culture or history. And to learn a language, to break through 
those shackles so as to earn one's place in a foreign land, there is something to that which I consider to be very special. When 
I learned French, it was such an achievement to feel as though I could now engage in a whole other culture. I had earned my 
stripes, so to speak. Unfortunately, the ability to read the text of another culture will not carry such meaning for much longer. 
New possibilities in the world of communication are constantly surfacing. With the rising effectiveness and prominence of 
translation and text-to-speech software, it is only a matter of time before the wall between cultures is torn down to the point 
that we live in a world of almost total globalisation. There is no doubt that universal communication is an impressive and 
exciting prospect, however the trade-off feels a touch bittersweet. With individual cultural traditions fading away constantly, 
language has been one of the consistent reminders of our origins. To see it lose much of its significance is in a way a tragedy.
The future of text is far from positive. Just as the written book was replaced by the printed book, so too is this being replaced by 
e-readers and audiobooks. Before long, if you are to believe such revolutionaries as Elon Musk, technology will exist that will 
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