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Abstract 

This thesis examines the ways regendering, or ‘genderswapping’, is performed as 

an adaptational creative choice for fans and creators. Regendered works, such as 

the TV series Elementary, illustrate the complexity of representation, and the 

ongoing imbalanced landscape of media. I develop a more cohesive 

understanding of the fannish counterpublic and its complex approaches to 

creativity and gender by grounding the research and data collection in fan 

studies, gender studies, and literary theory. This thesis uses interviews, surveys, 

and observations of fannish communities, and close readings of regendered texts 

and media, to develop two theories of regendered effects. One: the position of 

regendered work within fannish counterpublics is one centred on the conflicts 

and tensions between lived experiences and the media landscape, performed 

through the creative forms that characterise their communities. Fannish 

experiences of gender and sexuality influence their reception of those works, and 

how they practice regendering as a creative process. Two: these works then 

reinforce that counterpublic by correcting the gender imbalance of the initial 

work, and re-othering the expectations of that work.  I then apply these theories 

to specific fanfic texts, revealing the interplay between the fan, the audience, the 

canon, and gendered expectations of behaviour and sexuality. 
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Table 1: A Selection of Definitions 

Big bangs Fanfic exchanges focusing on long form works. 

Canon The ‘original’ media that fanwork is based on. 

Crossplay Cosplay (costume play, or dressing up as a character) 

depicting a character whose gender does not match the 

‘player’. 

Fanwork Derivative or adaptational work – fiction, art, craft, cosplay, 

casting via gifs/photosets, roleplaying, etc – that uses an 

existing work (the canon) to elaborate upon, or examine. 

Femmeslash Fanwork that pairs two female characters (from: slash, pairing 

male characters). 

Hurt/comfort Fanwork that depicts a dynamic where one partner is hurt, 

and the other comforts them, often involving non-consensual 

harm, sexual violence, explicit torture, and sexual contact 

during the healing process. 

Lurker A person who does not participate, or has little public 

participation, but who does watch/read/listen to the 

community. 

Mary Sue A female original character within a fanwork who exhibits 

high levels of competency and borders on ‘perfect’. 

Omegaverse Fanwork that depicts an Alternate Universe (AU) that posits a 

highly sexualised, genital-dependent, and non-binary 

gendered world where men can be impregnated, often 

involving animalistic ‘seasons’ and improbably large, animal-

like, genitals. Also often involves highly structured societal 

roles around those genital configurations. 

Regendering Changing the gender of a character in an adaptation from 

canon to fanwork. 
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0.0 Introduction  

So, are you having a boy or a girl? – everyone, everywhere, from the first 

moment of pregnancy (pers.) 

My central research question is: how do creators and audiences of adaptive works 

use and view regendering as a creative and/or socio-political tool? Adaptations of 

existing works are becoming increasingly prevalent in mass media and popular 

culture, and offer a fertile ground for examination and research. This project 

threads together a variety of disciplines: sociology, literature, media studies, 

gender theory, and cultural studies. In this way it reflects the subject I study - 

fanworks and the people involved in them. My proposition, at the beginning of 

my research, was that the experience of being female within cultures provoked 

the ‘gender play’ within fanworks, and that those works were concerned with the 

ways gender affects characterization, and that negative responses were primarily 

based in a rejection of narratives that diverge from a male default and ‘correct’ 

characterisation, with queerness playing a small part in both negative and 

positive approaches. This proposition proved true in some ways and vastly under-

developed in others; my research shows that regendering does offer creative 

political and social praxis, gender identity excavation and communication, in 

addition to illustrating a ‘different point of view’ for a text. 

First, to define my topic - I am researching a range of adaptive works, from fanfic 

to multi-million-dollar television adaptations. Primarily this research will focus 

on works that are derived from and inspired by the Sherlock Holmes mythos, but 

my research into the fans themselves is ‘canon’ agnostic; in other words, I did not 

limit my research subjects to considering only Holmsean works, or select those 

participants from larger groups of Holmes fans. Regendering is the primary axis 

through which I have selected works and found my research subjects – later I will 

provide a longer examination of ‘regendering’ as a process, but in short, it is 

where the gender of one or more characters is changed in an adaptation. The 

other axis I use in analyzing my research is the idea of creative praxis, where 

creativity and the works themselves exist both as apolitical, purely pleasurable 
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diversion, and as ways for the creator and the audience to find an outlet for 

political or emotional desires. Finally, the idea of social restructure I use is one 

not about actual economic or even political upheaval, but centred on psycho-

social awareness of identity and self, and how that intersects with the community 

one engages with.  

The narrowing of my scope to Sherlock inspired work was due to a number of 

factors: I am familiar with the original/canon work, there are a very large number 

of official and unofficial adaptations, reworkings, and the author himself had a 

lassez faire approach to fanwork. I elaborate further within the thesis about this 

aspect of the work, but the narrowing of the scope was necessary in order to 

control what fanwork I analysed and accessed (given the overwhelming amount 

published and available). The Sherlock Holmes archive, as a whole, also includes 

numerous professional and commercial remakes, including a regendered example 

in Elementary, which also made this an intuitively appropriate way to select 

material. I analyse this commercial work alongside fanwork in order to develop a 

model of how fan change narratives when they regender characters. This analysis 

is accompanied by Grounded Theory research into fan experiences and practices 

around regendering, and the tensions or correlations between the two methods 

to form my theories. 

My research finds that regendered works, particularly those created in non-

commercial fan environments, are a form of feminist praxis and/or creative 

praxis; either a conscious reworking of the original to be more feminist and 

inclusive, a ‘simple’ (practical rather than theoretical) desire to see more women 

in media, or a curiosity as to what that would be like within a narrative to have 

female characters featured prominently. The works form a kind of emotional or 

sociological ‘correction’ to the initial narratives and media in general, born from a 

desire to see oneself or one’s politics made pseudoflesh in the media. This forms a 

space for the fans – creators and non-creators – to examine the practical 

embodied elements of gender alongside the narrative structures that alter our 

perception of the original works and gender itself. Fans take their experiences of 

gender, and of feminist theory, and then use regendered works to interpret them 

and to expose the foundations of gender in narrative. 
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There were two key areas where my proposition diverged from my findings; 

gender identity, and intention in seeking out or creating regendered work. Where 

my respondents shared their gender and sexual identities, it showed not only a 

high proportion of non-binary and non-gender normative identities, but also a 

sense of playfulness that is at odds with much of the literature around gender 

identity. This was bolstered by several factors, primarily the use of online 

methods for the survey and several interviews, but also my position within the 

communities where I undertook face-to-face research. I have examined some of 

this in a symposium piece for Transformative Works and Cultures but in short, 

my own gender presentation, my online presence, and the environments I sought 

interviews in allowed for greater levels of intimacy than I had expected. The 

result of this was also a curious depth to the gender identity section of my data 

analysis showing that the kinds of creative praxis I research were the tool of not 

just ‘women’ but specifically a kind of ‘woman-adjacent’ queer identity. This was 

also evident in information seeking behaviours reported by respondents, where a 

non-normative or non-binary gender or sexual identity was associated with a self-

motivated search, but normative genders and heterosexual respondents reported 

‘assisted’ discoveries of regendering, where another fan, or a specific author, 

induced them to read regendered work (or the only regendered work they 

consume is by a preselected grouping). 

My research illustrates the audience and creator approaches to regendering, a 

technique of adaptation that is growing in popularity; it also gives depth to the 

reasons why this technique has inspired significant levels of affect in positive and 

negative forms. Gender and sexuality intersect with original media forms and 

inspire use of regendering, and illustrate a gap in current and past media in terms 

of gender and sexuality. Fans, and fanworks, are increasing in prevalence and are 

affecting ‘original’ productions in myriad ways – while this is not my focus, it 

shows the effects regendering has, and will have, on future media products. I 

instead focus on the affect inspired by the works and that inspires the works, 

allowing for not just a demographic prediction of popularity/use, but a greater 

understanding of the emotional and sociological labour those works perform, and 

the ways this is experienced positively and negatively by the audience. This very 
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specifically aligns with the quantitative research being done by media and 

cultural studies, such as The Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media, showing 

the paucity of women’s voices (quite literally), and women in industry, in spite of 

the way women dominate media-going audiences, and spend more money on 

media products (Lee 2014a; Smith and Cook 2008).  

To this end there is one very clear and specific boundary I have placed around my 

research – I am not researching slash, nor am I researching fanworks that centre a 

male narrative unless that narrative specifically diverges from normative 

mainstream binary gender in some fashion. This was in order to preserve a focus 

on transgressiveness in fanworks, often a preoccupation of fan studies, and to 

echo the ways in which regendering is performed within fandom. It is rare to see 

a female character regendered as male within fandom, and often when it is done 

it is very specifically a communication to another part of fandom or particular 

fans. While there is continuing debate about the place of slash within fan studies 

itself, what more quantitative literature reviews reveal is more of a psychological 

dominance of the field rather than a specifically numeric one1. This dominance 

appears to be valid when viewing fanworks themselves, which implies any fan 

studies research will replicate the fannish focus on slash over non-slash 

narratives. However, the research focus that was set in early eras with Bacon-

Smith’s forays into hurt/comfort and the seminal Normal Female Interest in Men 

Bonking by fans alongside Henry Jenkins has formed a matrix by which to assess 

both fandom and fan studies, where  

…the initial academic interest in slash came from people who were 

themselves tied to the fan community, attentive to its traditions and 

familiar with its own theoretical and critical categories, slash has 

quickly become a point of reference for writers who know of it only 

secondhand and who seem to have no clear grasp of the concept 

                                                
1 This has been the foundation of a related co-written paper yet to be published. We chose the two major journals 
focused on fanwork and fan studies: Journal of Fandom Studies (JFS) and Transformative Works and Cultures 
(TWC). The analysis performed was simple; if the title, or the abstract, indicated the paper was about slash, 

queerness, sex, or gender in fanworks, it was coded accordingly Some very clear elements stood out even in this 
very broad look at the research—male-male slash was more prevalent than femslash, but women as consumers 
and creators were more prevalent than men; however, neither gender, queerness, or any flavor of slash, was 

actually dominant in any way. 
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(Green, Jenkins, and Jenkins 1998). 

This seems to have, inadvertently, led to slash being a method of proving one’s 

acafan credentials by being sensitive to accusations of ‘outsiderness’ or academic 

insufficiency if one doesn’t show enough accuracy or experience. My research 

very specifically rejects not the interest in sex, the interest in romance, or the 

sharing of those desires, but the default male narrative and its derivatives as a 

means by which to measure women’s work, in fandom or outside it. This shift in 

focus is clearly laid out in Chapter 1: Literature Review: Literature, the Literary, 

and the Liminal where I detail the three major lines of academic theory I use 

within this project. 

In order to be as accurate as possible with this work the following quantifiers are 

also important to note with the research: I am an English speaker, and the 

majority of fanwork I am referring to is written in English and for Westerners. I 

have also focused primarily on Sherlock fandom, which itself is highly biased 

towards the BBC's Sherlock as a source material (during the research period). It is 

important to note that while most studies identify fandom as being the home of 

straight white women, my research shows a significant proportion of those 

women are in some way queer or non-normatively gendered. This has been 

supported by some of the larger scale fannish (auto)ethnographic surveys and 

studies done by fans with data wrangling background – not reliable by academic 

standards but certainly interesting for the ways they conflict with academic 

surveys in a common pattern. This is explored more in Chapter 2: This Is My 

Method(ology). The category limits I place on ‘woman’ is necessarily broad and 

occasionally osmotic, dependent on the data I have access to. The definitions my 

participants use necessarily shifts how I use the data and the correlations and 

analysis of that data. By using some Grounded Theory methodologies, specifically 

the “interpretivist mode of enquiry which has its roots in symbolic interactionism 

and as such language, gestures, expressions and actions are all considered 

primary to the experience” (Goulding 1998, 52). I moderated this to include 

netnographic ‘versions’ of those communicative types.  
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As previously mentioned, my own appearance and identity within fandom 

informs the work I have done, and the way participants responded to my 

research. The autoethnography has a complex place in sociology, and a somewhat 

fraught one within fan studies. The position of fandom as a public-private arena 

is complicated by the shift to online netnographies, where what would once have 

been hidden from public view has become searchable, quantifiable, and divorced 

from context (Kozinets 2009). The relationships within fandom have an ongoing 

and cumulative effect on the works themselves, but are also subject to the 

vagaries of time and cliques. This, along with language barriers, creates a 

situation where to speak of 'fandom' is to unfairly create a conglomerate where 

there is none. However, there is some semblance of homogeny, in places, and 

certainly when one is contrasting 'fandom' with 'not-fandom' as a binary. I 

occupy a space that is difficult to quantify, which I expand on in what I have 

called my ‘Obligatory Auto-Ethnography’ contained in Chapter 3: Theory and 

Rationale. This adheres to the comforting rhythm much of fan studies tends 

towards, with a confessional section detailing one's own inclinations and 

fanwork, one's situation within fandom, where the autoethnography “can further 

pursue the question of power relations by examining how this dual scholar-fan 

identity is actually negotiated during the research process” (Monaco 2010a, 104). I 

further engage in this confessional approach to my own identity formation in 

second section of that chapter, ‘The Surface of Women’ which appeared in the 

special edition of Transformative Works and Cultures ‘Queer Female Fandom’, 

which explains my previous referred to ‘gender presentation, online presence’ as 

it correlates with a sense of serious and ‘deep’ play by fans around their own 

gender. 

Following that is Chapter 4: Surveys & Interviews: “I’ve never really thought about 

it” where I delve further into the data itself, and I perform an analysis of how 

those self-identified gender identities intersect with the other information 

provided by participants. This kind of research is common within fan studies, 

where the boundaries between researchers and participants is malleable, and in 

many ways subject to stringent purity tests on both sides of the research. The 

ethics within this practice also informs the positivity of my research; I adhered to 
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my “obligation to ‘abstract’ the data and to think ‘theoretically’ rather than 

descriptively.” (Goulding 1998, 55). This chapter illustrates the data I collected, 

and applies this model to analyzing it. These two chapters also recreate the 

structures of much fannish work in the way they leverage lived experience with 

identification and recognition of that self in texts, and then interpolates it into 

those texts. Also, I acknowledge and work with the tensions between those 

identities, between professional endeavours, private consumption, and public fan 

practices. 

With that data in mind I have separated my theoretical model of regendering 

into two sections: Chapter 5.1: Girl!Version: The feminist framework for 

regendered characters in fanwork and Chapter 6.1: The Other Woman: Re-

Authoring and Re-Othering Gendered Narratives. The first section encompasses 

much of the feminist theory that underlies my work and research around 

adaptations and transformative works, and media in general. From this research, 

and my autoethnographic participations, I reworked my proposition to reflect 

that the ultimate result of fannish work that changes the gender of one or more 

characters is revealing and restructuring how the ‘Other’ is depicted in fanwork, 

the work that inspired it, and in media in general. An overview of the process, 

and the results, is contained within the second section. This is the culmination of 

my research, where I examine the process and the meaning of regendered 

fanwork in general. This chapter is currently under submission to the Journal of 

Otherness and the concepts were presented at a small conference in 2014 at the 

University of Aarhus, Otherness and Transgression in Fan and Celebrity Cultures. 

My observations are that the fannish creator reworks themselves from the 

passively receptive othered audience to occupy the creator position, and in doing 

so enacts otherness on a male-masculine text and the audience it presumes to be 

similar.  

Following this theoretical and data-driven research are the qualitative case 

studies of fannish work – professional and non-commercial alike. These four 

sections examine various examples of regendering from four different models for 

re-othering. The first two chapters ‘Pastiches, not Fanvids’ examine two of the 

regendered characters within Elementary; Joan (regendering John Watson) from 
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her position as a romantic-yet-not character whose development diverges from 

both the original John Watson and from the fannish expectation of female 

characters; and Jamie from her position as an adversary and romantic interest, 

and as a queerly coded antagonist. Also within these chapters I touch on the 

trans* representations of Elementary and their meaning within the work. For 

these professional fanworks, regendering expands the diversity of the work, and 

differentiates their product from other adaptations while maintaining the 

familiarity that is increasingly being demanded of media.  
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Black, Suzanne, James Leveque, and Lizzie Stewart. 2012. “The Archontic Holmes: 

Understanding Adaptations of Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes Stories in 

the Context of Jacques Derrida’s ‘Archive.’” In FORUM: University of Edinburgh 

Postgraduate Journal of Culture and the Arts. 

http://www.forumjournal.org/site/sites/default/files/15_black.pdf. 

Castle, Terry. 1993. The Apparitional Lesbian: Female Homosexuality and Modern 

Culture. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Coren, Victoria. 2012. “Lucy Liu Playing Dr Watson: Put That in Your Pipe and 

Smoke It.” The Guardian. October 14, 2012. 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/oct/14/victoria-coren-lucy-liu-

sherlock-holmes. 

Derecho, Abigail. 2006. “Archontic Literature: A Definition, a History, and 

Several Theories of Fan Fiction.” In Fan Fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of 



 

21 
 

the Internet: New Essays, edited by Karen Hellekson and Kristina Busse. Jefferson, 

N.C: McFarland & Co. 

Doyle, Sir Arthur Conan. 1986. The Complete Sherlock Holmes. Openbook 

Publishing. 

Eyles, Allen. 1986. Sherlock Holmes: A Centenary Celebration. 1st U.S. ed. New 

York: Harper & Row. 

Fathallah, Judith. 2014. “Moriarty’s Ghost Or the Queer Disruption of the BBC’s 

Sherlock.” Television & New Media, July, 1527476414543528. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476414543528. 

“Heroine.” 2013. Elementary. New York: Hill of Beans Productions, Timberman-

Beverly Productions, CBS Television Studios. 

Higgins, Michelle. 2014. “Meet Our December Cover Star, Natalie Dormer.” Flare, 

November 4, 2014. 

“M.” 2013. Elementary. New York: Hill of Beans Productions, Timberman-Beverly 

Productions, CBS Television Studios. 

Pearson, Roberta. 2007. “Bachies, Bardies, Trekkies, and Sherlockians.” In 

Fandom: Identities and Communities in a Mediated World, edited by Jonathan 

Gray, Cornel Sandvoss, and C. Lee Harrington, 98–109. New York: New York 

University Press. 

Primorac, Antonija. 2013. “The Naked Truth: The Postfeminist Afterlives of Irene 

Adler.” Neo-Victorian Studies 6 (2):89–113. 

Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. 1985. Between Men: English Literature and Male 

Homosocial Desire. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Stagg, Guy. 2012. “Casting Lucy Liu as Dr ‘Joan’ Watson Will Ruin One of the 

Great Bromances of All Time.” Culture - Telegraph Blogs (blog). February 29, 2012. 

http://blogs.telegraph.co.uk/culture/guystagg/100061063/casting-lucy-liu-as-dr-

joan-watson-will-ruin-one-of-the-great-bromances-of-all-time/. 



 

21 
 

Stetler, Carrie. 2009. “Junot Diaz: Man in the Mirror.” NJ.Com. October 26, 2009. 

http://www.nj.com/entertainment/arts/index.ssf/2009/10/junot_diaz_man_in_th

e_mirror.html. 

“The Diabolical Kind.” 2014. Elementary. New York: Hill of Beans Productions, 

Timberman-Beverly Productions, CBS Television Studios. 

Van Steenhuyse, Veerle. 2011. “The Writing and Reading of Fan Fiction and 

Transformation Theory.” CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture 13 (4). 

https://doi.org/10.7771/1481-4374.1691. 

Wilder, Billy. 1970. The Private Life of Sherlock Holmes. United Artists. 

 

Declaration of Interest: No potential conflict of interest was reported by the 

author. 

 

 



 

21 
 

Chapter 9: Love Is A Battlefield – Queerness in Regendering and Chapter 10: 

Emotion, Violence, and Regendering. The selection of fanworks is explained in 

more depth in Chapter 3: Theory and Rationale. I examine a novel-length 

fanwork One Shape to Another by Having Been Breathed Out/breathedout 

(HBBO)2, which features a queer female relationship between Holmes and 

Watson at its centre, and analyse how the regendered characters intersect not 

only with the canon, but with fandom, erotica, the author, and the queer history 

the story is situated in. Following this an analysis of violence and gender of four 

shorter works. In ‘Bruised and Battered but Alive’ I analyse Compatible Damage 

by branwyn and In Arduis Felis by Mad_Maudlin as manifestations of concerns 

around women, violence, trauma, and the military; and in the following section 

‘What Does it Matter?’ I address regendering within Seems so Easy For Everybody 

Else by etothepii and heart in hand (if you stumble you’ll drop it) by pprfaith 

which feature non-binary genders and gender presentations, and how they 

deliberately engage with gendered performance.  

After this I conclude my thesis, tying these disparate threads into a coherent 

narrative which shows not only the importance of regendering as a 

transformative process in adaptations, but also as a political manifestation of the 

dissatisfaction felt by sections of the audience. These complicated lines of 

engagement are the result not of community, but of a counterpublic which 

contains its own subcultures, metanarratives, and forms of ‘other’. My work also 

shows the existence and importance of non-normative gender identities and 

expressions within creative works for both the creator and the audience, in terms 

of activism and personal achievement. The 'simplicity' of the shift is belied by the 

conflicts between fans, creators, readers, and philosophies of gender and gender 

expression.  

 

 

                                                
2 I retain the original punctuation/capitalisation stylistic choices for all fanwork pseudonyms and work titles. 
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Chapter 1: Literature Review: Literature, the Literary, and the 

Liminal  

When you gonna make up your mind 

When you gonna love you as much as I do (Amos 1992) 

Most listeners would interpret "Winter" as a song about a father's love 

for a child. But the question in the refrain always appealed to the scared 

part of me, the part that believed I wasn't strong enough, or big enough, 

or good enough. It never made me think of doing wild and dangerous 

deeds inside a wrestling ring. It helped me believe that I was strong 

enough to do the things I already knew needed to be done.  (Foley and 

Shawl 2010)  

The art of the ‘crossover’, combining two seemingly unrelated media products 

into a whole is an honoured pastime of fandom, and the media genres it reifies. 

Guerrero-Pico and Scolari link it with interdisciplinarity within academia and 

describe it as “…the semantic link of crossover with other hybrid species, as the 

mashup and remix...” (Guerrero-Pico and Scolari 2016, 184). As such my literature 

review situates my work in a nexus of gender theory, fan studies, literary 

criticism, and sociology3. These are the domains that work together to formulate 

the questions I ask, and that created a space for my work. While unorthodox, it 

seemed fitting to open this chapter with a quote from one of the most physically 

ungifted pro-wrestlers – Mick Foley aka Cactus Jack aka Mankind aka Dude Love, 

part of a bastion of hypermasculinity - talking about the effect a song – written 

and performed by of the most lyrical and openly feminist female artists of the 

90s, Tori Amos - had on the violent and injurious works he does. These cross-

sections, odd, unexpected and strange but integral to the transmedia experiences 

of audiences, are the foundation for my research. 

                                                
3 Much like my only fanfic attached to my academic name being a crossover between Terry Pratchett’s Discworld 
series and the Star Wars universe, prompted by a tumblr post, in turn prompted the exasperation many female fans 

felt watching science fiction replicate the same tedious emotional mistakes of any other type of fiction.  
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Regendering is a complex adaptation technique that is not limited to fans and, if 

one counts pre-filming regendering where a character is written as one gender 

and played by a performer of another, it has happened repeatedly at every level of 

film-making. The presence of the female is read into the works through the 

transgressions of the perceived roles of audience and creator, rather than through 

active presence within the narrative; regendering makes this ‘reading’ explicit 

through the shift from audience to creator, and from subtextual assumptions of 

crossgrender identification to explicit representation. This transgressiveness is 

often experienced both as a boundary violation for the original content creator – 

see here any number of authorial essays about the sanctity of their work and the 

illegitimacy of fanworks such as those written by Diana Gabaldon, Annie Proulx, 

George R.R Martin – but also of feminine roles as the purely receptive audience. 

Regendering sits at a nexus between traditional ways of approaching fannish 

practices of rewriting, and performances of gender. I add the more ambitious 

elements of feminist theory, literary analysis, and gender studies to this research. 

The two main threads of research within my thesis are fan studies and gender 

studies – the ‘Liminal’ and the ‘Literature’. The two areas have significant 

amounts of overlap. The liminality of fan studies, the inherently interdisciplinary 

and edge-case element of the research allows it a great latitude in the inclusion of 

elements of sociology, ethnography, cultural studies, marketing, and media 

analysis. Arguably, even the very beginnings of academic studies into the thing 

called fandom with Jenkins’ Textual Poachers: Television Fans and Participatory 

Culture and Bacon-Smith’s Enterprising Women, the underlying spectre of gender 

is prevalent in the focus and analysis of the data and the subcultural elements 

(1992; 1992). Historically this has led to reasonably shallow examinations based 

on the subversion of expectations inherent in female creators, fans, writers, and 

pornographers, rather than any examination of those practices within gender 

theory.  

Thus, my second section ‘The Literature’ which focuses on the specific elements 

and theories of gender and feminism that are a foundation for this research. 

Much of this was driven by the Grounded Theory work I did during my research, 

as many elements of fandom have at least a passing familiarity with the theories 
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of Butler, Irigaray, and Crenshaw, and replicate much of the theoretical stances as 

a vernacular theory, even without being able to identify the women involved at 

an academic level. Similarly, the observations and research of Spender in 

educational contexts, the Geena Davis ‘See Jane’ program, and Gatens’ model of 

default masculinity appear within the ‘meta’ and the theorising of fans, but 

divorced from their initial contexts. This section uses that Grounded Theory 

experience as a basis for recontextualising the gender creative works, and 

theories, of fandom within the wider academic field. 

These two threads are woven together by my focus on the ‘Literary’ - techniques 

for analysis of women’s work in particular, primarily literary theory but touching 

on cinema and art. Of note here are Castle and Moi, whose promotion and focus 

on the female and/or lesbian identity of the author and the resulting presence of 

those things within the work are again replicated by fannish auto-ethnographic 

essays and thinking. Within this section too, I touch on what becomes an 

increasingly important aspect of my theoretical model – the ‘counterpublic’. The 

presence of the author in her own work is again a legacy feature of both the 

fannish environment, and the historical models for engaging with literature that 

Castle identifies in her examination of women as critics of literature, and as 

communities responding to the mainstream culture around them. Similar too is 

the overtly feminist nature of the works and the women behind them, for all that 

the practices and preferences are occasionally in conflict, which I examine in 

more detail in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 1.1: The Liminal: the Interdisciplinary Readings from Fan Studies 

This section focuses on the liminality of fanwork and fan studies as a whole; both 

function on the edges of multiple spaces, inhabiting professional and academic 

niches. The relatively short lifetime of fan studies as an academic term has not 

stopped it from undergoing several splits and trends. To paraphrase Sandvoss 

and others, fan studies as a field has waves, roughly associated with key 

researchers like Hall, Foucault and Bourdieu, although Sandvoss very much filters 

these waves through a class-based approach (2005). Much of the ‘first wave’ of fan 

studies was concerned with consumption practices and class as an axis of power, 

and which held gender as something of a subsidiary notion, interconnected with 

class and capital. Second wave fan studies focused on the power structure of 

fandom where again gender was a subsidiary aspect of the encoding and 

decoding of texts. The third wave, ostensibly the current one, is situated heavily 

in identity politics and the ramifications of power within and outside the texts.  

The first wave is widely understood to be primarily positive and aimed at 

revealing the countercultural importance of the community; fanfic was a 

revolutionary pushback against the corporate ownership of storytelling, against 

the patriarchal constructs of society, and was an example of creative disruption; a 

“…simple dichotomy of power…” (Sandvoss 2005, 156) being subverted to 

empower the audience. It depathologised, rather than deconstructed, the identity 

of the fan. This fan was very much delineated by their creative praxis while the 

bulk of readers, or ‘lurkers’ remained unaccounted for. The focus on Hall’s work 

around encoding and decoding further entrenched this focus on how fans 

created, leading to a multitude of ethnographic studies that narrowed their focus 

through the media property of the fandom, rather than other aspects of fandom. 

This is categorised by the works of Bacon-Smith, Penley, Pearson, Fiske, Tulloch, 

and Jenkins, and contains within it the seeds of auto-ethnographic foci and 

questions of power. My research echoes theirs in my own attempts to 

depathologise regendered work, even as I highlight the ways in which they are 

subversive and transgressive. 
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The second wave can be identified by the intense focus on Bourdieu, and the 

ideas about complex forms of power; the fan as anti-capitalist, anti-hierarchy, yet 

creating their own complex spheres of power. This has influenced my work 

primarily in the sense of the cultural artefacts of the era; when fans become 

creators, how do these lines of influence and power shift, if at all? However, the 

identification of hierarchised fannish identities is still key to understanding 

fandom as a community. This, and the first wave, are also concerned with the 

question of class, and assumed correlations between “class position and 

consumptive practices” in terms of fannish empowerment (Sandvoss 2005, 157). 

Once again however, the lurkers and readers – who form the bulk of this 

nebulous community – are rarely viewed as important aspects outside the data-

driven concepts of popularity and audience, and in assumptions about class and 

culture. 

We are in the wash of the third wave now, where questions of identity and 

intersectionality have become key to understanding fandom and fanworks, and 

autoethnography is inherent to the field as a reflective practice. This wave has led 

to research into the wide variety of fannish practices, identities, and what those 

signify to the cultures around them, and on “the role of fandom in constructing 

the fans’ identity” (Sandvoss 2005, 157). It has also led to foundational works that 

disrupt the whiteness of fan studies, such as Wanzo’s call for “…including African 

American cultural criticism in remapping the genealogies of not only acafandom 

but also fan criticism” (2015, para. 1.6). Concurrently this echoes a shift in media 

studies more widely, and sociology. This examination of both fandom and the 

position of the fan scholar is definitively where my research fits into the schema, 

although my focus on the works themselves alongside identity and my very 

conscious choice to focus on fannish consumers as much as the creators 

themselves does position me somewhat askew to the more straightforward fan 

studies projects. 

Fan studies has a long history of autoethnographic work, with Bacon-Smith and 

Jenkins both admitting their own fannish tendencies/acts. This has exacerbated 

some of those ideas about insider and outsider research, and the ways fandom 

has been exploited by researchers. The sensitivity of fans to the nature of their 
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work means researchers must be cognizant of the emotional labour of connecting 

with fans. My own position, in Chapter 3.1: Obligatory autoethnography is 

complex, and not clearly able to be defined as fannish or not. This makes my 

research similarly complex, straddling some elements of autoethnographic works 

in my experiences of gender, performance, sexuality, and reception of fanworks, 

but maintaining something closer to an idealised academic distance in data 

collection and interviewing.  

The first and second wave split between the insider/outsider researcher are still 

present within current fan studies however are adjusted by the deeper 

investigations into identity politics. My own situation – a fan who rarely creates 

and not in a space that would identify me and is not linked with any of my other 

identities – complicates the delineation between types of fans; creative, 

affirmational, transgressive, all create other binaries that fail to encompass the 

multitudes of identities available to fans (and researchers). If a fan’s work is never 

read, is she still a creator? If her work is canon compliant but politically 

motivated, is she affirmational or transformational, using Hill’s definitions or 

Busse’s complications, or the original theory from obsession_inc’s dreamwidth 

essay (Busse 2010; Matt Hills 2015; obsession_inc 2009)? What counts as a fannish 

existence? These questions have motivated my own research to include, as much 

as possible, the words and experiences of fans who primarily identify as non-

creators; the ‘passive massive’ to borrow a term from marketing. This audience, 

who are not creators but are the majority of those fans who consume and reward 

fanwork with attention and affection are as important to understanding the 

intricacies of fanwork and fandom as those who produce. 

This conflict and tension between the data gathered from, and the conclusions 

made about, subcultures that are then expounded in the community has a long 

and sordid history in ethnography, and fan studies has not been immune. 

Kozinets makes several key observations about the way ‘netnographers’ should 

consider their approaches to fans and to online communities in light of the ways 

the technology itself creates and harbours ethical concerns (2009). Salmon and 

Symons, and Ogas and Saddam, illustrate the way in which researchers have 

approached fandom and fan studies with a framework of an existing rationale for 
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fan culture’s ‘deviance’ from the expectation of mainstream ideals, and how this 

replicates those roles in a way – the researchers enforce their understanding on 

the population they research (2012; 2001). The shifting ways fans use technology, 

and in their creation of sites such as Archive of Our Own, inextricably links the 

technological expression of fandom with how fans perceive themselves and 

defensively interact with researchers. This, in a variety of ways, intersects with 

the way that third wave fan studies focuses on identity and power structures. In 

the wash of this third wave Professor Anne Jamison, amongst other researchers, 

use tumblr (a popular social media network for fans to connect and disseminate 

their work) to expand on how they approach using fanfiction in the classroom as 

academics and as fans, responding to concerns around publicising fanfiction, or 

the syllabus itself. This integration reveals some of the intercultural expectations 

surrounding behaviour and assumed identities as fractured even within fandom 

and fan studies (Jamison 2015).  

The way the gender of the creator has dominated the intellectual understanding 

of fanwork has not extended to the works they create except in the creation of 

slash, and to a smaller extent the creation of the ‘Mary Sue’ (Frey 2009). Critiques 

and criticisms of the Mary Sue – a character introduced as something of a wish 

fulfilment or insertion of a semi-biographical character into the work, the name 

springing from a critical fanwork A Trekkie’s Tale by Paula Smith in a fanzine 

from 1973, most famously applied to Wesley Crusher in Star Trek: The Next 

Generation – has been rightfully identified as a source of discomfort with both 

the way women write about themselves and the presence of a female character 

who transgresses expected characterisation and economies of attention and affect 

which place her as a secondary narrative focus (Willis-b 2006). Much of that work 

around the discomfort of the term has been done by fans themselves and by 

professional authors. Seanan McGuire, Sarah Rees Brennan, Holly Black and Zoe 

Marriott all posted essays on their own sites deconstructing the ways they had 

seen the term applied to their own original works and how they perceived that to 

be motivated by a discomfort with female characters who maintain agency and 

identity (2011; 2011; 2011; 2011). In particular they critique the application of ‘Mary 
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Sue’ to their original works as a way of further reinforcing the lack of space for 

female characters with agency;  

The problem with using this term outside of fanfiction is simple: the 

world of a novel has always configured around main characters. 

… 

We can't hold female characters to totally different standards than the 

ones we hold male characters to, or we ladies are going to back be in 

the kitchen making jello surprise before long.  

… 

We need to criticize female characters and female writers, sure, so long 

as we're not criticizing them first and foremost for being women (H. 

Black 2011). 

I'm sick of it, Dear Readers. I'm sick of seeing people condemn any 

female character with a significant role in a book as a Mary-Sue. I'm 

sick of people talking about how the female characters were too perfect 

or not perfect enough, too passive or too badass, too talented or too 

useless, when what they really mean - but don't even KNOW they 

mean - is that the characters were too much in possession of lady parts 

(Marriott 2011). 

My research intersects with this as regendering allows for the assumption of the 

male role by a female character, including the narrative-bending focus that would 

otherwise be critiqued as a ‘Mary-Sue’; Willis notes this as a particularly fertile 

landscape for queer and transgender fans (2006). 

Fan studies has an uneasy relationship with the bodies of the women behind the 

work, and what counts as female, what counts as feminine, and the legitimacy of 

the work itself. The majority of work about fannish production has centred on 

the illegitimacy of the form due to its amateur transgression of the audience 

boundaries as in much of the First Wave, or on the sexual nature of the works 
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such as the aforementioned Salmon and Symons, or Ogas and Saddam. Even 

those that state it is a ‘Normal Female Interest in Men Bonking’ (Jenkins 2006) 

still find their focus drawn back onto the perceived transgression of gender roles 

by women engaging in explicit sexual behaviour. More recent theorists, like Busse 

and Hellekson, and Lackner and Reid, examine the ways the presence of the 

woman behind the works themselves moderates the male domination in the 

works they produce, and the media they work within (2014; 2006; 2009). Large 

scale autoethnographic demographic surveys undertaken by fans and fan 

organisations tend to show the previous conception of fans as primarily straight, 

although with a much greater proportion of queer fans. This work however is 

based on assumptions about sexual identity and behaviour, such as Bury’s 

comment that she saw it as “unlikely that female fans who identified as lesbian 

would join a list whose name (David Duchovny Estrogen Brigade), however 

playfully or ironically, foregrounded heterosexual desire” (Bury 2005, 19). These 

kinds of assumptions underlie significant amounts of fanwork, where the 

assumption of sexuality based on gender presentation, activity, or behaviour 

outside sex, is as much a point of transgression as the act of writing fanwork. 

Conversely, the communities within fandom that give rise to much of the conflict 

and ‘drama’ (or more derisively ‘fanwank’) have been largely under-researched by 

academics. While my research does not focus on these lines of tension 

specifically, they are an underlying part of the works I research, and the way fans 

react to them. Some researchers have focused on specific aspects of tension 

within communities but primarily this is a topic that is only beginning to be 

explored. Tensions between elements of subcultures is however a more 

thoroughly understood area, with work by Stanfill explaining both the ways 

subcultures split, and how this acts as a way to inscribe beliefs and reinstate 

cultural relevance (Stanfill 2013). In particular it is vital to understand the ways in 

which emotional lives affect cultural practices, including those splits and 

tensions. For my research much of this tension is around the representation of 

sex and sexed bodies, as either fetishized aspects of femininity, or fetishized 

representations of male-male sex. The latter in particular is an ongoing point of 

tension for both fandom and fan studies. 
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The prevalence of slash as a method of understanding and sampling fanworks has 

a long history. It is not difficult to perceive a thread of prurience, or concern 

about that imbalance, in the focus researchers place on slash; something Third 

Wave and beyond have begun to identify as well and begin to comment on and 

push back against (Oak and Ashley 2011). The interpretations of slash that remove 

the transgressiveness, such as in ‘Normal Female Interest in Men Bonking’, 

devalues how fans perceive their work but also the way in which their 

manifestations of their sexuality, the creativity, their feminism and activism, is 

unacceptable at mainstream social levels (Green, Jenkins, and Jenkins 1998). 

Added to this is the transnational research into fandom that is situated within 

highly homophobic social contexts such as China, with the localised fandom of 

‘Curly-Fu’ (Benedict Cumberpatch as Sherlock) and ‘Peanut’ (Martin Freeman as 

Watson) (Yi 2012). The focus on slash – fannish and academic – replicates and 

reinscribes the male dominance and at the same time devalues the 

transgressiveness it can exhibit.  

This replication and transgression of male dominance is echoed in regendering 

by the relative imbalance of male characters being reimagined as women, and it 

is within the works themselves that fans tackle these tensions. My focus on the 

works themselves is driven by the shift in fan studies itself, such as the research 

from Reid, and Scodari, and the newly published The Fanfiction Reader: Folk 

Tales for a Digital Age (2017) which collects together fanworks and essays in the 

fashion of The Canterbury Tales (Coppa 2017a). However, the way gender is 

reworked in fanworks particularly, is an under-examined area of fan studies and 

feminist media and cultural theory. McClellan has recently published work 

examining genderswap fanfic in Sherlock Holmes fandom (2014), and there are 

multiple researchers focusing on crossplay and gender in Japanese fandoms due 

to the prevalence of genderswap type tropes in the original media. 

Complementary research about the body within fanwork also appears in ‘genre’ 

research within fandom that uses the fannish structures of genre rather than the 

more established forms, such as Reid’s aforementioned paper regarding ‘dark 

fanfic’, or Linn’s research about pain and bodies in hurt/comfort work (Linn 2017; 

Reid 2009).   
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Chapter 1.2: The Literature: Gender Studies and Intersectionality 

I examine fan practices and their artefacts through the lens of gender. As a result 

much of the research that supported this analysis is drawn from explicitly 

feminist theories, across multiple disciplines. I elaborate more on this research in 

Chapter 5 where I create a feminist framework for examining regendered 

fanworks. The feminist framework I use within my research around gender 

encompasses a range of feminist theorists, in order to reflect the way fans 

themselves understand and investigate gender. The work of Butler, Halberstam, 

Gatens, Irigaray and Spender form the matrices around which the concepts of 

gender, gender performance, feminism, and receptions/perceptions of gender are 

built within my research. Also integral to my work is Kimberle Williams 

Crenshaw’s theories around intersectionality, identity and race (1991). She 

particularly informs the identity politics and manifestations of that 

understanding at a fannish level, albeit often without true acknowledgement of 

her work as a theorist. This vernacular version of intersectionality mostly focuses 

on exposing the negatives, and the missing spaces of the works, but often fails to 

encompass the depth of representation and intersectional experiences. The 

majority of this theoretical work is explained in ‘Chapter 5: Theory of Regendered 

Effects Part 1’ and ‘Chapter 6.1: The Other Woman: Re-Authoring and Re-

Othering Gendered Narratives’. This section of my literature review is thus 

briefer than one might expect, given how significant it is, but it is this 

significance as lineage of feminist thought that anchors the presence of a 

literature review in both papers. 

In addition to the theorists I have mentioned already, the spectres of 

embodiment and essentialism haunt the way feminism speaks of itself, and of 

women. Particular to this are the ways the male as the neutral and default 

identity erases the feminine, as explained by Gatens, but also the way the 

feminine is essentially the Other, as expounded on by Irigaray (1996; 1991). The 

seeming absence aided by the liquid mutability of the female experience in 

literature, particularly that of lesbians, is evident in the works of numerous 

theorists including Castle and Spender. The intersectional demands of femininity 
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according to other axes of oppression such as race, ethnicity, disability, class, 

familial status and so on, can be erased by using ‘women’ as a placeholder to 

encompass the entire gender. Crenshaw’s work foregrounds those intersections 

as not only important sites of political action and oppression, but as sites where 

activism itself acts against those it seeks to support (Cho, Crenshaw, and McCall 

2013). 

These intersections form a foundation for much of the third wave of fan studies, 

and how questions of identity are examined and created by fans within the social 

context of fandom. Gender obviously forms a major part of my analyses of fan 

works, and the research I have undertaken with fans, but other intersections are 

important to understand in this context as well (see Note on Intersectionality). 

Within my research the ‘question of intersectional identity’ intersects very clearly 

with regendering in the responses and analysis in ‘Chapter 7.1: Joan Watson: 

Mascot, Companion and Investigator’, as the character is not only regendered, 

but is also ‘racebent’ as a Chinese-American woman. The effects of this are, as 

Crenshaw argues in non-media contexts, intersectional and the experiences of 

the character Watson and the audience reception of the character are 

compounded by the racial and gender difference. The work of scholars in race 

studies as it intersects with fandom and media provide an inspiration for my 

work and make clear that singular lenses for analysis are too narrow, to the 

detriment of not only the analysis but the people involved as the audience, the 

creators, and the wider society around that media. These works also expand on 

the primarily white and male focus of class studies as the basis of both first and 

second wave fan studies. 

While my focus is definitively on gender and gendered experience, I have made 

space for racial intersections alongside other axes such as neurotypicality, 

transgender identity, and cultural situations. Wanzo’s work regarding Blackness, 

specifically within an American context of research into popular culture, 

addresses some of these specific intersections as complicating the “the portrayal 

of the fan as embracing alterity by choice” as opposed to the hypervisibile alterity 

of the black fan, the queer fan, and one can also presume the gender non-

conforming fan too (2015, para. 2.1). Her work also identifies that this 
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“romanticization of fan exceptionalness has perhaps produced resistance to 

emphasizing the normativity of some fandoms” (Wanzo 2015, para. 2.2). This is 

important to note in respect to gender as well, where the normativity of the 

white, male default is suppressed in order to valorise the queerness of the 

metatexts of slash. 

NOTE ON INTERSECTIONALITY: 

Race and fandom is an area that is vastly under-researched in English outside 

specific areas like Japanese fandoms, music subculture, and to a certain extent 

sport, where participation in fandom is often visibly racialized by either the 

fandom object, or by the fan. This is not to say that work about fans and race is 

non-existent, but as Wanzo notes  

many claims in fan scholarship about alterity, fan interpellation,     

ambivalent spectatorship, and antifandom become more nuanced if we  

look at particular traditions of African American fandom and black  

cultural criticism (2015, para. 1.6). 

There are researchers addressing this in terms of race and fandom, rather than 

simply race in the media that spawns fandoms. I owe a significant debt to Dr 

Rukmini Pande for her work on Racefail (2017a) and other intersections of race 

and fandom, and to Stephanie Lai for her fanworks about race and fandom in a 

specifically Australian context, alongside her essays and personal 

communications (n.d.). Their work is very much grounded in Crenshaw’s theories 

of intersectionality but specifically from a more global context than the American 

domination of the theory, and their experiences of fandom as women of colour. 

They both perform significant work in communicating that experience to others, 

and researching it to expand the applicability of fan studies. There are similar 

findings between race studies and gender studies when applied to fandom, 

wherein a default identity position can be identified as nominally rejected by the 

fans but then replicated in their works and the focus of their works. The 

particulars of the default identities are different, as are the specific mechanisms 

for its enforcement at a subcultural level. In terms of race studies we see very 

clearly the way expectations of whiteness have particularly negative effects on 
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non-white audiences, and recreate themselves within the minds of the white 

audience.  
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Chapter 1.3: The Literary: Literary Studies in a Multi-Modal Frame 

This section of my literature review focuses on the ways in which fanworks can be 

analysed from a variety of positions, and positions my own research within those 

varied positions. While one of the cornerstones of fan studies is the various 

theories around transgression and subversion (particularly in reference to 

gender), my research inverts this somewhat; I refer to all adaptations as fanwork 

and delineate the status of the creator within the media industry as professional, 

rather than their works being professional. The works I examine are primarily 

textual; even the cinematic aspects of Elementary are grown from a literary 

tradition, and the responses themselves form a body of written work, or visual 

work that primarily works within textual frames. In addition to this textual aspect 

of my analysis is the way shifts in technology and social media have allowed for a 

greater amount of feedback and affective performance to reach all creators. 

Fandom and fanworks also operate with a combination of attention and gift 

economies, and expressions of affect are integral to how these economies 

function.  

Fandom very specifically has shifted to allow for this social media constructed 

affectual discourse, and creates systems to collate it through comments, kudos, 

and social rituals around that feedback (Fiesler, Morrison, and Bruckman 2016). 

Accordingly, writers and creators are often engaged in greater levels of intimacy 

with their audience, and the unstable state of creator/audience binaries break 

repetitively. This instability enforces a higher vulnerability on those involved due 

to the immediacy and affective nature of feedback and critique within shifting 

ideas of what the relationship is between the author and the reader (L. Bennett 

and Chin 2014). The effects of social media on people in general has been 

researched and it seems to have a measurable influence on behaviour, due in 

some part to the prevalence of the interaction outside the technology itself. This 

is most evident in the ways feedback and responses have shifted with new 

technologies, and Boyd has examined this in greater detail in terms of teenagers 

and social media, and also the results of the flawed and unethical ‘emotional 

contagion’ research experiment Facebook engaged in for one week in January 
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2012 (Kramer, Guillory, and Hancock 2014; Shaw 2016). More germane to this 

research is Post-Object Fandom, which is specifically the  fandom that exists for 

finished television series’ and otherwise ‘finalised’ works, and the detailed 

analysis Williams has done regarding the ways fans (and anti-fans) express their 

affective states to each other, and how this creates a sense of community and 

changes viewing practices (2015). It follows that affect changes viewing, therefore 

it must also have an effect on fans as simultaneously viewers and creators. The 

way affect, and its performance in fandom, intersects with creativity is again a 

space without significant research but there are multitudes of personal anecdotes 

about the ways in which these affective displays – positive and negative – feed 

into creative works.  

Researcher analysis of selected fanworks is increasingly taking place at an 

academic level in both the classroom and within journals (Bartlett 2009; Reid 

2009). This analysis and attention paid towards fanwork realises its potential 

both as a literary artefact but also as a social form of community engagement. 

The foregrounding of gender within the work, particularly that of the presumed 

female writer, gives rise to numerous methods for analysing and interpreting her 

work, as Moi suggests in the wider realm of literary criticism (2008). Fanwork, 

particularly, engages the audience with the author not just the text, in 

relationships that can prove to be intimate beyond both conventional boundaries 

of friendship (Lackner, Lucas, and Reid 2006) but also in highly embodied ways 

of relating reading enjoyment through expressions of physical effects of the 

works, or expressions of intense emotionality (Baheri 2013).  

The bigger questions of transgression and subversion underlie much of the first 

wave of fan studies, particularly theorising fanwork as a class-based act against 

corporate hegemonies. It is relatively simple to see this matrix of subversion and 

transgression applied to gender, or race, or other intersections of privilege, in 

terms of the very much alive author practicing their politics in reading against 

the original work. This does not, however, address the ways in which their work 

can, and indeed does, reinscribe those hegemonies and perceptual boundaries. 

Recent years have also seen the focus of fan studies shift to focus on markets and 

tools, on the use of fanwork to industry and education. This has resulted in an 
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almost binary split between a feminised audience in terms of media fandoms, but 

one that retains a default male identity for the creators of the media products. 

Such a split allows for transgressions of the capitalist culture of media 

conglomerates to be delegitimised as ‘women’s hobbies’ at the same time those 

actions on the behalf of male creators earn titles like ‘pastiche’ and ‘homage’ and 

‘reboot’. The feminine is receptive in the binary construction/representation of 

gender, and thus the audience is feminine for their reception of the work, in a 

reasonably circular feat of logic. The fan who then becomes productive 

transgresses more than her gender role, she also transgresses the perspectives she 

is given by the media. Jenkins, along with Sandvoss and Grey, have written at 

length about the ways this transgressiveness is received and hypothesised 

multiple originating events and emotions for why fans process their 

dissatisfaction into forms of production (2007; 2006; 2005). Other theorists have 

rejected ideas about the roles of audience and creator and instead have 

hypothesised the events and emotions around fanwork creation are about wider 

ideas of gender and narrative, and the community of fandom as a place and 

space, not simply as a manifestation of adoration (Hellekson and Busse 2014). 

The relationship between women and fannish feminist praxis has a long history. 

Castle refers to the practices of fans in the early novel reading period, their 

rewrites and reinterpretations, and interactions with the creators to modify the 

works, as feminist literary critique, and as a kind of homosocial if not homoerotic 

relationship practice between women (2013, 11–12). This has continued through 

the centuries into modern fandom. The feminist potentialities of fanfiction were 

recognised in the influential “Pornography by Women, for Women, with Love” by 

Russ, and while there is a certain naivety to the essay it clearly links the way 

fanworks are a form of creative and feminist praxis for the creators and the 

readers (1985). It also very strongly links the sexual content of fanwork with 

psychological freedoms offered by the form when compared with other forms of 

writing. Several theorists (of which I am the most recent) have attempted this 

integration of a particular view of femininity, or femaleness, or creativity, into 

fanworks. The reinterpretations of slash as ‘normal’ desire by a fairly 

undifferentiated category of women – either as they appear within the 
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community or analysed in the context of evolutionary biology, psychology, or 

second wave feminist theory – do little to acknowledge the gender non-

conforming works, or the way a female (or nominally expected-to-be-female) 

creator still continues the mainstream imbalance of the default white male hero 

into her own work. It also perpetuates the erasure of queer women within the 

work and as the creators. The presence of the queer woman in fandom cannot be 

ascertained merely by the work she creates, as several fan-led surveys have 

revealed the majority of fans identify in some way as non-straight while still 

writing male-male slash, clearly revealing sexual attraction to the protagonists is 

not the primarily or sole motivator for fannish work; my own data supports these 

observations which I analyse further in Chapters 3 and 4 (porluciernagas 2013; 

toast 2012). While this presence of the queer female as author has been 

interpreted as therefore being a presence in the works they create, this does not 

change the continued dominance of the male narrative within media (Lackner, 

Lucas, and Reid 2006; Levi, McHarry, and Pagliassotti 2008; Russ 1985). A 

theoretical overview of exactly how this transgressiveness links with regendering 

in particular as a fannish work is detailed in Chapter 6.1: The Other Woman: Re-

Authoring and Re-Othering Gendered Narratives. 

A small, but significant area of interest for this research project has been theatre 

and queer studies, particularly aspects of cross-gender performance, play, and 

how those things interact with defined subcultural practices and counterpublics 

like kabuki theatre, or drag shows. While still primarily focused on the 

experience of men as gender transgressors, work by Senelick provides a good 

overview of these practices as they engage with gendered practices. Similarly 

work by Jack Halberstam, Jean Bobby Noble, and Lorber further contextualise 

how gender play acts within the constructed boundaries and hierarchies of binary 

representations at the edges of culture. These edges of culture, specifically 

codified counterpublics with their own culturally practiced ‘versions’ of gender 

within plays, shows and performances, share much with fannish practices of 

culture. The primary, and instructive difference, is the shift from the highly 

localised and geographically confined practice with specific cities, theatre 

troupes, or even countries, to the disparate, geographically fuzzy and nonspecific 
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communities of fans. The counterpublic’s system of normativity becomes 

something separate to physical gender performances or acts, and instead shifts to 

simulated realities, affectual performances, and the resituation of the fictional 

space into a constructed community of thought. 

One of the biggest shifts in my working proposition was about these effects of 

queerness, and systems of normativity. In collaboration with J.S.A Lowe from 

University of Houston, TX, I developed a conceptual model for ‘psychological 

dominance’ to understand the ways in which the habitus of mainstream 

hegemonies is reproduced within fandom and fan studies (the paper is currently 

being written). The systems of normativity were not as evident in the works as in 

the perception of the works. Queerness, as identified by numerous lesbian and 

feminist theorists, becomes gay and male, masculine; that which is not signified 

female, feminine, or lesbian, becomes default. Even within queer works, the 

default is male, and masculine. Lowe’s work on the feminine within slash, and my 

own with regendering, exposes the very real subversions of this male default, and 

our own faulty perceptions. This was quantified by our research into fan studies 

journals, which revealed that there was not a proliferation or disproportionate 

representation of slash, or men, but that without a specific semiotic engagement 

with the non-default identity, the psychological dominance of that male narrative 

became prevalent. This complex relationship between the work, the author, and 

the reception of it underpins the inclusion of research into affect and creative 

praxis. 

The actual work of fanfiction tends towards the character-oriented affectual set 

pieces. Coppa theorises, in discussion with a fanfic author Brancher about her 

work in The Fan Fiction Reader: Folk Tales for the Digital Age, that fanfic inserts 

this affectual load into the works “…because they’re looking for stories where sex 

is profound and meaningful.” Rather than because the stories lack sex, it is that 

sexual works lack “friendship” (Coppa 2017b, 95). This simultaneous delineation 

of sexual activity and friendship, that also insists on the layering of the latter into 

the former, echoes in some ways Castle’s disbelief that some aspects of queer 

theory neglect to delineate between the homosocial woman and the homosexual 

woman. Practicing sexual affect, textually and socially, is part of fannish culture 
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and underlies significant aspects of regendered work specifically, particularly 

examinations of the ways in which gendered experience changes affectual 

response and projection. 

This culture of fandom is impossible to quantify, or even qualify. It is not a 

subculture in sociological terms, with concrete social roles and rules, it is instead 

something more like a counterpublic, where the variations and fractures of the 

mainstream are echoed and replicated within the fannish ‘version’. This includes 

the racial tensions I mention in the previous section, but it also is present in the 

linguistic and textual practices of fans. Autoethnographic observations of fans 

have identified this not only in tropes and characterisations – fondly referred to 

as ‘fanon’ – but in textual ‘tics’ seemingly common to and springing from fandom. 

These elements underpin much of the difficulties I address in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 2: This Is My Method(ology) 

Only those for whom a sexual fantasy “works,” that is, those who are 

aroused by it, have a chance of telling us to what particular set of 

conditions that fantasy speaks, and can analyze how and why it works 

and for whom. Sexual fantasy materials are like icebergs; the one-tenth 

that shows above the surface is no reliable indicator of the size or 

significance of the whole thing. Sexual fantasy that doesn’t arouse is 

boring, funny, or repellent, and unsympathetic outsiders trying to decode 

these fantasies (or any others) will make all sorts of mistakes. (Russ 

1985, 89) 

My status as a fan researcher is dependent on my social capital as both fan and 

researcher. This is not a new conundrum, for fans or researchers, but the 

economy of fandom is one that is difficult to categorise. In many ways it is a gift 

economy where attention is a gift like the creative works themselves. In more 

contemporary research however the details of attention economies are also 

apparent, particularly in spaces that also touch upon politics, identity, speech, 

and relationships. For the purposes of my research, and as a result of my 

research, I have leaned towards the latter to weight the works and the reactions. 

The former still has moments of applicability – the formalised processes of fic 

exchanges, ‘big bangs’, and the like – as well as when fans discuss the shifting 

social capital themselves. However, the technological processes of fandom 

prioritise attention economy more than gift economy, and translate it almost 

seamlessly to a kind of social capital. These disconnected modes of 

communication, the un-denominated economies, outline both identity and 

community. 
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Chapter 2.1: Collection Strategies  

In order to analyse the data, it is important to understand the selection of the 

data. Research into online activities have often focused on very small select areas 

(a forum, or community of some sort, a particular platform or method of 

connection) due to the size and spread of the internet; selection and curation has 

to happen in order for meaning to be found in the data. This is most evident in 

work done by researchers and marketers, taking big data and applying  

…new analytic techniques…[which] isolate relevant messages…[and 

distill] a random sample of messages … and arranged them by the 

topics that arose in discussions; “qualitative insights,” targeting notable 

quotes from the messages; and “consumer sentiment,” categorizing 

messages as positive, negative, mixed, or neutral (Harrysson, Metayer, 

and Sarrazin 2012). 

Complicating this is the mutability of online space – boundaries and selves 

constantly shift, names and identities as changeable as opinions and facts 

(depending on how open to editing your database or website is). Or in terms of 

marketing and research,  

analyses can often be thrown off if the source they’re collecting from is 

unreliable or if they fail to account for the context in which the data is 

generated (Delgado 2015). 

The bubble effect of online activities and life is beginning to be identified by 

researchers – the idea that a natural curation happens online that reaffirms a 

person’s values and beliefs, and their perception of the ‘rest of the internet’ is 

shaped by that bubble of belief (Kramer, Guillory, and Hancock 2014). Fandom 

rewards this curation socially, reinforcing the lines that divide fandom into ships, 

or stans, or slashers, or versioning, where a fan’s taste, aesthetic or emotional or 

political, is rewarded with more of the same when they further ensconce 

themselves in their particular bubble. Fanwank – the aggressive arguments that 

take place within fandom, played out publicly – occurs at the edges of these 

bubbles, these contact zones where community expectations are unmet and 
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conflicts arise from those shattered expectations. They are “social spaces where 

cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly 

asymmetrical relations of power” (Pratt qtd by Morimoto 2015). The gift culture 

of fandom reinforces taste and aesthetic boundaries, while highlighting the 

faultlines when that structure is viewed from afar. 

The bubble I have chosen to research is regendered fanwork, specifically within 

the Sherlock Holmes archive. This is most evident in my selection of fanworks, 

and case studies. Within my interviews and within the survey, the bubble is less 

apparent. Fans have come from a variety of backgrounds and with a wide range of 

creative practices, attitudes and thoughts about regendered fanwork, although 

there are several social networks able to be traced. There are small clusters of 

fans – several interviews were undertaken while I attended Continuum, a genre 

convention in Melbourne, Australia – whose conversations with me were linked 

by not just location and time, but a shared experience of the convention. The rest 

of the interviews took place online, either using text chat or email. This was an 

option selected by many fans due in their affection towards words, and other 

factors such as time and space in which they could do the interview. The ability 

to review their own responses was important to fans as a function of their 

perceived ability to communicate ‘better’ via text. Table 2: Method of interaction 

with participants details the method of interviewing, and number of participants 

for each method. 

Method of Interaction Number of Participants Total* 

In-person interview 6 (5 at Continuum)  

Text chat interview 2  

Email interview 7 15 

Survey link via tumblr 176  

Survey link via facebook 2  

Survey link via blog 2  

Survey link via twitter 32  

Survey link obscured 83 295 

Table 2: Method of interaction with participants 
*This total includes blank responses to the survey, or interviews that were redacted. 
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I have specifically focused an analysis of the regendered adaptations (primarily 

film/TV, fanfiction, fanart and cosplay), analysis of fan reactions (reviews, meta 

and discussions), and interviews with selected authors and readers regarding 

their relationships with the works, the community, and the original media. Minor 

quantitative research has taken place analysing the basic amounts of fanfiction 

produced within various themes; this is necessarily a simple snapshot and is 

restricted to one of the larger fanfiction repositories online (An Archive of Their 

Own). Tumblr.com is the primary social network I have used and analysed. 

Fandom can be considered an ‘over-researched’ area, as per Kozinets (2009, 77–

78), and as a sub-culture it is dominated by very astute and eloquent writers who 

are comfortable with manipulating research should it transgress4 their ‘moral 

economy’; a term I have borrowed from Henry Jenkins (2006, 38) who in turn 

borrowed it from E. P. Thompson, to encompass the complex relationships 

between gender, privacy, pseudonymity, and bartering - as per Hellekson’s ‘gift 

culture’ matrix (2009, 112) that exist within fandom.  

An Archive Of Our Own (AO3) is a recently created repository for fanfiction, 

coded specifically “using the framework of feminist HCI”, and the need for fans to 

have a room archive of their own, controlled, created and used by fans (Fiesler, 

Morrison, and Bruckman 2016, 2574). The space it has within fandom is heavily 

contextualised on its predecessors and other archives. For instance, AO3 has a 

somewhat literary cachet, attached as it is to The Organisation for 

Transformational Works and academia whereas fanfiction.net has garnered the 

nickname ‘Pit of Voles’ for its presumed lack of well-written content (Fanlore 

Contributors 2017b). AO3 allows NC17/’Explicit’/XXX rated works, while 

fanfiction.net has placed restrictions on sexual material, which has also 

contributed to the affiliations between the archives. Both sites use categories and 

tags to index the works, and allow users to create bookmarks, reading lists, 

recommendations, comments and likes (or kudos). AO3 operates on an invite 

                                                
4 The most obvious being Dr Ogi Ogas and the fandom section of his research about internet 
pornography - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ogi_Ogas offers a small background and 
http://fanlore.org/wiki/SurveyFail illustrates the fandom response to the research questions and 
methods. 

http://archiveofourown.org/
http://archiveofourown.org/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ogi_Ogas
http://fanlore.org/wiki/SurveyFail
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system to enforce both technological restrictions, with the side effect of 

maintaining a sense of community where fanfiction.net has open sign ups.  

Archive of Our Own is not only a large fannish repository, it also has academic 

cachet through its inception by academic fans under the umbrella of The 

Organization for Transformative Works (OTW) which also published the peer-

reviewed journal Transformative Works and Cultures, and through its association 

with archiving and preservation of fannish history, legal advocacy and 

creation/maintenance of a wiki devoted to fannish endeavours (“Our Projects” 

2017). The AO3 was developed as non-commercial and non-profit, in direct 

response to attempts by various entrepreneurs (particularly Fanlib) to monetise 

fannish output (Fiesler, Morrison, and Bruckman 2016). The name itself is a 

reference to Virginia Woolf’s call for female creators to have “a room of one’s 

own” (Woolf 1996a) and a vocalisation of the move from quite secretive/closed 

communities in the early decades of fandom, well described by many of the early 

studies of fandom, to public and accessible communities in order to claim that 

legitimacy not only as creative praxis, but as a legal practice. It is also a claim of 

communal ownership and community engagement, bolstered by the volunteer 

culture AO3 possesses. It is a product of a changing metanarrative within fandom 

regarding legality, acceptability, ownership and professionalism. 

Tumblr is a fast moving social network site that has been adapted as a platform 

for much of fandom, after the management changes at other venues including 

livejournal, insanejournal, and the slow abandonment of email lists, and 

networks such as dreamwidth which sprang up in the ruins of livejournal 

fanculture (Fiesler, Morrison, and Bruckman 2016, 2581). The structure of tumblr 

does not allow for much archival analysis as the primary method for sifting 

through entries is folksonomic tagging and the popular tags can have hundreds, if 

not thousands, of new entries each day (and can be co-opted for either 

commercial/black-hat purposes, or by non-fans, or by anti-fans). There are no 

groups or communities to join, these are formed through ‘following’ and the 

inevitable clusters/cliques that form around those actions, and the creation of 

group-blogs or curator blogs (‘thingsorganisedneatly’ is one, as are any number of 

‘fuckyeah...’ blogs which curate crowd-sourced material via moderated 
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submissions). Community is also often formed around specific tags and tag 

clusters. Tumblr’s ability to disseminate nearly all forms of online media content 

(text, photos, gifs, video) while facilitating sharing and a threaded form of 

discussion, has made it a method of sharing fandom activities that are often 

located outside the tumblr-sphere as much as an active archive itself (particularly 

the heavily visual aspects of fandom). Complicating any research into how to use 

tumblr as a resource as an academic is the visual representation of reblogging 

which can adversely affect the readability of conversation threads, and the high 

amount of interest in it as a commercial tool, and as a creative space for role-

playing identities. However a special edition of Transformative Works and 

Cultures is in motion to address some of this, focusing on  

Tumblr as a (not infrequently contested) fandom platform, in which 

cultures of age, gender, sexuality, race, dis/ability, class, nationality, 

religion, language, and so on connect and sometimes clash in the 

contact zones of fandoms. (Morimoto, Stein, and McCracken 2016) 

Heavy amounts of textual interaction are ill-suited to the technological 

restrictions of the site but fans still engage in lengthy text-based debates. They 

achieve this via third-party userscripts, and accepted methods of 

linking/reblogging that still achieve the desired outcome within the technological 

restrictions on threaded conversations. However, there are numerous elements of 

subcultural expectations about privacy and shareability that are not based on the 

technology, but on a perceived ‘norm’ – one that may or may not be shared by 

other parts of fandom, the internet, or tumblr. 

With these restrictions and tensions in mind, I used netnographic methods and 

engaged in observing several communities/tags as well as semi-structured 

interviews in a range of modalities to accommodate the geographic locations and 

preferences of the interviewees. The number of survey participants who were 

‘gathered’ from various communities and networks is detailed in Table 2: Method 

of interaction with participants. I was partially participative, so fans could access 

my bookmarks and tumblr where I reblogged fan material alongside other 

entries. This could be considered a “..close ethnography (that) internalises emic 
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meanings and allows the ethnographer to speak with authority as a member who 

represents other members of that culture” (Belk 2007, 133) but I very deliberately 

move away from the idea of authority, and instead positioned myself as a conduit. 

Some of my subjects identified primarily as readers/sharers (lurkers) as opposed 

to producers, but their input will form part of my analysis about the ethos of 

community building within fandom and the construction of authority within the 

community. Using Pink (2007) and Kozinets (2009) as guides this research was 

overt and participative by my subjects (primarily content creators and 

consumers) and included the option visual representations where appropriate, 

guided by the subjects, but most found this unnecessary beyond links to publicly 

accessible fanworks and cosplay photographs. These interviews contextualise the 

meaning of the works for creators and consumers, and in the case of creators, 

provide an examination of the reasoning behind the works. 

Works selected for analysis from the archives were selected on the basis of 

kudos/comment ratings, and external links (recs, or recommendations, by fans); 

most of those texts were also recommended to me via the survey respondents. 

The five fanfic texts I have chosen for analysis have several commonalities – they 

are all Holsmean narratives taking place within recognisable spaces and milieus, 

all regender one or more characters, and all feature the relationship between 

gender and self and the Other. They use the fanwork structure, with its 

emotional resonances and familiarities, to call into question ideas about gender, 

how it intersects with identity, and who the audience is for the works. The 

longest of them, One Shape to Another, features the courtship between the two 

regendered characters of Sherlock and Watson which is complicated and 

circumscribed by the case they investigate; Compatible Damage also features a 

kind of courtship, lengthy and drawn out and orthogonal to the assumed 

implications of a heterosexual relationship springing from a regendered character 

pair, and again one that is complicated by the case structure and the meanings of 

the cases themselves. The shorter pieces - In Arduis Felis, Seems So Easy For 

Everybody Else, and heart in hands (if you stumble you’ll drop it) - still feature 

courtships of a kind, either of friends, or of one’s own self, or something more 
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difficult to quantify, using the cases to illustrate aspects of identity, otherness, 

and acceptance. 

The interactions within the community are as important to the development of 

the work as the media itself and can have wide-ranging effects back up to the 

original media (see Supernatural) or wide-ranging ‘fanon’ or ‘head-canon’ memes 

that are unrelated to the original media but part of the community takes up as a 

kind of shared madness (Kalinowski 2013, 666). Various fan-run wikis seek to 

catalogue these memes and tropes, and also form part of the ‘gift’ culture 

identified by Karen Hellekson (2009). These gift givings will allow for a weighting 

of materials as defined by their importance within the culture and their 

influence. The embodied response of fans to the media, the fanworks, and the 

meta will also be used as a method for weighting and analysing the 

importance/influence of the materials – for example the descriptions of 

physical/emotional/mental reactions to works, and the contextualising of the 

reactions will be used to illustrate the effects of the fanworks upon the 

consumers, and the networked community it exists in. 

Fandom itself is inherently privileged in many capacities; it is literate (highly so), 

affluent (to varying degrees), connected (highly so), technologically capable 

(again, varying degrees) and participants have time for both media consumption 

and then the reflections/prosumer work that they engage in (Morrissey n.d.). 

Compared worldwide it is an enormously privileged activity, reliant on both 

personal privileges and infrastructural privileges for internet access, technology 

access, literacy and media literacy. There is a regrettable tendency to ignore these 

privileges and work within the self-identified hierarchies of fandom, but they 

impact the writing and the community engagement of the fans. Internal 

arguments abound regarding markers such as class and race, literacy and 

education, and these arguments inform a community ideal which attempts to be 

accepting but also polices its borders with unexamined/unacknowledged bias. 

Ethics in fan studies are often modified by whichever overarching discipline the 

researcher finds themselves within, or as a paper in the ethics issue of Journal of 

Fandom Studies frames it “the ethical manner in which to study fandom, 
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however, is complicated by those multiple perspectives” (Zubernis and Davis 

2016, 301). The main risks of this research are about the emotional and social 

vulnerability of participants. These risks have been mitigated by both 

anonymising/pseudononymising the interviews once they have been fully 

transcribed, unless the participant has requested otherwise, and by ensuring that 

the research is as transparent and cooperative as possible. The issues of 

public/private spaces online also pose some concern however Ao3 and 

fanfiction.net are fully author controlled and in all cases they have explicitly 

chosen to both share their work and make it searchable via internal means 

(tagging) and by search engines. Tumblr invoked complex issues around privacy 

and content control as the deletion of an entry does not delete anything other 

than the original content; the reblogged and shared content still exists and links 

back to the original poster. The use of publicly accessible material taken from 

tumblr or other fannish archives in academic work presents a number of 

concerns for the researcher and for the subjects; while much of the work is fully 

accessible and public, the  

…ways in which fan author practice is different from that of published 

authors due to the nature of fanworks and fan authorship, as well as 

intrafandom codes of ethics and the inherent power dynamics of 

researcher and research subject (Nielsen 2016, 223). 

This complexity demands better guidelines for behaviour, sharing and access. 

These are not rigidly defined or even necessarily shared by everyone on the sites 

or within the field, but still affect both behaviour and reception. To ameliorate 

these issues I am visible as a researcher within fandom and once I selected 

materials for inclusion/analysis (and after ethics approval) I approached the 

authors to gain permission to republish. This also broadened my scope for 

interviewing in a form of snowball sampling. Participation in the interviews and 

surveys will be through public sources contacted directly by correspondence 

(email or internal messaging systems) and via self-identification in response to 

online postings; the participants will be able to request their data be removed or 

anonymised further.  
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Survey design and analysis of fandom activities has often concentrated on 

demographics of the participants, and their subversive activities as fanwork 

creators, including the transgressive act of slash reading/writing. In order to 

avoid the characterisation of fans as subversive/transgressive and as such a 

minority acting against the hegemony, I designed my survey and interview to 

focus on and invite elaboration on the manifestations of fannish consciousness of 

gender and media by fans and the media itself. The acts of the fans are still well 

within the subversive/transgressive construct but I propose that much like the 

concepts of gender performance in fandom, they have been consciously adopted 

out of academia and into fannish praxis, particularly feminist fannish praxis; to 

focus on the concepts of subversion necessitates an ‘othering’ of the fan within 

the gendered experience of media that marginalises the work fans consciously 

create. I also minimised, as much as possible, the demographic aspects of 

standard surveys in favour of asking fans to self-identify; not just their identity 

markers, but what demographic markers they identify as important in relation to 

their fan-identity, and regendered fanwork. 



 

21 
 

The five fanworks shown here within this thesis are merely a 

representational selection of the best narratives available. Just 

as I did not choose short-lived or unsuccessful regendered 

commercial adaptations, or those with minimal audiences, I 

selected well known and regarded works. This does not 

represent the entirety of regendered work however, as this 

would also necessarily include multiple short works, and 

primarily pornographic works, which reduce the capacity for 

both literary analysis and sociological critique. While there are 

erotic elements in several of the narratives, it is not their entire 

intent. To further study of regendering by including those 

works would run the risk of becoming a more sexological study 

than literary or sociological, but it does have significant 

importance which I elaborate on within 
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Chapter 9: Love Is A Battlefield – Queerness in Regendering.  

As a representational selection they covered numerous kinds of regendering 

however there is one glaring exception; transwomen. As noted by several 

respondents, this lack of transwomen within fic is notable, however the lack of it 

within this section of my study is also a feature of the restricted scope – Sherlock 

narratives. While Elementary includes a trans woman character (Ms Hudson) 

played by a trans woman (Candis Cayne), she is a minor character. Further 

research, outside of Sherlock Holmes fanworks, would necessarily include these 

narratives. I have also made the personal choice, based on my own identity, that 

any work I undertake in the area will be done in conjunction with trans 

academics. 
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Chapter 2.2: Artisanal Hand-Coded Analysis  

The data gathered from the various sources was hand-coded into an Excel-based 

database, and analysed using cluster analysis and relational analysis in order to 

ascertain which concepts around regendered works are important to both the 

fanworks and the fans, and also how those concepts relate to the original media 

and their experience of fandom. I primarily follow Charmaz’ methods for 

iteratively processing both analysis and collection, and creating inductive 

abstract categories for analysis (Charmaz 2014, 15). These categories and the 

development of them were then analysed for both clusters that appeared 

naturally together, as well as the ways in which those clusters related to each 

other, and to other denominators within the data. 

I opted out of using qualitative analysis software as the linguistic elements of 

fandom can be idiosyncratic enough to cause issues with strictly automated 

coding (see: ‘trash’ as a self-signifier, the myriad portmanteaus, alongside the 

‘normal’ adjustments to online communication) (Min 2016). The benefits of 

programming the algorithms myself were not enough to outweigh double 

handling the material in order to be able to find the parameters, and the prospect 

of individualised language elements was great enough to escape any kind of 

automated/keyword type analysis.  

My research came from a grounded analysis and embeddedness within the sites 

of fandom, and any attempt to depersonalise the analysis, to reduce it to an 

assumed objectivity or blinded quantified data sets, removes the mechanism by 

which the material was gathered. The experience of other researchers whose 

areas of interest were outside the hegemony – specifically race – made clear that 

when researching a subculture the language and recognition algorithms 

embedded in automated analysis are not sufficient to understand the material 

gathered. Specifically the replication of a “racist pattern of word use” in an 

academic research context makes the use of those tools within race-related 

research more difficult (Pande 2017b, 45–46). In addition to this, Auld et al 

published a ‘decision tree’ regarding the use of NVivo that states that  
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doing the analysis by hand, however, may allow for a better contextual 

understanding of the concepts or patterns that emerge from the data 

analysis (Auld et al. 2007). 

The importance of gender, and experiences of gender, manifest through language 

and identification strategies are an area where fanworks particularly overlap with 

other gender and sexual minority subcultures and as such, have linguistic and 

conceptual overlaps as well. 

Ultimately the method I would need to use in order to be able to use quantitative 

analysis software was able to be achieved without the software, due to the 

amount of personalisation needed. I elected to analyse and code the data after 

the interviews were transcribed but before they were analysed. This allowed me a 

continuity of familiarity with my subjects and to use the interviews to inform my 

coding of the survey data, and then for that data to inform the analysis of the 

interviews.  

NOTE ON CODING 

After the survey was closed each respondent received a unique identifier then the 

data was reviewed. Where necessary I corrected spelling in order to create a data 

set that could be analysed using Excel’s pivot table capacities. Using those 

capacities, I created smaller data sets for analysis, nesting responses within 

responses to create several groups to analyse. 

After the interviews were transcribed and approved, they were entered into 

another database to be analysed. For the interviews I assigned keywords for 

responses, creating a folksonomic taxonomy through the words and phrases the 

respondents used. Vital to this was my experience interviewing the respondents, 

and my ability to parse both jargon and in-jokes, and linguistic anomalies 

associated with fandom. 

While I use the term ‘data’ to refer to the research results, the term has 

quantitative over qualitative connotations. The more quantitative elements of my 

survey were designed as such in order to allow for grouping of answers along the 
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more obvious demographic lines – gender, age, race, education, and employment. 

Those basic elements then add depth to the short answer sections of the survey 

which were analysed in much the same way as the interviews. 

I have deliberately avoided replicating research that focuses on demographics, 

and even my minor questioning does align with other studies in the area. My 

focus with this research was how those demographics affect fannish uptake of 

regendering, and the ideologies associated with it. By allowing respondents 

multiple spaces to communicate at length, this was achieved. This did result in a 

longer coding period, and multiple passes over the data being required in order 

to fully encompass the ways fans spoke about their gender, creativity, feminism, 

fandom, and media. 

NOTE ON GENDER 

A high proportion of my respondents were outside the gender binary, much 

higher than either a national or even worldwide survey would predict – 18.65% 

for my research vs 0.3% of Americans identifying as transgender (Gates 2011). The 

2016 Australian Census piloted a gender and sexuality question which had 

multiple issues but suggested approximately 0.016 – 0.008% of respondents being 

neither male nor female (“Main Features - Sex and Gender Diversity in the 2016 

Census” 2017). My data differs due to using non-standard surveying techniques 

for respondents to communicate their gender to me. Some had a seemingly 

cheerful approach to this (“Penguin”) while others rejected the idea entirely (“I 

reject the concept of gender”) or left the field blank (3.05%). To this end I have 

written a small symposium piece further explaining not only what this means for 

fan studies methodologies (as it supports the findings of several other studies, 

academic and otherwise, that suggest fandom has a higher proportion of non-

binary gendered and trans individuals) but also how it intersects with the 

conflicts between quantitative and qualitative research. 

 

 



 

58 
 

Netnographic research, particularly Kozinet’s, illustrates the way in which fans, 

like any popular target of online ethnographic research, are an astute audience, 

well aware of the way research is conducted and how it can impact the 

population it studies (Kozinets 2009, 78–80). The prevalence of academics and 

other highly educationally-affluent people within fandom (81.36% of my 

respondents) adds to this. My own call for participants was reblogged by a 

popular fan who creates data tables and analyses them on her own blog for fun 

and education – destinationtoast – so it can be expected that the percentage of 

participants who completed the study did so with a sense of her approval, or 

blessing. Similarly, other academics and fans promoted the call through their 

own blogs and tumblrs and twitters; the acquisition of this social capital acts as a 

kind of approval, or call for action. This formed another reason for my decision 

not to use analytical software – the respect and complexity given to me by this 

group demands a similar level of respect and complexity from me to their data.  
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Chapter 2.3: Cases Studies of Cases  

Due to the ongoing and overwhelming popularity of Sherlock Holmes as a 

character, and the stories as fodder for adaptation, I was able to select both 

commercial and non-commercial fanworks for analysis and study. One of my 

analyses of the commercial fanwork Elementary has appeared as published works; 

this bears mentioning as the book it appears in focuses on regendering or 

fandom, instead it is specifically examining gender and modern Holmesean 

adaptations. I chose Elementary as it is the most accessible commercial 

regendering of the Holmsean canon – there is a Russian television series that 

regenders both characters but I do not have the linguistic or cultural background 

in order to analyse the work effectively. In addition to the series I have also 

chosen five fanfic texts.  

I detail much of the specifics of Elementary in Chapter 7: Pastiches, Not Fanvids 

Part 1 and Chapter 8: Pastiches, Not Fanvids Part 2, with my analysis focusing on 

the two major characters who have been regendered – Watson and Moriarty. 

Elementary is a retelling of the Holmsean mythos set in modern New York, with 

Watson an ex-surgeon who is now a sober companion who assists addicts getting 

clean, and Holmes is her patient (at the beginning of the series). It differs from 

the canon in some key respects, but also highlights some of the aspects of the 

original, including Holmes’ drug addiction, difficulty in emotionally connecting 

with others, and Watson’s emotional acuity and ongoing social life outside 

Holmes and the cases they solve. 

In order to analyse characterisation and representation, I read the canonical texts 

by Conan Doyle, and watched the series, taking notes on specific ways the 

characters are changed, and gendered representations of the characters. My 

analysis is limited to seasons 1 through to 3, but the show is ongoing and the 

other seasons will be included in further research. After the series was watched in 

its entirety I selected several episodes for closer reading, particularly episodes 

which feature the relationship between Watson and Holmes, or Moriarty and 

Watson. Specifically, I chose those episodes that either expand on the relational 

aggression between Watson and Moriarty, or explore the shifting tensions as 
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Irene Adler is revealed to be Moriarty and how that affects both Watson and 

Holmes. These episodes are the foundation of my analyses, which focus heavily 

on the emotional contexts of the characterisation, and how that intersects with 

the police procedural/detective genres. 

The focus on the way the emotional and affective processes of characterisation 

and gendering continued into my analyses of the non-commercial fanworks, in 

Chapter 9: Love Is A Battlefield – Queerness in Regendering and Chapter 10: 

Emotion, Violence, and Regendering. In all these works the feelings, the 

relationship, between Watson and Holmes is conceptualised as a risk, as a danger 

to emotional or even physical health, as something more meaningful and intense 

than simply romantic love. The regendered Watsons and Holmes’ speak of the 

soul, death, resurrection and being bound to one other, with the cases they work 

acting as proxies for their emotive lives, the surrounding political ideologies, and 

the complications of non-conforming gender presentations and behaviours.  

In order to analyse these works, I followed on from my reading of the canon and 

closely read each of the works. I formed some brief heuristics to allow me to tease 

out themes and tropes within the text, but also between the texts themselves. I 

included authorial notes and where applicable the online presence of the author. 

The author’s online presence was decided by both their activity online, their 

consent to the process and to interviews, and the contextual relevance of their 

online persona. 

These stories illustrate not only the creativity of fanwork when dealing with 

gender (which extends far beyond simply changing a character’s gender) but the 

level of nuance and reflection fans are able to bring to the works because they are 

not beholden to a commercial response. Examination of fanfic as a literary 

artefact within fan studies is sporadic, mostly confined to the way it links to 

wider concerns about fandom, or society, as in Ingram-Waters’ investigation into 

‘m-preg’ (male pregnancy fanfic) or Coker’s analysis of bisexuality and the new 

Star Trek reboot (2015; 2015). Non-commercial fanworks are not beholden to 

monetary or audience response in order to exist, not in the same fashion, and the 

presence of regendering is one that offers a different way of interacting with the 
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canon, and also at another level with fandom itself. The emotive efforts of 

fandom generate another kind of economy where the “…the affective discourse of 

fandom (that is, excited conversations and expressions of love) is inextricable 

from the production of fan fiction” (Wilson 2016, 3.6). For the ethnographer, 

fandom represents an excruciatingly self-aware community that can respond 

poorly to both assumptions of intent, and to research that transgresses their 

social boundaries, but can also provide a high standard of introspection and 

reflection to the researcher. 

These chapters work together show how fanwork, particularly that which 

regenders, reimagines and recodes gender and intimacy, alongside the violence 

inherent in the cases and the detective genre, transforms not just their canonical 

inspiration but also their audience’s interaction with media. My analyses of these 

works reveal how the recoding and reworking is not simply a facet of regendering 

shifting the focus from the rational works of the detective genre (or detective 

themselves) but expanding it in ways that are familiar to the genre but deepened 

by the use of alternative viewpoints. An important consideration in fan cultures is 

the idea of ‘language as violence’ and how that previously sociological and 

analytical terms is used subculturally. In academic terms this would be the 

erasure of identities, the exclusion of concepts and idea through the use of 

language and prioritisation of specific modes of communication. In fandom this 

is often expanded to address the relationship between the fanwork and the 

canonical work it comes from. In the case of “extreme forms of refocalisation” 

Jenkins notes, where fans change the moral alignment of the universe, the 

violence is intentional; this refocalisation is not restricted to the moral alignment, 

but also the other underlying structural forms of the universe (Jenkins 2012, 168). 

Within these the fanwork is meant to deliver damage to the canon in some 

fashion, revealing its flaws or discrediting it, sometimes specifically 

delegitimising the work and claiming some form of status through this, or at least 

a catharsis. Other fanworks – less antagonistic – are still viewed as perpetrating 

this violence against the body of work that inspired it simply through the act of 

refocalisation. This was particularly evident in audience reactions to adaptations, 

remakes, and reboots, as well as fanworks themselves. This violence, when 
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performed by regendering, is one that uses the tools of ‘language as violence’ and 

turns them against not only the canon, but the very idea of canon and the social 

capital of default maleness and masculinity. It uses the new language of fanworks 

to delegitimise the primacy of canon, and canonical maleness, and destabilises 

the perception of gender. 

In this respect, the case studies and analyses conform to a standard 

methodological approach to the question of regendering; to quote another 

researcher; “I demonstrate this [hypothesis] through some close readings of fan 

fiction…” (Willis-b 2016, 0.1). My hypotheses about regendering are supported by 

both close readings of varied subjects, and also by my research with fans 

themselves. I also specifically sought to include metatextual and authorial 

information (primarily biographical information, interviews, author notes and 

essays) in my analysis of the works in order to situate the fiction within the 

subcultural niche it inhabits. Reid’s close reading of ‘dark’ fanfic, specifically 

violent slash within the Lord of the Rings fandom, is an example of this kind of 

analysis, which deepens the meaning derived from the work itself as it necessarily 

identifies the pleasure of the reader is inextricably bound to the  

…depth of characterization, exploration of character psychology, the 

complexities of plot, and the other literary elements, including the 

felicities of the authors’ writing styles, elements that are not necessary 

(sic) foreground in analyses of pornography (2009, 472).  

This analysis also has its foundations in literary criticism, particularly that of 

Castle, Moi, and Sedgwick, where criticism and analysis form a political and 

radical reading against the canon and the existing research. Moi states that 

“literature is the archive of a culture” and fanwork in particular is an archive of a 

culture that situates itself within an archontic vision of itself, and is also a 

community and culture bound to the media that has been given to them as a 

complete archive of its own (T. Moi 2008, 268). The archontic situates the 

fanwork not within a hierarchy but as an archive of materials sharing a common 

ideal and thread, unable to be ‘closed’ to new works (Derecho 2006, 64). To 

elaborate  
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…the way that archontic literature—the array of continuations, sequels, 

spinoffs, remediations, fan fictions—use the play of similitude and 

difference to explore 'potentialities within the originary texts' (74). 

These ‘potentialities’ within source texts produce the series’ 

characteristic play of proximity and distance, the familiar and strange… 

(Derecho 2006; in Howell and Baker 2017) 

This intersects in complex ways with the ‘death of the author’ because it 

necessarily needs to address both the canonical and the fannish author as 

separate beings, the fanfic as critique and as creative work. Fanwork is created to 

both fulfil a creative need and to comment or expand upon the canonical work; 

notwithstanding the impact of Grounded Theory research protocols on this 

process of gathering data from a very real living community. In addition to this is 

the multiple intersection of privilege and disadvantage within fandom, which can 

result in works that subvert gender, sex, and racial issues at the same moment 

they reinscribe them, often while being aware of the ‘problematic’ nature of the 

work, and deliberately invoking political nuance to excuse and rationalise 

creative endeavours (Scodari 2003). This is the backdrop against which these 

stories appear and construct themselves; not simply the canon, or the archontic 

version, or fandom, but centuries of history, and specifically women’s history and 

the sub-altern experiences of those outside the gender binary. A mythic 

resonance with fanwork as folklore and communal storytelling, as identified by 

Willis, which illustrates the intertextual and community knowledge of the 

participants, but is also exacerbates the affective discourse and meaning of the 

texts (2016; Wilson 2016).  These stories link all of these elements together with 

their own reinterpretation of the archontic Holmesean narrative.  

Integral to my methodology is my own embeddedness within fandom, and the 

process of meeting my participants with vulnerability and openness. The 

following chapter expands on this aspect of my methodology, which was 

foundational to my choices as a researcher, and to how fans responded to my 

research. Grounded Theory protocols, netnographic ethics, and the shifting 

concerns of fan studies researchers regarding both methodology and publishing, 

were also an element of including this chapter; while it is something of an 



 

64 
 

interruption between the methodology and the results thereof, it informed both 

aspects of my research in numerous and difficult to quantify ways. An 

instrumental example would be the moment in one interview where the still 

unsure respondent quizzed me on my own fannishness by asking about my ‘first 

fandom’; after some back and forth establishing which version of Stargate I was 

talking about, the respondent exclaimed “oh you are very old school!”. As I 

explain in my autoethnography, my ‘journey to fannishness’ is idiosyncratic, 

linked with my queerness and my experience of those communities and creators, 

as much as any specific fandom itself. My openness, and responsiveness, to the 

participants resulted in a deep and rich data set that also informs the theories I 

develop through this thesis, and my analyses of narratives.  
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Chapter 3: Theory and Rationale 

… she wasn't there to be cute. She wasn't there to play wives and 

girlfriends in the boys' scenes. She was there to do what she wanted to do 

and she did not fucking care if you like it. (Fey 2011) 

I have titled this chapter ‘Theory and Rationale’ as it serves a dual purpose; why I 

chose to research regendering, and what I mean by regendering and what 

purpose it serves. I begin with an autoethnography which details my own 

experiences as a fan and as an academic, and how those two identities affect my 

work, followed by an essay about the function of gender identity in my research. 

The nature of fan studies necessitates a transition between the perspectives of the 

academic as the watcher and the observer, and of the fan as the consumer and 

the receiver. This transitional space has definite appeal - even non-fannish 

researchers like Bacon-Smith have tried their hand at fanfiction as part of an 

ethnographic initiation ceremony of sorts (Bacon-Smith 1992). As such, it is 

habitual within the academic fanworks to make confession, as it were, to one’s 

fannish sins; confession being absolution, to distance oneself from the abject 

affective fan behaviour. Who am I to break tradition? 

The status of fannishness as a feminist act underlies much of Chapter 3.1: 

Obligatory autoethnography; my own interests in fandom have ranged from the 

pleasure based desires often expounded in fan studies, to the explicit creative 

praxis of fanwork as an area of feminist knowledge and meaning making that 

takes place in and around the communities and cultures I already inhabit. My 

own understanding of my fannishness has undergone something of a revelation 

during the research period, as my interviews often included a kind of 

demarcation process, a vetting of my intent and my ability to prove a kind of 

fannishness, and more rarely, my gender, queerness, or feminist intent5. More 

often these conversational provocations were in the form of outreach, openings 

for my responses to indicate that I was a safe respondent to talk to about 

                                                
5 This is possibly due to the majority of in person interviews taking place while I sported a close buzzcut; not exactly 

a pledge of feminist allegiance but a fairly good indicator of feminist/queer leanings. 
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fannishness, queerness, or gender identity. This social meaning-making inspired 

me into significant levels of self-reflection in terms of fannishness, queerness, and 

gender, in order to better understand the positions of my respondents, and to be 

able to answer questions they had posed only to themselves as they told their 

stories. 

That reflection prompted the writing of Chapter 3.2: The Surface Of Women, 

which was also a response to an invitation to write a Symposium piece for 

Transformative Works and Cultures. This reflective essay is focused on the 

methodology of my research, and as such methodologies, and how the competing 

needs of quantitative and qualitative research flattens gender experience. My 

experience as a researcher was highly moderated by the ways in which my own 

gender presentation shifted during the research period, and other political 

happenings during the time period (the election of Donald Trump in America, 

the plebiscite for gay marriage in Australia, the resumption of state-sanctioned 

homophobia, incarceration, torture and murder of gay men in the Ukraine and 

Russia). While this section is not peer-reviewed in its published form, it provides 

a concrete foundation to the ways methodology influenced my work. 
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Chapter 3.1: Obligatory autoethnography 

[T]he scholar-fan must still conform to the regulative ideal of the 

rational academic subject, being careful not to present too much of their 

enthusiasm while tailoring their accounts of fan interest and investment 

to the norms of “confessional” (but not overly confessional) academic 

writing. (Matthew Hills 2013, 11–12) 

The autoethnographic impulse is a simultaneous revealing of the self while 

constructing an appropriate narrative for the research project itself. Within fan 

studies, even in the earliest projects, the drive to participate or claim experience 

was present. Bacon-Smith was curious enough to write hurt/comfort fiction 

under a pseudonym and this resulted in a backlash from the community she was 

engaged in researching for her presumption and exposure of the community to 

risk in terms of the subcultural ideals of anonymity (1992, 214–16). Similarly, in 

the bigger failures in the research, we see those insider/outsider identities 

becoming methods of gatekeeping in order to retain a sense of safety. The 

autoethnography as a personal practice forces the writer to identify with those 

risks, and as a public practice, exposes one to the field and to judgement. So even 

in the reflectiveness, the desire to protect and to present oneself as a worthy 

interlocutor affects the narrative created within the autoethnography. The 

majority of fan studies ethnographic works locate themselves within media 

properties, or specific fannish activities – writer, collector, artist – but my own 

focus on gender and regendering, has meant it is more in line with the 

autoethnographic practices of queer studies, where the confessional aspects are a 

method of locating risk and safety. 

As what is commonly termed a lurker within fandom, or as Kozinets would frame 

it a ‘mingler’ or ‘newbie’ (Kozinets 2009, 33), my confession is fraught with 

complications for me in terms of identifiability, exposure and psychological 

vulnerability. My position as a lurker is a facet of both my age when introduced 

to fandom (late teens when I gained access to the internet as an independent 

adult beginning my tertiary education) and a kind of social anxiety. Kozinets, in 

his heuristic of online activities, terms this as somewhere between a lurker, 
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mingler, or newbie, positioned with a low level of community strength and with a 

low centrality of consumption activity (Kozinets 2009, 33).  

I find this delineation lacking, as my position as a consumer of fanworks did 

cement a significant number of important personal relationship, even if the 

‘centrality’ of that consumption was limited to a specific social group. This 

experience is common, and I witnessed it echoed in a panel at Continuum 9 

where lurkers spoke about their experiences as non-‘active’ fans. I will refer to 

this panel specifically in Chapter 4: Surveys & Interviews: “I’ve never really 

thought about it” as it shows the complex relationships fans develop around the 

performance of fannishness within multilayered cultures with differing meanings 

assigned to that fannishness. Gunnels and Cole’s examination of fans as 

‘ethnodramaturgs’ observes this layering of identity  

… simultaneously functions as a producer and a consumer of the 

culture and its fragments, without necessarily delineating a difference 

between those experiences (Gunnels and Cole 2010, para. 5).  

Like many fans, I primarily consumed fanfic, fanart and so on for years before 

engaging in my own creative practices as a fan, and what I created was buried 

under layers of pseudonyms and identities separate not only to real life, but to my 

fannish identity as well. Lucy the librarian, Lucy the lurker, and Lucy the fanwork 

producer were my three separate identities online – very different hats, so to 

speak, with disembodied identities attached. With the addition of Lucy the 

researcher, these three disembodied identities were coalesced into one 

uncomfortable space. Monaco’s reflections on memory work and ethnography in 

fan studies depicts  

 …the scholar-fan’s vulnerabilities that are often silenced in published 

accounts of fandom, autoethnographic writing complicates realist 

conventions of representation and the ways in which textual strategies 

construct the authorial voice in relation to the ‘other’ (Monaco 2010b, 

102). 

From this “sutured identity” (Morrison 2016, 249) of mine, where my identities 

and activities as a fan and as a scholar were kept separate, came a kind of forced 
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relocation of self through the autethnographic process. My discomfort extends to 

my autoethnographic practice and the way that  

self-reflexivity demands that we reflect on past events that informed 

our subjectivities. It means also looking back critically at the ‘past’ of 

the ethnographic or qualitative research encounter (Monaco 2010b, 

104).  

This self-reflexivity is vital in order to be able to both approach those 

ethnographic encounters, and to reflect on them.  

My self-reflexive account of my fannishness has very few specific memories, 

unlike many of my counterparts. My very earliest memories of fannishness are 

either buried in layers of familial memory – my mother’s stories of my toddler-

self’s obsession with Kit, the car from Knightrider, my aunts reminiscing of my 

early love for Bowie (sadly, I did not retain this sense of taste and only 

rediscovered Bowie as an adult) – or my own vague memories, primarily rooted in 

some kind of shame about my interests. Child-me’s fascination with Cyndi 

Lauper is a vague memory, barely an image but a feeling of love, admiration, all 

tinged with shame. Clearer was my adoration of Angelica Houston as both 

Morticia and as the Head Witch in the cinema adaptation of Roald Dahl’s The 

Witches; both roles fascinated me for their obvious, clear transgression of 

traditional femininity, and what I recognise as an adult as a sense of my own 

queerness. Further on as a teenager I read widely, wildly, whatever I could get to 

hand and often; my mother’s scifi collection grounded me in the misogyny and 

strange adult male sexuality of Heinlein and Anthony, I devoured the formulaic 

predictability of Eddings, and the transgressiveness of Bujold’s disabled hero 

thrilled me. I imprinted, strongly, on a series of male heroes and wrote myself out 

of the narratives I read, recognising that the space for women in those narratives 

was not a space I could endure. This reflection on my early fannishness is at a 

remove – memories at a distant and lacking weight in many ways. Unlike 

Monaco’s highly emotional memory work, mine in this early formative period is 

interspersed with blanks, with images having little to no emotional resonance; 

my mother’s bookshelf, an enormous solid pine monstrosity double-layered with 

paperbacks and trades, her Analog and New Scientist subscriptions alongside 
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library-sale remnants, is one of the few perpetual images with a sense memory 

and some emotional context of fannish engagement. A kind of Narnia existed in 

that overwhelmingly solid set of shelving that still remains, packed full of even 

more books in the ‘library’ of her house now. 

With the conferral of adulthood, and the provision of internet in the tiny 

concrete flat I shared, came a revelation in the shape of fandom. For all the 

freedom of my reading as a child, other media was much more constrained and I 

missed many of the pop cultural touchstones my generation shared, but that 

meant little to me in those days; I had university and a Bachelor of Arts to focus 

on, a new kind of life. Online I found people writing more, I found shipping and 

AUs and fix it fic, I found a sense of love and acceptance in the Sam/Janet SG1 fic 

I read then that took me years more to find in other published works; this is 

linked in my memory to a bedroom in a badly maintained sharehouse, with 

windows opening to an enormous fig tree’s shade. I can remember reading, and 

weeping at my desk in those days.  

I kept at this kind of fannishness, even as my devotion to a platform waxed and 

waned. I never managed to be much of an actual fan, missing tv broadcasts, or 

borrowing from the library whatever took my fancy rather than the communal 

experience of midnight viewings and release parties. I kept reading fanwork 

however, whatever took my fancy; Stargate SG1, or X-Files, Harry Potter or Lord of 

the Rings – I did not discriminate and instead read as indiscriminately of fandom 

as I did browsing library shelves. However, more than anything else however, I 

consumed fandom. I adored, more than most, the authorial notes about creative 

praxis, sketches leading to final pieces, and meta in all its glorious forms. I 

enjoyed the discussions, even what is colloquially known as ‘fanwank’ where fans 

approach their topics and media (and imagined realities) with the fervour of an 

academic applying for a grant. I have a definite pattern in that my consumption 

of original work is quite sporadic, not at all fannish in its fervour but my 

consumption of fanwork most certainly is. I have, in my life, read more Harry 

Potter fanwork than the original work. Possibly even more meta about Harry 

Potter than the content the meta is based upon. Not to understand why people 

created fanworks (it always made perfect sense) but to understand why that 
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person chose those words and that narrative and how they felt about other 

narratives. It is the information about, not simply the information itself that 

piques my interest. I collect ideas and theories and information, for no certain 

end bar my own interest. 

As an aside, I am often struck by a ringing bell moment of recognition while 

reading certain kinds of science fiction, whereby the erstwhile protagonist visits a 

seedy club where ‘data junkies’ reside (change the nomenclature as needed); 

those poor souls so bereft of vitality that they obsessively consume and redirect 

data, hooked directly into the future version of the internet. My first thought, 

when hearing one described, was ‘I wish that was a real job’6. 

Recently, however, with the way fandom is inserting itself into everyday life (via 

either the home-based technological practices, or larger scale breaks in the fourth 

wall) my collection of fannish information began taking on some pointed 

commentary about gender, and media structures. My own experiences, trying to 

understand why I would identify more with a male character over the obvious 

female-version-of-myself7, took on a wider scope as more and more research 

filtered down from academia into the fannish world, and my undergraduate foci 

on journalism, literature, and gender gave me a frame for what I was reading and 

seeing. I read more and more of the research, and more and more of the meta, 

and the fannish works about gender, and began to hypothesise about what 

fandom was achieving when it played with gender – sex being well covered by the 

generations of aca-fans who have focused on slash, hurt/comfort, and 

pornography. The final straw, so to speak, was Figure 1: Stella Rogers played by 

Christine from the cosplay group Dangerous Ladies photographed by Josh Barrett 

(Barrett 2012; “About Us” nd).  

                                                
6 Oddly enough, I am now a qualified librarian which is just about the closest one gets in the public service while not 
also being involved with espionage/marketing. 

7 Severus Snape vs Hermione Granger, for the curious. 
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Figure 1. ‘Captain America Shoot’ by Josh Barrett, Cosplayer: Christine of Dangerous Ladies. 

The juxtaposition of this kind of cosplay with those that follow the exploitatively 

objectified models that pre-exist in mainstream media, drew me in. Comparing 

this to cosplay to those that echo the ‘boob window’, painted-on spandex, 

revealing and hyper-feminised depiction of women that is endemic in much of 

comics/visual media revealed something, I just wasn’t sure what. I began to 

collect, haphazardly, regendered cosplay and fanart and fancasting and meta and 

fanfic, and eventually a proposition grew from that collection: 

Regendered works use the increasingly visibility, popularity and 

acceptability of adaptive works and the familiar newness of those works 

and their ability to integrate the mutability of the work into audience 

reception. This takes place within the media and pop culture environment 

where women’s participation is considered irrelevant and representation is 

disproportionately low as a reflection of the existing world and the market 

power wielded by women. Regendered works use those concepts to 

disruptively occupy that absence and the male form. 
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This proposition, for me, explicitly does not prioritise or glorify a certain kind of 

regendering, where a woman is just as kick ass, just as violent, just as merciless, 

as a man. My initial glee in those being a hangover from a childhood spent 

reading Marion Zimmer Bradley and Mercedes Lackey at highly impressionable 

ages. To excuse a female character’s existence and to accept her based on her 

conformation to masculine ideals while still maintaining the absence of the 

female, as identified by Butler in Bodies that Matter as a requirement of the 

performance and reiteration of masculinity, is to both make the female/feminine 

invisible and to act as a correction to the female/masculine (Butler 2011a, 89–95). 

Or, to quote Bradley herself (possibly, this is something of an oral history), to 

make a kind of ‘man with breasts’ as a sop to female absence does not represent 

either women as a group nor provide reasonable access. Primorac alongside 

critics like Genevieve Valentine and Sophia Macdougall have identified this 

representation without depth within Sherlock Holmes remakes (2013; 2013; 2013). 

There are other theorists who link the lack of agency for women to the Hays 

Code, and the sudden reduction of women to approved kinds of feminine roles, 

with appropriate punishments for transgressive behaviours (Zeisler 2008). This is 

the background against which fans write, and create, and female characters are 

developed; it is also the background that regendering works from. 

The corollary to expanded female representation is that the resultant media 

representation of women as a universal class - usually slim, white, middle-class, 

and heterosexual – precludes any ambiguity of gender, or gender presentation, or 

provides only the slightest titillating ambiguity to sexuality and gender 

presentation, with no real representation of women’s complex identities. These 

representations exist not as a reflection of the demographic populations, nor 

audience reality, nor any form of reality other than the imaginary construct that 

allows for endless masculinity and defaults, to the point it shapes our own 

perceptions around its reality warping field where even diversity is limited to 

male representation. This concern about those limitations shifted the parameters 

and construction of my initial research, particularly finding that there was some 

truth to my preference for identifying with male characters, in that they often 
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resembled the less attractive aspects of my own person and personality in ways 

that female identified characters rarely did.  

This ‘freedom’ of negative and ‘unappealing’ representation seemed to be key to 

my nascent ideas about representation, and were crystallised at numerous points 

throughout the research process. The repeated expectation that a character or 

media identity must perform appealingly within her narrow frame of expertise 

was found in a number of diverse areas: she cannot simply have short hair and be 

muscular unless that is a presentation of sexuality as in the backlash against the 

straight-yet-butch depiction of Cassandra in Dragon Age II, she cannot be elderly 

and scholarly on television where anyone might see her regardless of her level of 

education as in the reactions to Mary Beard’s work as a historian. And even if one 

is performing humour as a woman one must also be cute or at least sexually 

appealing, as seen in the virulent reactions to Ghostbusters and Melissa McCarthy 

in general. Within fictional frameworks this becomes concerns about agency, and 

appeal, and wish fulfilment.  

This expansion of the roles and abilities in the representation of women offered 

by the practice of regendering became very clear as I continued this research. It is 

not simply a matter of rewriting a character to correspond to heterosexual 

narratives, or to make it ‘easier’ to identify with – indeed, the practice of 

identifying with men often seems to be an unspoken skill of female creators and 

my research with fans showed this. Instead regendering  is a way of insisting on a 

much deeper representation of women without the limitations of attractiveness, 

‘specialness’, or the other benign acts of misogyny that result in the imbalance of 

gender roles in media. It is to that end that I present the rest of this research. 
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Chapter 3.2: The Surface Of Women 

There is always more surface to the shattered object than the whole… 

(Barnes 2003) 

[0.1] Abstract—This essay examines the range of gender designations, 

particularly those referring to women (as a class), within the research I 

conducted on genderswap fan work. The survey I did as part of that research had 

295 participants, who were provided a short-answer field to explain their gender 

identity. The vast majority can be considered as being in the class of "women," 

but the ways in which they define themselves offer a significant expansion to the 

surface that "women" can be conceived to cover. 

[0.2] Keywords—Feminism; Gender; Transgender 

Baker, Lucy Irene. 2017. "The Surface of Women." In "Queer Female Fandom," 

edited by Julie Levin Russo and Eve Ng, Transformative Works and Cultures, no. 

24. http://dx.doi.org/10.3983/twc.2017.0897. 

[1] My research focuses on fan work that shifts and changes gender between 

adaptations of existing works (regendering and gender-creative fanwork), and as 

part of that research, I surveyed and interviewed fans. The prevalence of women 

within fandom is well known and researched, from Bacon-Smith to Jamison; 

however, the tendency of earlier studies to describe primarily heterosexual, 

white, and cis respondents is mired in expectations about gender and sexuality. 

The assumption that (transformative) fandom is populated mostly by straight 

white women is part of why I chose to allow an open response for gender in my 

survey. That assumption has proven somewhat false about sexuality; would it 

prove similarly fallible in the case of gender? 

[2] Discussing the David Duchovny Estrogen Brigade mailing list in 2005, Bury 

reasoned, "It is unlikely that female fans who identified as lesbian would join a 

list whose name, however playfully or ironically, foregrounded heterosexual 

desire" (2005, 22). This reasoning ignores sexuality's long history as a variable and 

codified performance that does not tidily line up with our current labeling 
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system. However, sexuality is increasingly respected as an identifier in fan 

studies, as can be seen particularly in work like "Cunning Linguists: The Bisexual 

Erotics of Words/Silence/Flesh" (Lackner, Lucas, and Reid 2006) and the 

collections Fan Fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet: New 

Essays and The Fan Fiction Studies Reader (Hellekson and Busse 2006, 2014), 

which reflect society's increasing awareness that the usual labels for sexuality do 

not clearly illustrate the varieties of sexual interest. We are seeing the beginning 

of a shift: where examination of sexuality was once thought unnecessary, because 

the motivations for sexual actions seemed clear, now such examination is a 

clearly valuable facet of quantitative research. Although academic research has 

both contradicted and supported those earlier findings of hetero dominance, fan 

research has repeatedly revealed a clear proportion of nonheterosexual women; 

the blogs Destination: Toast! (http://destinationtoast.tumblr.com/) and The Slow 

Dance of the Infinite Stars (http://centrumlumina.tumblr.com/) particularly have 

taken broad samples of fandom and archives. Out of interest in the gender 

breakdown, and in order to determine if a similar shift was occurring with 

gender, I offered survey participants the opportunity to explain their gender to 

me. Their responses, and the associated data, form the basis of this essay. 

[3] Gender-creative works—encompassing regendering, omegaverse, mpreg, and 

other variations—do not form a large part of fannish work, although they are 

seen by many people as evidence both of creativity and of puerile sexual interest 

(which is why fans interested in such works are sometimes described as "rotten" 

in China, and "trash" and "garbage" on Tumblr). The disproportionate 

psychological space occupied by these works, by fans and anti-fans alike, is 

testament to the transgressiveness they engage in both within and outside 

fannish cultures. As Busse says, "These stories are not only hot and allow our 

beloved sex objects to get and stay together in bonded bliss but they also 

interrogate some of the issues and prejudices of our day" (Busse 2013a, 571–72). It 

seems logical that these works would primarily be created by and for similarly 

gender-creative fans, but my survey shows that those who used standard gender 

identifiers and those who did not were equally likely to consume them, with 
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creators slightly more likely to use non-standard gender identifiers. What piqued 

my interest most was the way gender was constructed by my respondents. 

[4] What all respondents had in common, of course, was their willingness to 

participate in my survey about gender-creative fan works. Most belonged to a 

class that could broadly be described as female; either they outright identified 

their gender this way, or they located it within a broader spectrum, using phrases 

like "mostly female" and "afab" ("assigned female at birth") to describe their 

gender identity. Approximately one-fifth of all women and women-adjacent 

respondents described their gender in a way that separated them from the 

category "female" or particularized it in some fashion. I am sympathetic to the 

desire to do so; my own discomfort with gender asserts itself periodically, in 

behaviors ranging from teenaged chest-binding to my current b/Butch 

appearance, and there is no way to explain this gender performance and identity 

construction within the highly codified structures of the gender binary. Even 

claiming a gender identity of "other" does not tell the story sufficiently. It 

certainly does not help explain why I read what I read, or write what I write, 

given the expectations laid upon gender. 

[5] My survey was only available online, publicized via Twitter, email, Tumblr, 

and other social networks. The respondents came from a variety of educational, 

economic, language, and racial backgrounds, although they tended to be from 

the English-speaking West, the US particularly, and to be highly educated. It is 

tempting to standardize the gender data; after all, the responses "woman," 

"demigirl," "female," "cisfemale," "lesbian," "queer femme," "lady i guess," 

"primarily female," and "genderfluid mostly female" could all be considered under 

the class of "woman," or at least "female," in order to offer a quantitatively "clean" 

delineation of gender in the analysis. However, these nonstandard responses (all 

of which are listed in Table 3) offer a way of looking at the shattered surface of 

womanhood (note 1); a disparate class nonetheless considered "lesser" by 

mainstream communities and corporate entities, affecting treatment in the work, 

reading patterns, responses to works, and so on. However, it is difficult to 

identify an experience common to all those classed as "women," except being 
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seen as "other." The intersectionality of the class "women" is revealed by the 

term's use with modifiers describing race, trans status, and sexuality. 

Table 3: Answers to "What Gender Do You Identify As?" 

Agender 

Androgynous 

bigender (female and nb/masculine) 

Cis female 

cis lady 

Cis woman 

cisgender female 

Demigirl 

Deminonbinary 

Female 

Female (demigirl/genderqueer) 

female (with a strong streak of genderqueer) 

Female, more or less 

female/genderless 

Female/Genderqueer 

Fluid 

Genderfluid 

Genderfluid (biologically female) 
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Genderfluid; mostly female right now 

Genderqueer 

Genderqueer afab 

girl/penguin/??  

I am anti-gender 

I reject gender as a concept, but society deems me female. 

lady, i guess. 

Male 

Male/Agender 

Masculine Genderqueer 

Neutrois 

Nonbinary 

Non-binary—demigirl 

Nonbinary (agender) 

Non-binary/Androgynous 

non-binary/butch 

None 

None (agender) 

Primarily female 

Queer 
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queer femme 

Questioning 

Transgender 

transgender/agender (they/their pronouns) 

Transmasculine 

Woman 

woman I suppose (not something I'm paying much attention to on 

internal level) 

[Some respondents intentionally left the space blank.] 

 

[6] This shattering of the categories presents categorization difficulties to 

researchers, particularly within an online environment. That is not to say the 

gender(s) chosen are false, but to highlight the multiplicity of identities people 

find themselves inhabiting online as expressions of themselves and their truths, 

particularly within the overlapping subcultural elements that make up what 

Morimoto terms the "contact zones of fandom," where a singular interest binds 

people together from an "infinite diversity" (Morimoto 2015). I also want to 

highlight the way this makes data analysis fraught with a kind of bowdlerized 

gender binarism—removing the subcategories of "woman" in order to present a 

more cohesive dataset makes a kind of sense, even as it replaces that deep and 

broad category selected by the respondents with the putative "whole" of a gender 

binary, or even a trinary, no matter how flexibly that third status lets us shift 

between categories and identities. The one-fifth of women-adjacent respondents 

who identified themselves with nonstandard gender terms would be lost, their 

gender identification swallowed by those larger categories. 

[7] The assumption of a static gender-class, in and of itself, is the genesis of 

gender policing that gender-creative fan work can and does interact with. A 
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gender binary sees women as a class identified by femininity (with allowed 

deviations) and men as a class identified by masculinity (again with allowed 

deviations). Within fandom, it is divorced from sexual behaviors in multiple 

ways, but is reinscribed in others. Respondents often derided this binary. In their 

survey responses, they often described fan work that strengthens the wall 

between those two genders, or that reifies a kind of gendered performance of 

sexuality (by, for instance, featuring feminine bishies or sexually receptive and 

passive males, "bottoms"), as "less interesting" than work that creatively 

intersects with gender as a concept. They also often consider such work to be 

fetishizing the gender binary, having more in common with sexual roleplaying 

and dress-up than with actual gender identity. This use of gender as a means for 

fetishized sexual performance, without either an honest claiming of the fetish or 

a coherent examination of gendered sex and performance, garners fans' disdain; 

they see it as appropriating gender politics without giving due consideration to 

the sociopolitical importance of the act of regendering the existing characters. 

[8] Gender expression as integrity forms a part of this disparate surface—the 

shattered pieces reflect better expressions of "woman" than the whole, ones with 

more meaning to the respondents than the word "woman" can offer, even as they 

become part of the class of women by virtue of not being men. This absorption 

into the class of women intersects with the management and "cleaning" of data 

by overriding respondents' attempts at integrity in favor of a meaning that may or 

may not be their intent. While this shift may make analysis easier, it also ignores 

the facets of gender highlighted by the terms "cis," "demi," and "femme." The 

urge to standardize data in order to fit it into the shape expected has historically 

not served minorities or subaltern groups well, particularly in research. The 

nuances afforded by these categories of womanhood offer a way to look at the 

surface of womanhood in contemporary culture. 

[9] The new wave of gender criticism, with facets of trans activism, feminism, 

racial studies, and sociology, invites us to explore the intent of those who police, 

reify, produce, and reproduce these binaries in media and in culture. Gender 

forms the foundational element of society in a way that is not yet fully 

understood; investigations into brain structure, hormones, and physiology are 
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providing new and provocative complications of what was once considered to be 

a discrete binary. Fandom, rather than simply being a reflection of the media it 

focuses on, is a site where the questions those complications raise can find 

creative praxis alongside personal recovery and reimagining. Junot Diaz notes 

that “if you want to make a human being a monster, deny them, at the cultural 

level, any reflection of themselves” (Stetler 2009) and thus his work seeks to 

provide mirrors for those unreflected and made monstrous populations of 

minorities and the sub-altern.  Gender-creative adaptations, though contentious, 

can rework an original property alongside its archontic versions, can meditate on 

gender, and can critique media, gender, and fandom itself. A personal revelatory 

experience offers a necessary reflection to soothe that monster, albeit in a 

fractured surface. 

Note 

1. Djuna Barnes, in a letter to Emily Coleman, says, "There is always more surface 

to the shattered object than the whole," and this conceptualization has guided 

my investigation of gender identity within the data I have collected (2003, xi). 
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Chapter 4: Surveys & Interviews: “I’ve never really thought 

about it” 

What if we shift the question from ‘who do I want to be?’ to the question, 

‘what kind of life do I want to live with others?’? It seems to me that then 

many of the questions you pose about happiness, but perhaps also about 

‘the good life’ – very ancient yet urgent philosophical questions – take 

shape in a new way. If the I who wants this name or seeks to live a 

certain kind of life is bound up with a ‘you’ and a ‘they’ then we are 

already involved in a social struggle when we ask how best any of us are 

to live. (Ahmed 2016, 491)  

I designed my collection strategies specifically to gain as much quantitative and 

deep data from survey respondents as possible. This, coupled with the high levels 

of literacy and linguistic capital of the respondents, led to a highly interesting 

dataset. This chapter, and those following it, have been informed and 

contextualised not simply by the data but by the process of gathering and 

analysing it through Grounded Theory principles and by my continued 

embeddedness within the communities themselves. In particular the data itself 

informs the theory I create in Chapter 5.1: Girl!Version: The feminist framework 

for regendered characters in fanwork, which illustrates the ‘why’ of regendering, 

while the analytical process is more fully elaborated on in Chapter 6.1: The Other 

Woman: Re-Authoring and Re-Othering Gendered Narratives which reveals more 

fully the ‘how’. These theories, and the data, are also the rationale for the more 

literary analysis I perform in the final few chapters; it becomes clear in the data 

analysis that the particulars of regendering are best found in close readings, and 

the micro-level analysis of those works. 

The majority of respondents were women or, as I explained in Chapter 3.2: The 

Surface Of Women, “women-adjacent”; 79.32% used ‘female’ or the equivalent, 

and rising to 80.68% including those adjacent terms, with the minority of 

respondents identifying as men, or men-adjacent (2.37%), or not-entering a 

binarized gender identity (16.94% including ‘transgender’ and ‘queer’). Of those 
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who identified as neither women nor women-adjacent, the majority were non-

binary or genderqueer (11.18%). See Chart 1: Gender of survey participants on page 

75 for full details. All of my interviewees were women (including transwomen and 

gender non-conforming women). My analysis of this data forms part 1,  

Demographics: Authors, Readers, Writers, Lovers, of this chapter and takes into 

account both the gender dominance within the data and how it aligns with much 

of the work done by other scholars around fandom, while allowing for the 

prevalence of nonconforming gender identities. 

The depth of the responses generated allowed for significant analysis of how and 

why these fans engaged with my work. The ‘visceral appeal’ of fannish work that 

uses the existing emotional bond with a work alongside kinks, fetishes, and 

sexual content that appeals to a reader (Busse and Farley 2013). This ‘Id Vortext’ 

as named by Ellen Fremedon, is inextricably linked to shame, as much as to 

fulfilment (Gray et al. 2017, 55). In turn, the shame-fulfilment cycle fuels divisions 

in terms not only of taste and class, but when viewed in conjunction with the 

activism of media, a judgemental function is performed upon an emotional 

engagement. So while no emotional response is mandatory, or ‘logical’, and 

fandom as a whole is a space where many fans exercise their ‘id’, or their instinct 

and impulse, over rational or even socially appropriate engagement, those aspects 

inform reactions to works. The ways fans separate out emotional affect, rational 

engagement, and recombine them, are investigated in part 2, Themes and Tropes, 

and specific rationales about activism will be examined in part 3, Metanarratives 

of Activism, of this chapter. 

NOTE ON POLITICS:  

It would be remiss not to note the political atmosphere in which most of my 

research subjects wrote their works, and responded to me. Their work often 

situated itself as hope for a better world, and during the period of research this 

was bolstered by multiple ‘breakthroughs’ with racially diverse casting, openly 

queer storytelling, and commercially successful diverse projects coming to 

fruition in media, and politically the prospect of a female President for the US 

seemed almost guaranteed. However, this was abruptly and unexpectedly 



 

86 
 

disrupted by the election of Donald Trump and the resultant increase in openly 

homophobic, misogynist, racist, and violent behaviours online and off (Potok et 

al. 2017).  

My data gathering took place early in my project, while the analysis itself was 

primarily undertaken during this period, and post-US election. As I retained my 

presence as a researcher within fandom during this period, it became obvious to 

me that the worldwide effects of the US election had a wide impact on fandom, 

and on how the questions I asked would receive different answers now. The 

position of queerness has become imbued with both danger and a greater sense 

of transgression, marking itself as an overt political act. Similarly, it has 

positioned inclusion of these states of otherness as societal freedom – the 

inability to conform allows for action and existence outside the system itself. It 

has also placed a greater importance on the act of survival and the concept of 

self-care and how that interacts with politics, creativity, and audience reception. 

A time-limited review of works created during the US election period with this 

lens of otherness would likely show an interesting shift in tone and expectation. 
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Chart 1: Gender of survey participants 

  

agender

androgynous

bigender (female 
and nb/masculine)

Demigirl

deminonbinary

female

genderfluid
genderqueer

male

n/a

neutrois

nonbinary

none

queer

queer femme

Questioning

Trangender

transmasculine

Other
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Chapter 4.1: Demographics: Authors, Readers, Writers, Lovers  

The tendency to imagine internet communications as somehow divergent from 

other textual practices is one based in ideas of threatening technology and the 

insufficiency of the medium to communicate in a physical fashion (such as the 

tactile memories of paper, or even the now lost satisfaction of ‘hanging up’ a 

phone). This is belied by the sheer textual output of many fans, even when they 

do not identify as writers, where most communications happen with other fans 

via online means like chat, or email (Leu et al. 2004). The textual nature of 

fannish interaction, and the primacy of interpretation, is central to 

understanding the ways in which fans approach media and the works they 

develop and share. 

The bodily experience of fandom is central to many of these communications 

such as comments on fanworks that highlight a reader’s physical reaction to the 

work, or to the original media (Matt Hills 2001, 148–49). Communication online 

features textual representations of physical engagement, fannish or otherwise, 

but fannish engagement extends to other physical practices, as diverse as baking 

and tattooing. Fans write to each other, about each other, about work, and read 

astonishing amounts, and this itself informs the demographic data I ascertained 

from my respondents. The following section is a brief explanation of the basic 

identifying markers of this population, with contextualising information where 

necessary. 

The majority of respondents were engaged in paid work associated with reading 

and writing, ranging from teachers, administrators, librarians, and academics, to 

bookstore employees and creative industries. Similarly, their educational 

achievements were quite high with 72.88% achieving tertiary, technical, or post-

graduate educational levels; although again this is common to the subculture. 

This aligns with both the assertion of fandom being a highly-literate 

subculture/counterpublic (Hellekson and Busse 2014, 8–9), but it also illustrates 

the familiarity those fans have with reading and writing as part of a daily lived 

experience as a student outside mandatory primary/secondary education. The 

high levels of education, alongside the literacy of the respondents, makes close 
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reading key to understanding the ways in which fans bring those skills to bear on 

their works, and their communications with others. 

The fans who chose to list their fandoms had a wide range of interests, not 

limited to mainstream media, nor visual media. Fans of authors, books, historical 

periods, and transmedia conglomerates were identified; see Table 4: Fandoms by 

gender for a more complete listing separated by gender. Their fanwork 

consumption practices were wide-ranging and associated heavily with textual 

interactions. The media listed ranged from the contemporary to historical, from 

what we consider as media to historical figures, people, and ideas. This range of 

interests was not dependent on any other cofounder and should be considered a 

facet not simply of fandom’s breadth of interest, but the ways in which fannish 

interest is developed through other fans as much as from the media itself.  
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Table 4: Fandoms by gender 

Several interviewees highlighted variant paths; a favoured writer who wrote 

pieces in a ‘different’ fandom to the one they originally inhabited, and writers 

who would write in favoured fandoms or pairings but using tropes, themes and 

methodologies new to the fan; 

… didn't think genderswap fanworks would be something I would be 

into, but have loved a particular writer's work and so I've delved in 

(AS252). 
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My first genderbent fic was How the Mouth Changes Its Shape, by 

breathedout. I love her work, and read it because it was her. I wasn't 

seeking genderbent fic. And it was glorious! I now gobble it up. 

Reading complex female characters is very satisfying (AS214). 

This is how several respondents characterised their first exposure to regendering 

(or other gender variant adaptive forms), or the ‘transformational’ exposure 

which led them to be interested in regendering, as well as other fandoms. The 

memetic spread of motifs, pairings, ideologies, genres, and formats is swift within 

fandom, and is evident in fanwork as much as fandoms. This is key to analysing 

the works themselves, understanding the networks through which those ideas 

become part of an archontic whole, rather than more isolated imaginings. 

The in person, or real life, fannishness is centred around conventions where 

regendered cosplay can be engaged in and other fanworks shared. 36.95% of 

respondents went to physical locations to practice fandom, with 18.98% of fans 

attending conventions using cosplay as a means of fanwork; a smaller percentage 

did not attend conventions but did engage in cosplay, at 9.49%. This physical 

manifestation of fannishness ranges in levels of performativity; the cosplayer and 

the media oriented clothing and merch, or the fannish tattoo (Busse 2015; Jones 

2014) are often overtly fannish and identifiable to most as a fannish praxis, 

however many fans engage in a kind of ‘secret’ cosplay. On a panel at Continuum 

9 featuring ‘lurkers’, several panellists spoke about their secret cosplay where 

they used everyday clothing or decoration as a means to not only be a fan, but 

take some aspect of that object of desire upon themselves. These include red 

boots for Wonder Woman’s courage and a Miss Piggy badge for body confidence. 

Fannishness crosses from the intellectual to the emotional, and to the bodily 

practices of fans, with ease. 

This talismanic affectation of fannish materials has spread beyond obvious 

merchandise, and official offerings based on marketing departments and 

research. Respondents indicated interest in multiple kinds of material 

fannishness, with 14.92% indicating they create or purchase materials. It can be 

assumed that at least some of the fanwork consumed within a capital-based 
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economy is gender variant, given that fanart is more commonly monetised and 

was mentioned by several respondents;  

it's usually fanart, and it's pretty much always really good and 

interesting -showing same features in different light (AS125). 

Sometimes it brings up entirely new ways to look at something.  In 

fanart it's also really interesting to see the changes in the design 

(hairstyle, clothes, etc.) while still keeping the characters recognizable. 

Generally it brings out the central characteristics of a character a bit 

more, I think (AS91). 

Fans support physical manifestations of fannishness by other fans outside the 

acceptable ‘gift economy’ and engage with the commercial;  not only the 

mandated official merchandise but also items as ephemeral as tea inspired by 

Sherlock Holmes, or embroidery patterns of his wallpaper, or develop outfits 

inspired by and based on their clothing are available for purchase (“Sherlock 

Holmes | Etsy AU” n.d.). Again, this shows how a fannish involvement and 

identity extends beyond the licensed merchandise, but also beyond the gift 

economy, combining the two. These ‘economies’ spread to regendered material, 

with licensed merchandise adhering to hypergendered marketing standards, with 

fan crafts legitimising the interest in genderplay and gender variant materials. 

Often this appears as merchandise featuring regendered fanart, but can also 

include reworked original merchandise such as action figures, or wearable items 

designed for the female (or male) body playing a specific character. The latter is 

most often crossplay but can include regendered cosplay. The creation of physical 

objects to be used as objects of fannish desire and pleasure crosses a body 

boundary, transgressing the binary between the intellectual and the physical 

body, prompting at least a spectre of sexual or sensual pleasure. The production 

of sex toys based on popular characters makes explicit this connection between 

fannish pleasure and sexual pleasure, desire for one becoming and emphasising 

the desire for the other. 
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The presence of sex within fandom has led to the kinds of investigations I 

discussed earlier in this thesis, where the sheer presence is an anomaly to be 

sociologically corrected or at least rationalised. The status of fans as sexually 

suspect has been a perpetual concern, even when it was thought to result from an 

imbalance of humours it was the excitable female brain whose attachment to 

works (fictional, or biblical) became sexualised and erotically charged. The frantic 

hysteria of Byron’s ‘conquests’, the excitable tears of The Beatles’ fans, the 

performative mourning of One Direction fans; all are examples of the emotional 

lability of the fangirl and her over-attachment to her object of desire8. For the 

female fans interviewed and surveyed, sexual desires were not sublimated into 

inappropriate attachments but were instead openly delineated as part of their 

fannish approach. The desire for Watson, played by Lucy Liu, is influenced by her 

appeal as an actress; the desire for Elementary is positioned as both affective 

enjoyment of the police procedural, or of Sherlock Holmes archontic iterations, 

moderated by the stylistic choices of the show runners in their casting. Catbus 

(interviewee pseudonym) explained their fannish desire for regendering as 

entwined with their own gender identity and their fannish praxis specifically as a 

kind of outreach to others facing similar issues; 

Lucy: Do you create any genderbent fanwork?  

Catbus: Yes! Primarily stuff with um characters not changing their 

assigned sex at birth but um changing the gender they’re presented as 

in the text. I tend not to write fanfic unless I end up doing that so it’s in 

there every time. Um, I haven’t written a great deal of fanfic in the past 

few years but everything I’ve written in the past few years has involved 

playing with characters as they are set up in the narrative and turning 

them into trans characters. 

... 

one, it’s really fun, two, a lot of...as a trans reader who very very rarely 

                                                
8 The tears, violence, and occasionally murderous rage of sport fans is sufficiently masculine as to not be 
suspected of latent sexual desires as presumably those can be expressed normally, unlike feminine and female 

desires. 
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gets anything but the short end of the stick in my media, um, it’s really 

really wonderful to be able to sit down and actually work on this and 

go well no, I headcanon these particular characters as trans for these 

particular reasons, and writing stories where that’s addressed a little 

more, where that’s just there in the text, in my version of the text. One, 

helps me feel a little (pause) helps me clarify my ideas about why I 

think these particular characters are trans even with the in the canon 

narratives where its often, eventually, rejected as a possibility for them. 

Um, and also because it just, it gives me a chance to present something 

to other fans, especially younger fans because I remember growing up 

without any of this sort of stuff and be able to present to younger fans 

these options that are accessible in the way all other fic is accessible 

now.”  

I did not specifically enquire about sexual identity however 14.05% of survey 

respondents mentioned queerness specifically, and 100% of interviewees. This 

was coded based on explicit references to sexual acts, sexuality, or romantic 

preference. An interest in sexuality in general was also present in the answers 

from many survey respondents about how they approach regendered fanworks as 

creators and as consumers. 

Catbus: And it gives a whole lot, a new dynamic to it because that’s 

really interesting because there is that – as much as I hate to say it, in 

that case I much prefer a het to the weird hateful dudeslash that 

usually goes on. 

Because hatesexy dudeslash is starting to wear thin for me. Hatesexy 

het with Natalie Dormer? I can roll with it. And more importantly, 

Elementary gives us the other option, hatesexy lesbianism, because 

Joan and Moriarty have way better chemistry than Joan and Sherlock. 

[both laugh] 

Lucy: for context, there is an onlooker giving thumbs up at this point 
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as well 

*** 

Mariel: There's a whole lot of stealth genderbending going on in slash, 

both of the turn-a-male-into-a-female variety (mpreg, anyone?) and 

the let's-deal-with-uncomfortable-sexist-stereotypes-by-erasing-

females-from-existence variety. 

… 

Playing around with other aspects of sex and sexual orientation hasn't 

earned any special opprobrium thus far, as long as it still appears to be 

vaguely slash (in Almost Human). In both the fandoms that I primarily 

write, the presence or absence of the OTP is THE defining factor on 

how popular a story will be, everything else being equal. In a slashy 

fandom, pairing up one of the guys with a woman is a sin, and in a het 

fandom any sort of gay male slash is likely to be shunned. I should 

write some slash for Pretender to test this theory out. 

*** 

Artoria: I think it's also a challenge because readers are often sexually 

attracted to canon characters because of the actors playing them, so 

when that changes (I can't think what a female version of Clark Gregg, 

for example, would actually look like), the character intrinsically 

becomes less interesting. For me, the most successful genderbent fic 

does not involve my OTP characters, because I am better able to 

appreciate the fic on its own terms. (As an aside, are you familiar with 

that old Saturday Night Live sketch, about the porn film reviewer? "I 

started watching this film with some interest...and then more 

attention...and then a great deal of attention...and then, suddenly, I lost 

interest.") 

The majority of openly non-straight respondents (78%, making up 11% of total 

respondents) were supportive or demanding of seeing their sexuality within their 
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media or their fanworks. Similarly, 67.27% of gender non-conforming 

respondents actively created or consumed regendered works, 10.91% rejecting 

them. This trend was similar to respondents who identified as 

female/woman/cisfemale, with 78.63% consuming or creating those works, with 

only 11.97% actively rejecting those works. This is a more tentative correlation, 

but echoes much of the qualitative responses from participants, who identify 

their own experiences of gender and queerness as the reason behind their fannish 

works that explore those themes.  

While the overall demographic spread of my data did not contradict many of the 

bigger studies on the subject, or the autoethnographic research created by fans 

and fan groups, my qualitative data deepens the sections where my research 

deviates. Questions around gender, queerness, and representation, evoked highly 

emotive responses that were grounded in both the quantitative responses given, 

but also were influenced by the mainstream political debates around queerness 

and gender identity. The ways in which fans approached representation, in 

fandom and media, of queerness and gender non-conformity, is examined further 

in the next section.  
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Chapter 4.2: Themes and Tropes  

This section identifies the themes and tropes that occur within the data I have 

collected: surveys, interviews, and case studies. Some of these tropes or themes 

were evident in the data as discrete terms used by my respondents – gender, sex, 

slash – but others were inferred from the data after analysis and close reading. 

Table 5: Codes and Frequency shows the eleven codes I used in my analysis, and 

their frequency of appearance (including null responses). Of these themes the 

most obviously relevant are those addressing gender, sex, representation, 

identification, and those are also the ones most obviously evident in the data as 

they occur in plain text for the most part. Others will be explained in more detail 

in this section. In Chapter 5: Theory of Regendered Effects Part 1 develop my 

initial proposition that  

the experience of being female within cultures provoked the ‘gender 

play’ within fanworks, and that those works were concerned with the 

ways gender affects characterization, and that negative responses were 

primarily based in a rejection of narratives that diverge from a male 

default and ‘correct’ characterisation, with queerness playing a small 

part in both negative and positive approaches. 

The data within this section supports that, however when that data is 

contextualized with the case studies of Chapters 7-10, it becomes clear that the 

works themselves reveal a wider concern, which I expand upon in Chapter 6: 

Theory of Regendered Effects Part 2. The shift from that initial proposition to one 

that integrates the affective and textual rejections of mainstream media is based 

upon this analytical work, and the literary-style analysis of fanworks themselves. I 

center this emotional and affective engagement-disengagement continuum in 

order to create a theoretical position that encompasses these tensions in my data 

and my analysis. 

The common thread of fans and their engagement with regendered work, or 

active disengagement with it, was centered around emotion and affect – I used 

the codes ‘desire’ and ‘play’ to represent these states as the affective practices of 
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fanwork are not reliant on ‘enjoyment’ as much as a sense of desire to be part of 

the work, or a sense of play around the media. The idea of ‘play’ was the most 

common reason given for both participating in and not participating in 

regendered fiction – 46%; see on page 85 for the full details of other codes. One 

respondent who disengaged with regendered work preferred the imbalance of 

mainstream media due to their surfeit of female relationships in real life. Another 

simply stated “give me all the ladies” and further qualified this with inclusive 

definitions to underscore her desire to read stories about the wide ‘surface’ of 

women, rather than a narrow reflection of selfhood. The underlying emotional 

affect dictating both fannish engagement and creative praxis of fanworks is one 

that presents a rationale for the highly disparate nature of the works. 

 

Table 5: Codes and Frequency 

 

A very obvious thread of optimism and positivity was present within the 

participants of my research; this informed the themes and tropes they spoke 

about explicitly but also ones I identified within their answers. Even where fans 

were negative about works – canonical or fannish – and about other fans, there 

was a sense or an active expectation of improvement.  
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Women are underrepresented in the mainstream works that generally 

become fandom mainstays. It's always been one of my biggest pet 

peeves, and I wish strongly to make an impact on that trend. I seek to 

identify with characters in fandom, and I personally connect better 

with female characters. They face the same, more commonly female, 

struggles--growing up know that your work is less valued, living in a 

victim-blaming and slut-shaming culture. I identify strongly as a 

feminist, so any form of literature that empowers women…(link to 

work redacted)… This illustrates the problems of gender stereotypes in 

Sherlock and in the wider world. Stereotypes fascinate and frustrate 

me. I am particularly interested in genderswap where the integral 

characteristics of the person do not change (AS84). 

This hopefulness, the drive to better themselves and the nebulously defined 

‘fandom’ they are a part of, colours the way respondents engaged with questions 

about gender, identity, and their own practices as fans. This hope may seem 

irrelevant but as I explain, the narrative nature of how fans engage with these 

works and their own identity gives that hope a less ephemeral quality as it 

becomes a promise to the reader that they too can survive the harsher parts of 

life. 

Less obviously relevant is ‘negative’, which does not track to use of regendering as 

a creative tool – it is instead something inferred from the language used in the 

text responses and can apply to fandom, to works, to gender, or to canon;  

… I get quite twitchy if it's done in a shallow way which relies on 

stereotypes, or in a way that's too essentialist (ie: suddenly-a-woman 

fics which change the pronouns by which a character is referred to) 

(AS57). 

Many of the original works were, or are, boys clubs. I want there to be 

women, to represent my experience (AS141). 

Fandom and canon were not as frequently used as one might expect but offer a 

way to delineate what aspects of fannish creation the responder leans towards as 
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a foundation for their responses. These negative responses, and the negative 

spaces where they were not volunteered (either in the survey or in the pauses 

during interviews) illustrate again the importance of affect and emotionality 

within the fannish counterpublic which holds itself separate to much of the 

critical nature of mainstream media response and analysis but only for works 

within the counterpublic. The performance of community within the 

counterpublic is a method of reinforcing the boundaries around it. 

The least intuitively obvious theme I selected was ‘play’ – this is used to signal 

where play can be a serious interaction with the boundaries of self and the world, 

the “special calibre of play…that leads to transcendence, creativity…” (Ackerman 

2011, 26). As the data shows in Table 6: Creative practices and negative affect, this 

‘play’ theme is correlated with almost all of the respondents who create 

regendered work, but a reasonable proportion of those respondents were also 

negative in their responses. Similarly, ‘desire’ encompasses not only sexual desire 

for erotic works, but a desire for a specific manifestation of character; not a 

simple wish for more women, or more sex, but a mindset where that desire is 

made manifest in work and that is reflected in my data. 

 

Table 6: Creative practices and negative affect 

The majority of answers, in interviews and within the short comment fields of the 

survey, were eager to share both their experiences but also the ways in which 

positive outcomes were achieved within fanworks and by fandom. In interviews 
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particularly, it was difficult for participants to answer question 10: “What are 

some ways you have seen genderbent characters be less successful?”; my 

interviews were designed specifically to avoid personal ‘rants’ about works the 

respondents may have disliked, and to elicit as much constructive information as 

possible. This final question often provoked a kind of affective distress that can 

be attributed to my position as something of an interloper – as an academic, as 

someone reporting on fandom, fans were almost always aware of the ways in 

which fannish conflicts can become entertainment fodder (as in ‘Survey!Fail’) 

(Reid 2016). It can also be attributed to the high levels of emotional labour and 

the affective economy of fandom; niceness is prized as a communication method 

and even constructive criticism is a negotiated encounter. This question was 

framed in order to specifically focus on characterisation and wider tropes rather 

than on specific works. Those that answered the question often referred to older 

works, ones prior to ‘gender enlightenment’, or referred to humorous errors, like 

gender change causing hair to become suddenly long. 

When negative language was used (fear, bad, problematic, stupid) it was often 

around those works that transgressed those activist ideals, rather than about fans 

themselves. Similarly, when a trope was identified as negative, it was engaged 

with critically as a manifestation of identity. So, in particular, Catbus’ objections 

to fanwork that engaged with trans characters were founded in ideas about 

education and exposure, and the need for more creators to be open to critique 

about gender; 

Catbus: Um so I think its not impossible to have the cismale to 

cisfemale swap as a successful genderbend but you need to be very 

careful and you need to talk to people, you can’t just throw it out into 

the aether and expect that it’s going to work. 

Survey respondents who were negative about regendering often professed either 

an apathy towards the idea, or a lack of understanding “I don’t know why people 

would do that”. This was often expressed with the concern that regendering in 

particular moved a character or story away from fanwork to ‘original’ in some 

fashion. Another area of concern for those respondents who were negative about 
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regendering – even if they did engage in it or sought it out – was the idea that it is 

in some way homophobic, or transphobic. This has been expressed by fans in 

meta, specifically around the ways regendering is categorised and named 

(Chapter 5.1: Girl!Version: The feminist framework for regendered characters in 

fanwork includes some of these concerns). Specifically, the term regendering was 

reacted to positively by several participants as avoiding the binary view of gender 

implied by ‘swap’, or the artificial conflation of sex and gender and gender 

performance as implied by ‘genderbend’ or ‘genderswap’ or even ‘cisswap’.  

I like regendered fanart; it's a fun way to play with the canon.  [Off 

topic: I like the term regendering. Members of the trans community 

addressed the problems with using terms like genderswap quite a few 

times and I think this is a much nicer alternative.] (AS85). 

However, even without concerns around the nomenclature fans were concerned 

about the ways in which fandom as a whole participates in sexist structures, 

knowingly and unknowingly. 

This focus on fandom as an entity, separate from fan, was a common idea 

throughout the entire research process. From the twitter conversations to the 

tumblr posts to the late-night conversations in strange cities, fans spoke about 

themselves as individuals, as other fans as individuals, separate to fandom the 

conglomerate, or the psychological behemoth. Complicity in fandom’s failures 

was also individualised – either as a previous lack of awareness, or a fear of 

rejection. This was particularly stark when discussion issues of sex and desire. 

Some fans were open about their lack of desire for sexual material involving 

women (heterosexual, or lesbian scenes); others were repulsed by 

heterosexuality. More often though, was a fear of that heterosexuality infecting 

their fannish works with heteronormativity and binarized gender roles. One 

survey respondent addressed this fear by ‘experimenting’ with two works, 

identical but for a gender change; the slash work was much more highly rated, 

read, and shared, than the heterosexual.  

Experiment #1: I started a multi-chapter story that was male lead/OFC. 
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In a slashy fandom, bound to be unpopular. So as an experiment I 

started a posting a swapped version of the story, identical to the first, 

except that the m/m OTP was crammed into it for no logical reason at 

all. Result: 3x the hits and kudos on the swapped story. People do love 

their OTPs, and to hell if it actually makes sense.  Original: 

http://archiveofourown.org/works/1104598/ Swapped: 

http://archiveofourown.org/works/1124912 Experiment #2 was this 

story, still ongoing, my take/critique on omegaverse: 

http://archiveofourown.org/works/1178092  I had read a lot of 

omegaverse (in spn and occasional sherlock) with both fascination and 

horror. It seemed to be that that for the vast majority of the stories in 

the trope, the whole purpose and appeal of it was to turn male 

characters into females without the psychological ickiness of *calling* 

them females. It's a universe where the omegas (regardless of the 

presence of a penis or not) give birth, have high fertility, are expected 

to stay at home with a domestic role in life, are discriminated against, 

are frequently abused, and are effectively forced to have sex and bond. 

But it's all ok, because it's determined by their *biology*.   So in my 

story, all the characters are hermaphrodites and have the same 

genitalia. The alphas are called "he" and the omegas "she" and there is a 

biological difference in bonding between the two, but mostly it's a 

social signifier. The idea was to critique this idea that biological 

determinism is somehow an acceptable excuse for blatant sexism 

throughout society. The story's had mixed to poor reception compared 

to some others I've done. It has some harsh tags and content, but I do 

believe the main reason is the genderswapping -- people really don't 

like it, and when they see the "she" attached the the two former male 

leads, I think people are backclicking as fast as possible (AS9). 

An interviewee also noticed similar patterns in her works. 

Mariel: My pronoun-flipped story has received a very tepid response. 

It's gotten hits but far fewer kudos than my other similarly lengthed 

stories, which tells me people are clicking on it out of curiosity and 
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probably not liking it. I'm pretty convinced this is due to the 

genderbend aspect. If I posted the same story -- the OTP running off 

together from a bad marriage in the face of societal discrimination -- 

but simply made them back into "he's," I'm sure it would be far more 

popular. But I'm stubborn about my stories and I like the concept, even 

if very few others do too, so I keep working on it.  

This functioned as dual evidence – the primacy of male-masculine narrativity and 

characterisation over the feminine, but also of fandom’s internal discomfort with 

its own senses of desire and need without focusing that through the masculine. 

Scodari’s work about science fiction fans rejecting many of the female characters 

available, occasionally with emotive or contradictory reasons, is repeated within 

fan counterpublics when faced with fannish regendered works (Scodari 2003). 

However, due to the critique-adverse elements of those counterpublics, the 

rejection is primarily through deficiencies within the affective economy rather 

than explicit criticisms.  

The respondents who identified particular works as problematic often chose 

commercial works as examples, most frequently the example chosen was 

Elementary. Some respondents rejected it as erasure, but often the objections 

were centred around character and characterisation. Even where there was 

support for regendering in theory, the practice of it by Elementary was 

objectionable due to multiple factors; it was in some way plagiarism or copying, it 

did damage to the canon, it was not as good as other archontic variations, it 

demeaned women, it erased queer subtext in order to heterosexualise the 

relationship, the casting was wrong, the genre (police procedural) was wrong, the 

writing was bad, or it was simply ‘uninteresting’. Many of these objections were 

combined, particularly those centred around representation of women and 

queerness, and took the form of ‘why not make both of them women?’ or fear 

that the series would be overtly gendered. Often these respondents had not 

watched the series, but were simply responding to a wider fandom discussion of 

the series, and of how fandom approaches its own.  



 

105 
 

It would be remiss not to remark upon the racist undertones of some of these 

objections to Lucy Liu as Watson. They were primarily rooted in the dominant 

archetypes of Asian women as submissive, or as dragon ladies, with little in 

between. While Liu’s acting ability was praised by numerous respondents her 

faults or inadequacies were remarked upon by multiple critics of Elementary 

along with the regendering it practices. In particular there was a small group who 

surmised that Liu should be playing Sherlock, rather than Watson, using 

racialized stereotypes of inscrutability/emotionlessness as their rationale. None 

of this was intended to be overtly racist and most of these respondents echoed 

wider calls for more minority representation – or at least some kind of parity – 

but to them, this representation was wrong in some fashion. Chapter 7: Pastiches, 

Not Fanvids Part 1 examines these objections and the series in more depth. The 

implicit nature of critiques and criticisms of regendered work demand a closer 

reading of the texts themselves, as it is within the specific elements of the 

narratives – characterisation, aesthetics, plot – that the resistance and othering of 

the mainstream takes place. 

For both case studies – the commercial and non-commercial – the prevalence of 

love, and affect, as motivations for acts both positive and negative is made clear. 

While love does flourish within each of these narratives - love of other, of self, 

romantic, platonic, something else – is hard won. It is not a simple revelation of 

emotions, it is a war fought against gender roles, sexuality, bodies, and society. It 

is a fight that takes place within the body – Sherlock’s heroin addiction and Joan’s 

rejection of her former career in Elementary, the pressure to conform to sexual 

roles as per One Shape to Another, the pressure to conform or be comfortable as 

the ‘other’ for Joanna, Jane, Sherlock, and John in Compatible Damage, Seems So 

Easy for Everybody Else, and Heart in Hand, or to recover one’s sense of purpose, 

like Jane in In Arduis Felis. More than that however, for all of the regendered 

characters, love relies on acceptance. An acceptance of self, for their own health, 

but also by the others and the Other, to hold a space for their internal revolution 

against restrictive gender roles and societal obligations. This congruency – 

between the texts and the answers provided by interviewees and survey 

respondents – prompted a much closer reading in a literary analysis style rather 
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than my original attempts at a more quantitative content analysis. The specificity 

of gendered experience shared by author, reader, and character, alongside the 

function of fanwork as ‘Id’ is one that allows a theory to be built from those 

congruencies and overlaps. 

This link between love and an idea of ‘battle’ is also found in some of the 

interview and survey results, particularly those around gender representation for 

non-binary people. This included trans representation where errors in those 

stories were connected to the ways in which trans people, particularly trans 

women, are subject to social opposition. Here ‘battle’ is correlated with the idea 

of ‘surviving’ the microaggressions, violence, and mental health issues associated 

with gender non-conforming people. This was not only found in personal 

narratives about transition, or trans fans, but in answers and narratives from 

queer fans as well (albeit less frequently). In an attempt to capture this ethos, I 

focused on the issues these fans saw as battlegrounds – specifically sexuality, the 

gender binary, and representation (of women, of trans women, of queer people). I 

then separated those responses via the three broad gender categories. I found 

that queer representation was almost always connected with these narratives of 

representation and social change, regardless of the identity of the respondent, 

but was less connected with sexuality specifically than other ways of being queer. 

Similarly, representation of women was not correlated with any particular 

respondent demographic. I also found that the gender binary was a site of 

concern for almost all the male participants as well. Most striking was the way in 

which the gender non-conforming participants were the most concerned with all 

of these issues, even though they formed a minority of participants. This focus on 

the experience of gender from ‘outside’, from the position of the other, underlies 

the analysis within Chapter 10: Emotion, Violence, and Regendering particularly. 
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Chart 2: Concerns about Sexuality, Gender Binary, and Representation 

In all of the case studies the body is not the most explicit site of gender; rather it 

is the mind and the relationships engaged in with others. Gendered meaning 

comes from relational aggression and comfort, messily enacted by the rest of the 

world. The body forms a pattern for the policing of the world around it, but in 

each of the texts the person prevails. Their own sense of identity and inherent 

place in the world is made prominent, almost entirely through what they do 

within that world. In that context it is a remarkably neo-liberal visage of gender 

freedoms, where the freedom of identity is mostly found in what work the person 

engages in, what they purchase, how they find employment. Even outside the 

usual structures of ‘work’ the characters find meaning in labour itself. These 

formations of identity through what one does, or loves, are not restricted to 

regendered fanworks however, but it is important to note how the idea of identity 

itself is constructed. 

The question of identity, of what part that plays in fandom and fanwork, is often 

delineated between the demographics of what fans identify as, and how this 

intersects with various theories of fanwork. Even more recent fan studies research 

often focuses on the demographics of the readers and creators, and why they 

would write what they write. This is certainly an aspect of the data I have 

gathered from respondents as shown in Table 7: Affective Coding of Participation 

Status where we can see that personal identity is not as evident in concerns about 
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representation or the gender binary being answered by regendering as a fannish 

praxis. What is more clearly evident is the genesis of identity – an identity 

narrative created by and with fannishness. This is very definitely stated by one 

respondent whose gender identity ‘problems’ were both soothed and made more 

evident by their engagement with fanworks, particularly regendered ones; 

Most het fic pushes me out by assuming a level of genderedness in the 

female characters that makes it impossible for me to identify with 

them. I need to see women being a lot of different kinds of women. I 

need not gender essentialism in my fic. I can't be getting turned on by 

something if it is at the same time pretending I don't exist. Hard to 

explain. It's easier to not have women in the fic at all sometimes than 

to have them there and done according to cultural norms. A woman 

written as having once been a man is automatically not being written 

within those strictures.  I think my favorite genderswap is a fic in 

Supernatural in which Dean began female, and was cursed into a man, 

and chose to stay that way. Could probably dig up the link.   I am 

genderqueer, and for me, reading fic with genderswap is basically the 

only way I can express that aspect of my identity and sexuality. It's 

what kept me sane through figuring out my gender issues, realizing 

there is no way to transition to what I want to be even if I were willing 

to go through the social hell of a transition, we just don't have it. So fic 

with genderqueer themes is where that part of me lives. It's what 

makes it possible for me to go about the rest of my life as a woman and 

be happy, and love my very female appearing body and not want to 

change it, knowing that when I need to I can be a part of another life 

that I live in fiction (AS42). 

*** 

Sometimes, they're fascinating as meta works, but a lot of times it's 

simply an opportunity to read something I want to (f/f sex, m/f sex) 

without feeling vulnerable. If they're genderswapped, then they have 

the parts that interest me, but I can still think of them as men and thus 
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have a lot less concern that something terrible is going to happen to 

them or that any minor problem is a lead-in to the inevitable public 

humiliation, shaming, rape, or fridging. It's like a weird demilitarized 

zone for me: a place that is neither male nor female, where some stuff 

that is female-oriented can happen without the customary crushing 

punishment that is a part of being a fictional woman (AS97). 

This kind of identification with the fictional is common, and drives a multitude of 

marketing decisions, remakes, letters to editors, and purchases of merchandise. 

Even taking the mantle of the chosen idol is common. What separates many of 

these fans is not only the cross-gendered identification, but the way that cross-

gendered identification is interpreted within their works about that character. 

The ‘problem’ of a lack of female characters is remedied by identifying with male 

characters who are regendered – as masculine women, as feminine women, as 

trans men, as trans women. In opposition to the theory that people, particularly 

young people, need to read within gender in order to find role models and 

inspiration, fandom explodes out gender to encompass the traditionally othered 

and unseen. In doing this however, the question of why those identities are 

othered and unseen remains paramount; unanswered but paramount. Within 

Chapters 7-10 I analyse specific works themselves, whose narratives seek to not 

only encompass the othered – women, lesbians, transgender people – but also to 

reveal the impact of that otherness on the narratives themselves. From this 

narrated otherness, a multitude of ‘reasons’ for that otherness and ‘ghosting’ out 

of mainstream media are proposed, and elaborated upon by the authors. 
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Table 7: Affective Coding of Participation Status 

One of the methods of answering and investigating this otherness was the 

regendering of the underlying assumptions of the narrative. The plight of the 

lone female character contrasted with worlds that are overwhelming female 

featuring a seemingly endless variation on the idea of what constitutes ‘woman’, 

focusing on and exposing women as the default character, rather than men. By 

regendering the focus these works warp the world they inhabit into one with a 

female default – default characters, default audience, default narrative focus. This 

is accompanied by an expectation of a primarily female audience – or at least one 

that understands and has lived a female or woman-identified experience. This 
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regendered otherness is examined further in Chapter 6.1: The Other Woman: Re-

Authoring and Re-Othering Gendered Narratives. Where the assumptions of the 

narrative itself are regendered offers a significant repudiation to the ‘default’ 

masculinity Gatens and Spender detail in their work and even in works where 

there is a single female character of note talked about by respondents or written 

by them, use that character as a lens through which to reveal the masculinity and 

maleness of the narrative they now inhabit. This is very much evident in 

Branwyn’s work, which I analyse further in Chapter 10: Emotion, Violence, and 

Regendering, and the NHL Hockey fandom stories several respondents identified 

in their answers where a woman – trans or cis – becomes a member of an all-male 

sports league and from there reveals not simply the misogyny, but also the (toxic) 

masculinity those spaces grapple with. The trope of the ‘lone good woman’ is 

regendered itself into a kind of cadre of Cassandraic narratives where sexism and 

misogyny are reiterated into an unbelieving canon, with the presumed women of 

the audience a kind of Greek chorus who knows the truth and supports the 

dispossessed other in their prophecies. 

More than one respondent gifted9 to me a narrative of identity that relied upon 

not only the community of fandom, but on the experimentation of fans within 

their works, with gender and with sex. This was not unilaterally positive – where 

there is acceptance there is also a risk of rejection and vulnerability – but fans 

who participated in my survey and interviews were very clear about the ways 

their fannish habits were bodily ones, part of a digital life that was not confined 

to either a virtual space, or to a specific habit.  

I have personal experience with being confused by your 

gender/sexuality. For a very long time the only way I could think about 

what was going on in my head was through the characters and how 

they dealt with some of the same issues I have. Though I primarily 

identify as female I'm on the line of agender and am asexual. So reading 

                                                
9 I specifically use the term ‘gifted’ as these answers were incredibly open, rich and broad, and beyond what was 
initially expected of the scope of this research. Their trust in me as a researcher was made clear by these answers 
and I cannot overstate the importance of recognising this as a facet of both the autoethnographic grounded 

research I engaged in, but also the engagement of fans in their own autoethnographic habits. 
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about these people, or seeing pictures of these people, imaginary they 

may be helped greatly (AS110). 

*** 

Firstly, I think this is an interesting concept. During my research on 

how fanfiction envisions men and male homosexuality I also came 

across a lot of works regarding the views of fandom on women, 

genderbending and gender in general. Gender is such a weird and 

complex concept - especially in the fandom, and in the tumblr 

community where everything you say can be considered offending to 

somebody's gender. Only after I spent my time in this community, 

following a few amazing people I started realising that all of this is not 

so easy, that we are such complex human beings and gender is a part of 

that complexity. I found out things about myself and about the others. 

I think that is the reason why I am searching for materials on changes 

in the gender of the characters and reading metas (AS113). 

This narrative timeline of identity and fannish habits expands the ways in which 

fanwork is linked to identity, as both creator and consumer of those works. These 

narratives encompassed both specific fandoms, and the ways in which fans 

identified themselves and their work, including changes in their approaches to 

work as their own personal identity shifted. These shifts were often messy, 

difficult ones, but in the narratives the fans developed, that messiness was 

growth, and was marked by growth in their fannish habits as much as their lives. 

Due to the focus of this research specifically, most of the answers focused on 

gender in some way – a fan’s personal experience with gender, or their perception 

of gender in others – however there is the capacity for these narratives to be 

developed along multiple other axes (education, sexuality, sexual desire, 

relational intimacy are some possible avenues for investigation inferred within 

my dataset).  

These themes, and self-identified tropes, within regendering show the way in 

which the seriousness of gender, of sex and sexuality and identity, are 
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interrogated and experimented with through the play of fanworks. Regendering 

offers a specific manifestation of gender which not only affects character, and 

characterisation, but the formation of the paracosms these characters inhabit. A 

narrative of transition – not simply gender transition but sense of self – permeate 

many answers and expose a line of research for future studies. Romance, and 

relationships, function as petri dishes for gender and character. Respondents 

clearly identified that relational intimate space as a way for them to explore 

gender, characterisation, and narrative, which was coded as ‘play’. It also 

functioned as a psychological space for self-identification and examination, the 

way play functions in ‘the real world’ where  

distancing combined with the ‘just for fun’ element of play facilitates a 

feeling of safety within which the individual can freely experiment with 

the identity in question (Ibarra and Petriglieri 2010).  

Identities become inscribed and reinscribed through fannish praxis, both creative 

and consuming, and meaning is made through the personal identification with 

characters. Fans approach their work on multiple axes, with some prioritising 

character and narrative, others the meaning made by those things. More of what 

that meaning is, and how it is investigated, is elaborated on in the next section, 

and even further in Chapter 9: Love Is A Battlefield – Queerness in Regendering 

and Chapter 10: Emotion, Violence, and Regendering which focus on specific 

works that use regendering as a way of contending with the mainstream defaults 

of Sherlock Holmes. 
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Chapter 4.3: Metanarratives of Activism  

This section focuses on the expected effects of regendering, which I have termed 

metanarratives of activism. It can be expressed simply: fanwork is activist work. 

This metanarrative – an overarching ideal held by fandom – is occasionally a 

contentious one; primarily when it echoes the similar arguments made about 

fiction and media in general, but also that this is a primarily pleasurable space 

and thus separate to ‘real concerns’. The proposition remains that there is no 

negative effect associated with consumption, but that simultaneously there is a 

positive one. In this respect the literature is fairly clear – ‘bad’ media does not 

make an individual a bad person, by whatever standards being used, but exposure 

to media that reiterates and supports objectification, or bigotry, can have the 

effect of increasing that within the viewer/reader due to “…mass media’s role in 

socialization that supports violence against women” (Dill, Brown, and Collins 

2008). At the same time, exposure to literature, specifically reading widely, is 

correlated with a greater sense of empathy, and that "…exposure to fiction was 

positively correlated with social support” (Mar, Oatley, and Peterson 2009). 

 Fandom itself reimagines these arguments within fanworks, specifically around 

intersections of gender, violence, sexuality, and race. My work focuses primarily 

on gender, with secondary focal points of violence and sexuality10. The 

intersectionality of activism in general is increasing in attention but has been the 

subject of academic inquiry since the 70s and Crenshaw’s work. This increasing 

visibility of intersectionality, and the shift of focus from singular points of 

oppression to multiple facets has affected the way this metanarrative is idealised 

and discussed within fandom. In particular my earlier note about politics is 

highly relevant – there have been shifts in both the position of fandom in terms 

of activism, and in how gender and queerness is revealed/experienced due to 

concurrent political shifts. 

                                                
10 I refer to race in several places however it was not the focus of this research and there are multiple academics 
working on race as it intersects with fandom, including Dr Rukmini Pande, Dr Rebecca Wanzo, and Dr andré 

Carrington, among others, whose work gives it greater focus and depth than mine. 
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Clashes between fans and the ‘ivory tower’ have been illuminating in terms of 

how fans perceive themselves, and research into their works. These conflicts have 

provoked high levels of negative affective displays and defensiveness from fans 

who prefer to understand their fanwork as a politically neutral act situated in 

pleasure and personal identification rather than as a literary form open to 

critique. This is most clearly represented in the ‘third wave’ of fan studies is 

delving deeply into the ways in which fans, fandom, and fan studies itself, 

replicate the structures of oppression even as they disavow them. This may seem 

like a rather negative view of fandom, or my own research, but as this chapter 

shows the replication of those structures within fandom serves to further explore 

ways to undermine and rework them into something better. Without those 

structures, and the ethos of fannish assemblage and reimagining, fanworks would 

not exist as a means for those fans to communicate aspects of themselves through 

their work, or to create ways of interacting with the structural inequalities that 

make it clear that survival is possible, and that those inequalities exist, and that 

there is hope for changing them. 

The narratives my participants created around activism and regendered fanwork 

were primarily situated in the ideas of authenticity and representation; the 

inability to find these in mainstream narratives was corrected by their fannish 

involvement. This included the act of consumption as creation, and the primary 

criticism of regendered narratives was either a morally suspicious motive for 

correction (primarily the implied or imputed motive of hetereosexualising a 

homosexual pairing) or a failure in the authenticity of that regendered character. 

A lot of the genderbends in general I've found to be excuses to turn one 

half of a popular slash ship into a "straight" ship, with the character 

that was genderbent becoming a glorified mary sue. I don't engage with 

those either, because I do not find those engaging.  I do occasionally 

read fic where one or more of the characters were turned into the 

opposite gender because reasons because porn, mainly from 

wrenseroticlibrary.tumblr.com. Often, from other writers, it's not that 

good and will mess up genders, etc - if a guy has suddenly been graced 

with a temporarily female body, he's not going to stop thinking of 
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himself as a he! - so I don't do this often, either (AS127). 

*** 

Mostly because I don't see the point. Then because I find it annoying 

that the reader or writer doesn't enjoy the character enough to the 

point that they feel the need to change their gender. Gender is 

unimportant and inconsequential. So why bother, unless you do not 

appreciate the character as they are. If that is the case, why write about 

that character? (AT111). 

Jenkins states ‘correction’ as one of the methods of fanwork creation in his list of 

the ten types of fanfic and regendering is no different to other genres of fanwork 

in this respect. The corrective motive does differ in how and why it seeks to 

correct the original work. In many cases it is a motivation to correct media not 

the original media product; the question is not ‘why did Watson do that?’ or ‘why 

did they kill Moriarty like that?’ but ‘why did they make Sherlock male?’. This is 

only a question prompted by both creative praxis and exposure to this as an 

adaptive choice. Regendering is not simply a modern conceit but it is one gaining 

traction and popularity. The correction of a media imbalance is one that views 

media as a whole, and as a political space, rather than simply an affective concern 

about media choices. By correcting the media they consume, fans can create 

more representation of themselves and of the world they see. 

The suspicious motives of regendering often lie in the paracosms of fandom; the 

dominance of male/male slash pairings and the implied ‘correctional 

heterosexuality’ of changing that imbalance. This is often associated with highly 

popular slash pairings like Watson and Sherlock, and most often levelled at 

mainstream creators like those behind Elementary. The more ‘palatable’ 

heterosexual pairing is seen to erase the queer subtext of the original and the 

archontic, rather than as an iteration of its own expanding the representation of 

women. This was expressed by a number of respondents in a variety of ways; 

However, I'm not at all interested in regendering for the purpose of 

changing a relationship from femslash to slash, or slash to het. This 
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seems lazy and uncomfortably sexist or homophobic, repectively, 

which fandom is too often (AS130). 

Elementary was fine, though I really wish they'd made Sherlock female. 

I was a tad unhappy that the already feminized part of the pair, the 

caring, emotional one ended up being the woman. (In a man, it's 

lovely; in a woman it quickly becomes a stereotype!) Liu overcame that 

easily, but it bugged me a bit (AV15). 

God, Joan Watson gives me life. I was SO convinced they were gunna 

set her up as a cheap love interest and I could not have been more 

wrong. It made me have to seriously evaluate my own terrible 

assumptions and I'm glad it did (AV17). 

I can't think of one I would watch except for Elementary, and... I don't 

know. It doesn't appeal. I'm not sure why. I guess it felt like stunt 

casting, and I don't trust the showrunners not to add a het love story 

(AW26). 

That failure of authenticity could be across two axes – creative or depictive. A 

creative failure of regendering was one that either moved too far from the 

original character or one that changed too much of the original material. Some 

fans identified any regendering as a creative failure even if the results were 

pleasureable, others only viewed certain kinds of regendering as creative failures. 

Depictive failures evoked a much more personal result, an affective disgust with 

the work that transgressed a gender value. This could take a number of forms; 

Mariel: In the the male-to-female swap, often the "femaleness" of the 

character is played up for emphasis, which can be annoying or 

downright offensive depending on how badly it is done. 

Loki: oh look now they’ve got a female body and they’re a woman and 

you know, what’s changed, they can have sex a different way, woo. 

Catbus: Which is…we (transwomen) don’t get that usually, very rarely 

we get something like that, and usually there’s involved with that is 
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some sort of really awkward and unpleasant stuff about sex work that 

keeps coming up. 

Bilbo: I think the biggest problem you can have is when all the 

characterization, everything that makes that character who they are 

and therefore who you love, is abandoned because the writer/artist 

can't separate that from gender and gender from gender expression. 

Would they wear makeup, how would they act, how would they speak, 

all of these things are more firmly rooted in character than gender, but 

sometimes people forget that.  

This focus on the micro-level depictions of gender are important to fans, and thus 

form part of my research project in the later analyses of specific works. The 

depictive ‘fails’ highlight the successes, and the context or content of those 

successes forms the basis for Chapter 6: Theory of Regendered Effects Part 2; 

where otherness and othering the dominant representation, functions as a form 

of activism for fans. 

One of the respondents to the interviews was Tansy Rayner Roberts, a fantasy 

author from Australia who had recently finalised a regendered version of The 

Three Musketeers as an online serial funded through Patreon. She engaged with 

this corrective trend as one that resulted from both widespread gender 

imbalances, but particularly those within genres and at a creative level; 

Tansy: I get more excited about them (professional regendered works), 

because fandom has always done that as a subversive transgressive 

thing and I like the subversive transgressive thing, but when it’s on the 

screen and there’s millions of dollars behind the production, like the 

choice they made to make Starbuck female? That was really interesting, 

especially with because they announced it early and there was this 

whole backlash, up until the point that she walked onto the screen. At 

which point you’re like ‘…yeah, I can see that’. And I think that 

probably helped a lot of later genderbent things. And now I’m trying to 

think, actually, the most – it’s doesn’t relate to the question but the 



 

119 
 

most, we’ve mainly been talking about when the male character gets 

turned into the female because you know traditionally there’s been so 

many more interesting and varied roles for men so that’s something we 

do. But the hardest thing I found for me to do was I love the female 

characters in the three musketeers they have very different roles but I 

love them all, changing them into men was far harder work. Like it’s 

really easy for me to write funny flirtatious really competent 

female!Aramis. that’s easy. But doing, turning Milady into a male 

character, turning Constance and Queen Anne in particular into male 

characters was difficult, especially because the musketeers spend a lot 

of time effectively apologising and hiding for Queen Anne’s you know 

very dodgy behaviour and when you genderswap everything, you’ve got 

a group of women running around protecting a man who’s been having 

it off on the side, you know? Milady is one of the best and most 

interesting female characters ever written writing her as a man, I liked 

writing her as a man I liked the fact that having a male villain whose 

primary method is seduction is very rare, so that’s interesting. But at 

the same time having watched all these amazing screen Milady’s and 

wanting to embrace that character…I really love the BBC Tv series of 

Musketeers and their interpretations of these women, so yeah, I found 

that was almost like taking a step backwards. 

She also identified the creative puzzle solving of regendering as an attractive 

proposition for her as a fan, and as a history scholar (she has a PhD in Classics 

and studied English at university);  

Tansy: It’s been using different techniques to interrogate the text than 

I once did, when I was at university, because I did actually major in 

English though my post-doc, my later academic stuff was in classics 

and history. But I did major in English so I did a lot of that sort of 

interrogating of texts and I’ve found my own ways to do it, obsessing 

about this [laugh] this one book! 
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The position of women in the narrative and in society, past, present and future, is 

mediated through her regendering praxis as an author and as a reader. 

Similarly HBBO, whose novel length fanwork is analysed inChapter 9: Love Is A 

Battlefield – Queerness in Regendering, characterises her corrective fanwork as 

one that springs from a historical space, and a desire to reveal and revel in the 

queer history of the era she writes about. This work also included period specific 

racial interactions and intersections of oppression, particularly around blackness 

and the horrors of the Holocaust.  

The hysteria about the influx of West Indian immigrants to Brixton and 

other London-area neighborhoods around this time is sadly historical 

(breathedout 2013a, chap. 18). 

Allen was a real person who really did found the WPS in 1914, really 

was a militant lesbian, and really did turn to fascism and become an 

ardent admirer of Hitler during WWII (breathedout 2013a, chap. 14). 

HBBO’s fiction is characterised by an open discussion of her sources, and she not 

only cites academic history texts but media from the era and these inform her 

depictions of both racism and whiteness within the text itself, and within a 

context of intersectional activism as a fan.  

The intersections between gender, sexuality, sex, and ability are also evident in 

many of the particular works I chose as case studies, particularly PTSD in women, 

and neuroatypical women, and how this is diagnosed and treated in non-default 

populations.  These representations of regendering as a fannish praxis all focus 

on the ‘corrective’ possibilities of the texts; education, dissemination, reworking 

history, or the failures reiterating existing power structures and ignorance. They 

do not simply serve as reflections of specific fan interests – or not only as that – 

but as a way of communicating with the dominant and default groups of 

masculinity, maleness, whiteness, neurotypicalness, heterosexuality, and 

broadening it to be inclusive.  

I read gender unusually, I think. For neuroatypical characters 
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especially, I tend to read them as a different gender than fandom or 

creators read them. For example, I think Will Graham of NBC Hannibal 

is non-gendered, and Hannibal Lecter is androgynous (having both 

feminine and masculine qualities). Genderbending fanworks makes 

some characters' genders make more sense.   Will Graham as an 

awkward lesbian makes far too much sense (AS105). 

The power of the representation is not only to empower the other, but to forcibly 

shift the narrative and expose the default for the shallow narrative it is. 

The danger in these metanarratives is the way in which fandom structures itself, 

the way in which regendering exists, necessarily narrows the audience available 

to it. Fandom has a number of archives, spaces public and private, standards of 

etiquette and behaviour, and expectations of audience, all of which create a 

counterpublic that is often inaccessible to the public in a meaningful way. This is 

most evident in the linguistic depth of fandom as a whole, the neologisms, ship 

names, shorthand, acronyms, and polite fictions that exist without counterparts 

in mainstream culture, yet are often used within public spaces as a way to 

communicate with others. In particular I observed the fannish tendency to react 

in a mock-dismissive or mock-angry way to works with high affective qualities 

like death, angst, and other emotional scenes. Within the counterpublic of 

fandom “you are satan” is most often a positive affirmation of the effectiveness of 

your prose but when said to a mainstream creator it may become part of an essay 

bemoaning the poor treatment of creators by demanding fans. Similarly, 

regendering relies on a familiarity with the canon narrative (and often with other 

archontic variations), and it only manifests as activism due to the default 

masculine focus of media as a whole. Without that, and the gendering of fandom 

as woman or woman-adjacent, the activist nature of the work becomes simply an 

interesting creative exercise. 

The narrowed audience for fannish works, and the weight of the expectations 

that politicise the creative praxis of regendering, contribute to the niche state of 

these works as activist entities. They provide spaces for individuals to explore 

their own identities, and to communicate identity formation with others, but 
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their relevance to the wider spaces of fandom is often reliant on adherence to 

other expectations, to the gift and attention economy, and to conformation with 

other expectations.  

Similarly, the counterpoint to the idea of fanwork as political praxis is the defense 

of it as an act of desire, unanswerable to anything other than the id, or to 

enjoyment/pleasure. This desire for pleasure is explained by several respondents, 

as is the othering effect those works have on the object of those desires. 

I believe that a lot of slash is actually about women's engagement with 

their own imaginaries, their own desires, and their marked bodies. 

(AS15) 

This focus on desire, on pleasure, has often occupied fan studies researchers who 

have relied on demographic studies and ethnographic research to explain what 

effect this has on the fanworks and the fans themselves. It is often presented as a 

transgressive process, to foreground women’s pleasure (be it sexual, romantic, 

violent, or selfish, or any combination of those), but what those pleasures entail 

remains evident in broad strokes only – slash, erotica, hurt/comfort. My use of 

‘desire’ within the data coding is similarly broad, reflecting the multifaceted 

nature of that emotional space, but the particulars of those pleasures is where 

identification happens, or othering, and occupy a much greater part of my 

research. An examination of those specific particulars of pleasure shows that 

fannish capacity for pleasure is matched by their capacity to recreate hegemonic 

power structures, as the closer readings and case studies show. Even when those 

structures are disavowed – the ideological position of slash as gay activism – 

other structures are instead reasserted.  

The body horror aspect of a sex swap is hot (AS275). 

Truthfully I've found most genderswapping fics to be terrible and end 

up reinforcing the very gender stereotypes they are attempting to 

criticize (maybe? or is it just a kink for some?)  (AS9). 
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The intersectional axes of oppression make it difficult to claim activism from the 

mere existence of a creative work, or practice. However, fans often reject this 

concept for their own works – they may talk about fandom in aggregate, or other 

ways of being a fan, but the concept of fannishness as activism is one most often 

tied to representation, to wider trends within fandom, and to non-fanwork 

activities like fundraising and political essays. This conflict between the deeply 

personal axes of pleasure and desire with what are delineated as political axes of 

representation and identity are given voice in regendered works, even as they 

may not speak to all forms of representation or identity. Similarly, while the 

individual works are where fans exercise and explore identity formation, 

particularly for gender and sexuality, these works must be placed within a wider 

view of fanworks where they necessarily form a subset, a subaltern to the already 

subaltern.  

The research and data within these sections must be read within the theoretical 

matrices that reiterate the focus on male and masculine narratives and 

characters, and the assumption of this as a strange practice necessitating 

examination. Just as the works I examine are a counterpublic, transgressing 

multiple boundaries of taste and quality and expected performances of femininity 

and fannishness, this research deliberately privileges those narratives over the 

more widespread ones of non-regendered work. It is by examining these works as 

sites of activism, of pleasure and desire, representation and identity, that a view 

of the default narratives of fandom and media can be created. In the following 

chapters I present a theory of why fans regender and create a feminist framework 

for the process, and a more detailed theory of exactly how regendering functions 

within the counterpublic as a way of reinterpreting the othered feminine, and the 

other as a space of connection with peers. These theories, and the data, informs 

the case studies that conclude my research, as the focus on the works themselves 

is one that reveals not only the particular pleasures and desires of the form, but 

also illustrate the specific forms of gendering that take place seemingly unnoticed 

in the media the fans reify in their works.  
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Chapter 5: Theory of Regendered Effects Part 1 

Suppose, for instance, that men were only represented in literature as the 

lovers of women, and were never the friends of men, soldiers, thinkers, 

dreamers; how few parts in the plays of Shakespeare could be allotted to 

them; how literature would suffer! We might perhaps have most of 

Othello; and a good deal of Antony; but no Caesar, no Brutus, no 

Hamlet, no Lear, no Jaques–literature would be incredibly impoverished, 

as indeed literature is impoverished beyond our counting by the doors 

that have been shut upon women. (Woolf 1996b, 71–72) 

This paper originally appeared as ‘Girl!Version: The Feminist Framework for 

Regendered Characters in Journal of Fandom Studies, Volume 4 Number 1 (2016) 

and has been edited to fit this manuscript. 

The bulk of this chapter presents my theory of what regendering offers within 

fannish contexts, and how it intersects with media and culture. In Chapter 6.1: 

The Other Woman: Re-Authoring and Re-Othering Gendered Narratives I 

approach these experiences in a theoretical fashion, using both fan studies and 

gender studies research to create a matrix of theories to support my research; this 

chapter is a theoretical matrix explaining what exists within fandom around the 

concept and practice of regendering, and how this intersects with feminist 

theories and literary theories.  

The data in my previous chapter illustrates the reasons and reactions of fans to 

regendering and I use this to develop the following theory. I show how 

regendering occurs due to an existing imbalance of gender within media, but also 

that the imbalance in representation is emblematic of an imbalance in creative 

practice; fans occupy that imbalance, and recreate not only the worlds and 

universes of the media, but their own experiences. Fanwork is, at its heart, a 

repudiation of canon and a privileging of affective reaction to that work. When 

this is combined with the often explicitly gendered expectations of creators, 

mainstream media, and the fans, it becomes a gendered exercise, one that can be 

examined as a feminist act. 



 

125 
 

 

Chapter 5.1: Girl!Version: The feminist framework for regendered 

characters in fanwork 

Regendering, where fan creators change the gender of an existing character 

as part of the adaptation, offers a deconstruction of gender via the 

simultaneous examination of the original character, and the manifestation 

of gender performance in the regendered cipher. It also highlights and then 

occupies the absence of non-male characters, an absence being identified by 

researchers and fans as endemic to mainstream media. An examination of 

elements in commercial and non-commercial fanworks and paratexts, and 

the fannish engagement with those texts, reveals the methods and the 

motivation behind the regendering as a sort of praxis situated in the 

conflicts and complexities of the feminist theory and politics. It is also a 

manifestation of subversion and dissatisfaction – theorized by Jenkins and 

Sandvoss – with Butlerinfluenced understandings of gender performance 

and oppositional heterosexuality. This analysis and overview provides the 

foundation for a theory of how regendering works both with and against the 

hegemony of the media depiction of women, sexuality and sex. 

Introduction 

Regendering is the creative process of adapting a work to change the gender of 

one or more characters. This can take place in commercial adaptations such as 

the Sherlock Holmes adaptation Elementary (Doherty 2012) or it can take place 

within fannish contexts such as cosplay, fan art or fanfic. Examination of the 

methods and materials of these works provides not only an oblique 

reconstruction of the formation of gender in the original works but also shows 

how the audience networks of fan-creators reform gender. These regendered 

texts embrace wider political concerns about representation, creative and 

economic opportunities, and the psychological effects of misrepresentation in all 

its available senses. However, regendering can still replicate heterosexual power 

structures prompting lively discussion within fandom about both the 
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shortcomings of regendering and finding the appropriate terms to describe it. 

This article focuses on creating a theoretical framework for how regendering uses 

and affects gender.  

This article will set out some of the tensions exhibited in regendered fanworks 

which express elements of feminist theories. I will provide a necessarily brief 

overview of fandom and gender, focusing closely on the place regendered work 

has within the arguments around fans, media and gender, including wider 

research into the perception of women in society, in media and in creative works 

from the perspective of the fan and the interaction with the canonical media. 

Obviously, slash is an integral part of the history of both fandom and fan studies 

and necessary as an examination of the place regendered works play within 

fandom, but to maintain the focus on non-male narratives this article will not 

include male–male narratives within its scope. The next section will examine 

some of the broader theoretical applications of feminist theories to and within 

regendered works, and the practical applications fans make of these theories, 

particularly around gender essentialism and gender performance conflicts. I have 

not used one single axis of feminist thought, instead selecting a range of 

philosophies in order to better reflect the myriad ways fandom (and feminists) 

forms communities. Regendered works are sites of feminist praxis for the lived 

experiences of feminisms and spaces where fans can discuss and explore those 

conflicts without necessarily claiming a feminist theoretical position, allowing for 

experimentation with feminist theories and practices within the comfortable 

confines of the fanwork. The final section deals with the absence of the queer 

woman in the canonical texts and the theories applied to fannish works, and the 

way regendered works investigate that erasure. Terry Castle’s work, and an 

application of lesbian-homosocial theory, forms the basis for this section and the 

ways that fanwork creators have interacted with the works and with the wider 

media ‘apparition’ of lesbians in media. 

Concerns about terminology – regendering, genderswapping, Rule 63ing, 

Starbucking and so on – primarily revolve around the question of relevance to 

wider fandom and to the audience, and are about the multiple needs the term 

serves for the audience, the creator and the community. The term ‘Starbucking’, 
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for example, refers to the Battlestar Galactica (2004) character regendered in the 

1990’s reboot of the 1970s science fiction TV series; use of it necessitates 

knowledge of both the original and the remake and is most common in fans of 

the show or the actors. The more common ‘Rule 63’ – for each male character 

there is a female version – refers to the simultaneously descriptive and 

prescriptive ‘rules of the Internet’ and requires the reader to understand the 

imaginary nature of the rules and the way that they also shape behaviour online. 

Genderbending is the most common term but risks confusion with fashion and 

queer contexts around drag and performance, such as dressing in androgynous or 

‘incorrectly’ gendered clothing, or deliberately creating contrasting stereotypes of 

gender, if used outside a fan studies context. The term also returns to the debates 

about the theoretical correctness of the terms gender and sex; is gender a 

Butlerian ‘performance’ or is it the underlying truth of human interaction as 

Irigaray argues? And what link is there between sex and gender, as technology 

advances and more examples of chromosomal gender differing to lived gender 

are revealed, and as transgender, transsexual and genderqueer people gain 

greater recognition and, more slowly, acceptance? 

I have chosen ‘regendering’ in order to align with its uses within the feminist 

theory, such as in Lorber’s Breaking the Bowls: Degendering and Feminist Change, 

where she claims “you have to use gender to degender” where degendering is a 

strategy for achieving equality (2005, 37), and to insist that the act of rewriting is 

not binary. Genderbend and genderswap, while more common terms within 

fandom, parse differently outside fandom, and instead can imply the David 

Bowie-like drag and transgression, or narrative disruption, where characters are 

transitioned forcibly into the other gender as a plot device, which then seeks 

some resolution. Use of the word ‘sex’ (gametes/chromosomes/genitals) in place 

of ‘gender’ is not strictly correct in the manifestation of the creative act of 

regendering, as these works depict a variety of situations; shifts of body and 

biology, the performance and meaning of gender in bodies, which no longer fit a 

binary model of sexual development, external and/or coercive modifications of 

sex by medical-legal systems and institutions, and works that deliberately 

undermine the very concept of sex as an identifier. Also important is the notion 
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of retelling, reimagining, reworking – the adaptational aspect of the work is 

crucial to the way it interacts with gender expression. Importantly, many of the 

discussions, manifestations and critiques of regendering can only happen within 

adaptational works and thus within fandom itself. 

The objections from fandom and the associated media field – critics, fans, 

essayists and commentators – to regendered works often occupy a highly 

essentialist position; the character’s essence must change into a caricature of the 

new gender, and thus ruins the work. This is most commonly seen in a kind of 

exaggerated fear of ‘girl germs’ getting into a male canon and thus weakening it 

in some way, or that there is no way a woman could or would act in the fashion of 

the male character – that women characters are necessarily “… saying something 

about gender” (emphasis in the original) or that she will necessarily “… start 

tidying up, buying new socks and leaving the loo seat down” (Coren 2012; Stagg 

2012). There is also the effect of the gender change on the surrounding 

relationships to contend with; the fear of homosociality and homosexuality 

arising from confused gender presentations creates a kind of anxiety around the 

regendered character, where the desire for an actress or character is manipulated 

to expose the gendered construction, forcing the consumer to confront the 

construction of that sexual desire and the performance of it – “You can make your 

Watson female, but it still means you have to acknowledge the homoerotic 

subtext of the original” (Neko’s Muse 2012).  

Less commonly, there are also objections primarily from fans that the 

regendering itself erases queer or other representations in favour of 

heterosexuality. This latter objection is based on conflating queer subtext and 

queer representation, and in particular metanarratives of fandom that celebrate 

and prioritize the homosocial and homosexual relationship between men in 

media in the form of slash. Within fandom the act of regendering one part of a 

popular slash pairing can constitute the erasure of queer (meta)narratives, even 

as the focus on the queer male narrative often erases representation of women 

(who may or may not be queer also). This erasure, at the very beginning of the 

creative process, is a component of the separation of gender and sex, of biology 

and the performance of gender, at the level of fannish identification. By 
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degendering within media, which prioritizes and legitimizes male–masculine 

representation over female–feminine representation, the value structure is left 

intact even if the imbalance is addressed. This results in the male characters as 

the default, the male narrative offering the most straightforward path for 

identification and subcultural reward, while the feminine and the female remain 

the other even within the creative transformational praxis of fandom and 

fanworks. 

Characters in regendered works can explicitly consider performances of 

femininity while claiming some kind of essential truth to women and men, or re-

inscribe gender binaries in their works, without those things being some kind of 

‘truth’ as fandom itself is built on multitudes of truths. These works disrupt 

gendered ideas and narratives, and flip and swap and bend the comfortable 

choices of characterization and symbolism. This forces the audience to confront 

exactly what it is about the original character that makes them who they are, 

sifting the essential and non-essential elements of characterization, while also 

highlighting how much gender is a part of that characterization and perception 

of the character. Regendering creates works that foreground gender in such a way 

that the audience must engage with it critically. 

Fandom and gender 

Fannish works are increasingly becoming not only common as a means of 

participating in fandom but also in the wider appreciation and understanding of 

the pop culture. Historically, there have been clashing narratives of fans as 

saviours and fans as social pariahs: Bjo Trimble, whose letter-writing campaign 

has been credited as ‘the woman who saved Star Trek’ (StarTrek.com Staff 2011), 

and Shatner’s (Captain Kirk’s) appearances on Saturday Night Live (1986) telling 

fans to “get a life”, and recently the repeated instances of fannish work crossing 

into the mainstream (50 Shades of Grey film dir: Sam Taylor-Johnson (2015) and 

Twilight dir: Catherine Hardwicke (2008) fandom, or Caitlin Moran’s interview 

with the Sherlock (2010) actors, which included a reading of slash fiction) 

alongside the complex interplay between actors, writers and fans in shows such 

as Sleepy Hollow (2013) or Hannibal (2013) where fandom is being recognized by 
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mainstream producers as a resource to be leveraged or used. Henry Jenkins, in an 

interview, calls this co-option of fandom ‘prosumption’ and recognizes it as an 

ultimately problematic frame by which to investigate or evaluate fannish 

engagement or media success (2014). Jenkins suggests that, while fandom is made 

more visible, it is clearly a means by which fannish (feminine) activity is mined 

and co-opted for commercial and corporate ends. Within mainstream media, 

adaptations and sequels have formed the bulk of popular pop culture franchises 

and media for the past ten years or more; numerous factors are cited in this 

tendency to adapt existing movies, media franchises or other materials including 

fear of box office failure, audience preference and studio reticence to risk (Allen 

2012; Loving 2012; Sciretta 2009). 

These ideas about audience preference for the familiar, the desire to see the same 

story told in a multitude of ways, underlie some of the increase in fannish 

activity, but also reveal a judgement about the audience’s ability to interact with 

the media itself. Van Steenhuyse’s essay ‘The writing and reading of fan fiction 

and transformation theory’ (2011) incorporating Csíkszentmihályi’s ideas about 

‘flow’ with Ryan’s ideas of fannish immersion in fanworks examines this in more 

detail; when applied to regendered work we can see how the fannish matrix offers 

enough familiarity to immerse the viewer, allowing the gender change to act 

within that ‘flow’ of immersion. However, the overarching sense of judgement 

around ‘originality’ as a factor of both worth and success is applied 

disproportionately to fanworks – fanfiction vs pastiche – and then again to the 

more ‘feminine’ versions of fanwork like the much-maligned Mary Sue. The 

“crime” of the Mary Sue, identified by Frey, is to “disrupt” the established and 

expected narratives (2009, 51); fanwork serves to simultaneously be a space of 

familiarity and comfort, while disrupting narratives primarily through the gender, 

be it the gender of the creators or how gender is represented in the works. 

The dissatisfaction that prompts fannish engagement – as mentioned by many 

aca fans such as Jenkins, Grey and Sandvoss – is not just due to the original work 

itself. Women’s representation in film and TV hovers at around 17%, in spite of 

women being over 50% of the population (Smith and Cook 2008). Conversely, 

men comprise 45–49% of the cinema-going audience but maintain significantly 
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more screen presence. This imbalance of representation, and further imbalances 

in screen time (Lee 2014b), has spurred some fans to rewrite existing media to 

better align representation and participation from their position as the audience. 

This rewriting acts as a form of active creative resistance against the concept of 

the neutral-male narrative, and to rework and critique the original imbalanced 

content. The transgressive act of regendering characters results in a body of work 

that offers a window into the intertextual and media-trope conscious creation of 

female characters and reactions to female characters. To borrow the media critic 

Sophie McDougall’s identification of the ways in which common ‘updates’ to 

archetypes and characters do little to change the underlying structure, that they 

instead work as “ an anodyne, a sop, a Trojan Horse – it’s there to distract and 

confuse you, so you forget to ask for more” (2013, sec. 2), regendering itself uses a 

‘Trojan horse’ of borrowed gender performativity. This then excuses the 

transgressive acts of the female characters as a natural consequence of the 

borrowed masculine default, and creates broader depictions of women that better 

reflect audience experiences without what fans themselves identify as the issues 

in presenting female characters in similar ways to male ones. McClellan notes 

this is particularly evident in genderswap fanfic based on the BBC TV series 

Sherlock as the readings of the canonical characters themselves are gendered 

within male-masculine bodies and the switch “… inherently challenge the 

audience’s notions of ‘natural’ gender roles in relation to sex and disrupt the 

traditional binaries of sex/gender and masculine/feminine” (2014, para. 5.2).  

Regendering as a method for correcting an imbalance in representation is not 

without its critics. The concern that regendering male characters does not add to 

the representation of women because it contributes to the erasure of existing 

female characters and focuses again on the masculine default, relies on their 

existence in the first place as what is absent cannot be erased. In many the 

commercial adaptations of existing works – often historical narratives due to 

copyright – roles for women in the original source text were non-

existent/minimal, and the regendering creates a point of difference, as well as 

catering to changing perceptions of audiences and their desires.. In fanworks, 

which can create relationships and characterization out of the least 
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representation, the charge of female erasure has greater sway. There is the 

contention that the woman writer as a presence in her own work undoes the 

absence of women in her work (Lackner, Lucas, and Reid 2006; Russ 1985). This 

does not address what Diaz describes as the mirror problem: “If you want to 

make a human being a monster, deny them, at the cultural level, any reflection of 

themselves” (Stetler 2009). The authorial presence, the audience presence, does 

not negate the wider lack of reflection and representation within the text, even 

when the audience can and will identify with the Other whose representation is 

made clear. Fanwork takes its place alongside and with the wider media and is 

subject to the same critiques. While the motivations for, and reactions to, the act 

of regendering within fannish contexts is not always positive nor free from the 

same sorts of tropes identified as problematic by fans and feminist media 

theorists alike such as Primorac’s notes on the archontic iterations of Irene Adler, 

or Lorber’s more wide-ranging work, there is a strong current of conscious use of 

gender in characters as a way to subvert and/or avoid those problematic 

narratives. 

Fandom and feminist praxis: Conflict and tension 

Regendered adaptive works are vehicles for feminist praxis as they necessarily 

critique and reinterpret a canonical media that (often) has some level of 

intellectual, emotional or cultural connection with the audience. It is through 

that connection that a kind of challenge can be issued to interpret the text being 

presented in an immersive context for engagement because in order to 

understand fanwork the consumer must be aware of the canon and willingly 

immerse themselves in the fanwork (Van Steenhuyse 2011). This immersion 

allows for a more effective and nuanced critique of gender and media, as opposed 

to the ‘original’ female version of an archetype, as it directly challenges audience 

perceptions of that realized character archetype and gender performance within 

the archetype. The danger, as Irigaray and Gatens suggest, is that male and 

female bodies have different values, internalized and naturalized, and to ignore 

that ‘habitus’ or ‘soul’ in search of equality only reinforces the structural bias 

against women (1996; 2008). Regendered works cannot ignore those values and 

habitus, even those that replicate gender binaries uncritically. 
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Instead, those structural biases must be integrated into the work itself and its 

narrative. This does not mean they are always textualized; however, they may 

remain spoken or silently haunt the work itself, but those naturalized values 

placed upon the bodies of women are reacted to and investigated within the 

works. The manifestations of regendering within many textual works are often an 

avowed use of Butler’s ideas of gender performance,11 where gender is expressed 

within a social contract with specific communities and people. However, those 

specific acts of capitulation or rejection are consciously chosen as an act of 

communication – the gender identification is already in place whereby the 

performance can be read. The fundamental changes to a narrative made by 

regendering are played out not just by the character and the narrative but also in 

the audience perception of the contrasts and conflicts between their reading of 

the original and their reading of the regendered text. 

The question of representation, particularly of minorities and other oppressed 

groups, remains key to the ways fans actively engage with politics through their 

works. Slash (romantic/pornographic fanworks pairing men with men) 

challenges the hetero-sexist assumptions by foregrounding homosexual 

relationships but also suffers from the erasing effects Castle illuminates in The 

Apparitional Lesbian (1993), where queerness suffers from the male-masculine 

default and lesbianism, and women’s experiences are subsumed beneath those of 

gay men. Similarly, even in literary criticism the queer subtext of women, the 

representations and palimpsests of lesbianism, is left to haunt the margins of gay 

men in the literature. In fan studies and fanwork that functions as a critique of 

the original works this can be seen where the foregrounding and focus on slash 

can take place at the cost of female representation, and can replicate the 

heterosexual hierarchy through the prioritization of the male–homosocial bond. 

Even when it is performed for the pleasure of women and prioritizes the female 

gaze and expressions of female sexuality, the attention economy is still devoting 

resources to that default. Regendering can, and often does, cross over with slash – 

or more commonly femmeslash – thus maintaining queer representation and 

                                                
11 Even when Butler is not acknowledged or understood, her ideas remain part of the conscious creativity and 

feminist praxis of some fans. 
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incorporating those elements without erasure of non-male experiences. The 

regendered characters and stories illustrate Moi’s arguments for the differences 

between feminist, female, and feminine, through their intimate analyses of the 

way that adaptation changes the narrative. In addition those narratives exhibit 

what she calls the pervasive ‘contamination’ of inspiration – regendered works 

can be considered an “…appropriation in the sense of creative transformation” 

(1989, 118) The differences, creatively and experientially between the three states 

of feminist, female and feminine, are rejected and reinforced by regendering as 

an act within the constraints of both the media and the fandom. The matrix of 

attention-based economies like fandom reinforce initial values, and like wider 

media, fandom rewards masculinity and maleness even within representations of 

feminism, femaleness and femininity. The feminism of the works, the politics and 

the political label, is only variously remarked upon within the context of the work 

but remains important, and is often found in the ways the created works use the 

concepts of biological femaleness and cultural femininities to undermine and 

underpin each other, and the feminist ideologies of the works.  

Most regendered work refigures the male original as female. However, 

regendered work where female characters are rewritten as male, or as 

transgender, exist and also works within these absences by either forcing the 

absence where it did not exist or by transitioning through it. Regendered 

adaptations (fannish or commercial) where the female character is rewritten as 

male deliberate again on the status of women in media – a kind of co-optation of 

male defaults and masculine dominance to further serve women’s representation. 

The symbolism of the absence, the loss of the feminine into the void and the 

abstract, is rendered concretely and bodily by regendered works, even those that 

transition around and through femininity and those that on the surface do not 

include it textually. The need for, or desire for, female/feminine narratives is a 

complex site of contention for fans and audiences. The question of what counts 

as gender and as representation in media and fanwork is entwined with issues of 

both trans theories and the gaps in our own biological hypotheses of gender and 

sex. The insertion of this aspect of trans theory into the question of gendered 

representations and absence of female narratives has resulted not in a utopic 
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rendering free from gender expectations but an almost parodic exemplifying of 

gender flexibility. This flexibility ultimately results in a lack of women or 

transgender or genderqueer representations, and a fetishizing of femininity. 

Without Irigaray’s “genealogy of women” (1991) the attempts to refigure 

maternity and other ‘womanly’ things evident in sex-divergent works like 

Omegaverse (a shared universe/paracosm where reproduction is animalized 

through various renditions of ‘in heat’ and men gestate), and mpreg (male 

pregnancy) silence female representation. And while the transgendered 

regendering fanworks, McClellan notes, appear “… to simultaneously question the 

origin of sex identity as well as to reaffirm the importance the body plays in 

gender identity” (2014, para. 7.2), they can result in a fetishized othering of the 

female and transgendered body that is simultaneously sexualized and degraded.  

The presence of sex, explicitly and graphically expounded upon in both fanworks 

and academic texts, is only a transgression of a particular habitus and a particular 

historical value of women. It does not constitute the most transgressive or the 

most political of acts by fans but it is the most obvious and the most immediately 

confronting to those for whom that habitus is naturalized. The construction of 

slash and explicit writing as feminist praxis relies heavily on the construction of 

women as non-sexual, as non-visually stimulated, as unable to identify with 

masculinity, a bias that has resulted in heavily criticized studies, and the 

conclusions presented by researchers like Ogi Ogas, Salmon and Symons, and 

others. The fans themselves, with a number of them being academics themselves, 

have dubbed Ogas and Gaddam’s work ‘Survey!Fail’, with entries on Fanlore 

linking to several negative reviews and reactions by professionals, academics, and 

fans (Fanlore Contributors 2017a, 2013).  However, in and out of fandom, the 

audience is beginning to challenge the dominance of the male narrative. The 

representation of the queer female narrative remains particularly obscured by 

heteronormative bias. The question of the queer woman is examined in the third 

section, but her apparitional form – as character and creator – must be 

considered alongside the other questions about femininity and sexuality of the 

regendered character and the creators of the works. 
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The range of the female symbolism is lost in an attempt to repossess and 

reauthor it, undermined by the creative attempts to situate the female body and 

consciousness. Thus, replicating the “undifferentiation” Irigaray identifies as the 

result of non-reciprocity (2008). Again, this tension replicates the “intellectual 

schizophrenia” Moi suggests of wider literary criticism and women’s literature by 

holding in one narrative space the essential nature of gendered characters while 

disclaiming and disproving the truth of that genderedness; the performance is 

reliant firstly on some desire to prove or disprove gender (2008, sec. Today, para. 

2). The particular means by which these representations are created is almost 

unique to fanworks, where creativity and transformation of the canonical is 

intrinsic to its existence, but even with that boundless desire to remake the 

dominance of the masculine-male symbolism, gaze and presence is replicated.  

Regendering is not always a feminist act – it can quite consciously recreate and 

re-inscribe gender roles. As noted by Scodari, the ways in which resistive reading 

can still reinforce hegemonies mean that “one person’s pleasure or its motivation 

can foster another’s pain” (2003, 112). Nuanced engagements with the status of 

women in wider culture necessitate some level of feminist understanding if not 

allegiance as the conscious act to include women’s experience and represent 

women is one that takes place within a theoretical and practical examination of 

the absence. Reading the absences, the characters unnoticed and unwritten, is a 

facet of fannish engagement, and, in the context of regendering, one that acts 

symbolically against any number of injustices noticed yet simultaneously 

produced by fans – what Henry Jenkins terms as ‘recontextualisation’ and 

‘refocalisation’ (2012). This recontextualisation can be the “aggressive trans 

reading” as and interview termed it, inspired by absences where the narrative 

Catbus: …didn’t really confirm anyone’s cisgender or transgender 

status …and going ‘well no, no-one’s really saying they’re cis and we 

arne’t showing their genitals which means you don’t get to claim them 

as cis, they are not actually given anything by canon. 

Or it can be the refocalisation onto characters whose arcs can be rewritten onto 

an experience of gender, as in “how much much do external factors affect who 
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someone is” (AS15), and Vena’s Theory paper in Transformative Works and 

Cultures ’Rereading Superman as a trans f/man’ which rereads the superhero 

origin of Superman as a “…story that explicitly highlights the hero's own innate 

transness” (2017, para. 0.1). The context of missing scenes, or absent 

characterization, is mined for narrative structure while the text is refocused. The 

focus on women – regendered or existing – acts as a balance, whereas the focus 

on slash, while offering wider representations of women’s sexuality (as readers, as 

authors), does not. 

The breadth and depth of regendered fanworks is one that includes everything 

from almost caricatured depictions of the female body with the symbols of the 

original character laid over the top (often in hypersexualized or hyperfeminized 

situations and environments) to the lengthy and detailed reworkings to include 

not only the non-male in a hypermasculine narrative but also a critique of that 

narrative. The rejection of the hypersexualized performance art of femininity, 

while also consciously adapting and adopting it to expose male narrative 

dominance, leads to a tension between what is common to female experience, 

embodied as Gatens’ says by “ representations, powers, capacities and effects” 

(1996, 149) and the need to present that experience as unnatural and imposed by 

culture. As does the depiction of gender non-conforming women as both a kind 

of realistic representation of women’s lived experiences, and as a fictional device 

that simultaneously prioritizes the masculine representation as having a greater 

capacity or being more innately powerful; this is seen in one of the first major 

commercial regendered characters, Kara Thrace (Starbuck) in Battle Star 

Galactica. She retains the masculine tendencies, habitus and affect of the original 

‘cigar-chomping’ man’s man, while still being obviously a woman, and involved in 

heterosexual romances. The audience response of fans and critics – the infamous 

‘Lost in Castration’ essay by the original Starbuck actor for example, or critical 

essays prior to Elementary airing – particularly around the fear of 

heterosexualizing a queer metanarrative, or hyper-femininizing a ‘neutral’ 

metanarrative, is one that is rooted in our cultural expectations about femaleness. 

By contrast, the creator response is often to embody the femaleness while 

subverting culturally mandated femininity. Regendered fanworks, commercial 



 

138 
 

and otherwise, use the adaptation to explore the tensions between the body, the 

habitus, the naturalized and internalized values of gender, and the desire to move 

beyond those restrictions.  

The act of degendering the character explicitly foregrounds the conflicts between 

the gendered body, particularly the female gendered body, and the myriad 

expectations and assumptions that accompany gender. Degendering rejects 

femininity as a set of stated or rigid rules, in favour of a fluid state that exists as 

an opposition or counter to masculinity. Regendering the male body recalls 

spectres of tragicomic transgender figures, the history of Vaudeville and 

burlesque, and sexuality dependent on performance of gender forming a more 

welcoming space for those who do not perform gender correctly, regardless of the 

reason. Similarly, the female regendered character retaining masculine habits and 

symbols gains a butch veneer based not on her sexuality but on her gender 

performance; this is particularly evident in the female John Watson whose 

narrative and depiction I analyse in Chapter 10.2, whose masculinity is subject to 

diegetic misreading as evidence of lesbianism, while the reader understands her 

as a straight woman. This dichotomy, between gender performance and sexuality, 

is explored in many regendered works as both a manifestation of gender being 

enforced and as a method of queer participation and representation. I elaborate 

on this further in my case studies of specific fanworks: gender presentation, 

sexual identity, and queer communities in Chapter 9, and the conflicts between 

those community identifiers and transgressive gender performances outside 

queerness in Chapter 10.  

Queer and woman 

The apparitional lesbian, the woman whose queerness, whose sexual identity 

remains “… elusive, vaporous, difficult to spot – even when she is there in plain 

view, mortal and magnificent…” (Castle 1993, 2), is made explicitly corporeal in 

many regendered works that contain explicit lesbian sex scenes . Not only is the 

male dominance of the media narrative challenged by these works, they also 

refigure the assumption of heterosexuality. The fannish metanarrative of slash is 

co-opted, the ‘Trojan horse’ so to speak, to lend an assumption of lesbianism and 
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queerness to their regendered counterpart. However, the commercial and 

professional regendered works like Elementary and even Hannibal still tend to 

maintain the erasure of the lesbian experience. Although Hannibal does 

eventually pair the regendered (and bisexual) Alana Bloom with the canonically 

lesbian Margot, they have an understated relationship arc. The concerns about 

the shortcomings of the act, which centre around queer erasure – the claim that 

regendering takes place in order specifically to ‘correct’ the 

homosocial/homosexual texts and subtexts, or fannish metanarrative – are often 

made by critics in response to the increasing number of commercial adaptations 

of regendering characters. Elementary was a prime target for many of these 

claims, by fans and media critics alike, and thus far has not sexualized the 

Holmes/Watson relationship even though it has been heterosexually ‘corrected’ 

(Coren 2012; Stagg 2012). Hannibal received less criticism for its regendering (and 

heterosexual relationship between the regendered Alana Bloom and non-

regendered Will Graham), but Bryan Fuller, the director, explained his decision 

to ‘starbuck’ Lounds and Bloom as “… it was really just a function of needing 

more female voices and perspectives and characters on the show, because it’s just 

a lot of men” (VanDerWuff 2013, 2). By changing the gender of the characters, 

Fuller not only corrects the imbalance he sees in the originals but also reworks 

the entire canon through that regendering, adapting relationships and scenarios 

and plots to account for the impact of gender on the narratives. This, as the series 

has gone on, includes the regendered Alana Bloom entering a committed lesbian 

relationship with Margot Verger (a canonically lesbian character), creating a 

family with her, and the pair of them featuring in a highly stylized and cinematic 

sex scene. No longer apparitional, or erased, regendering has pushed the lesbian 

characters into full ‘magnificence’ to paraphrase Castle’s ‘reverence’ for 

complicated and fully recognised women (2013, xx)  

Within fandom there is the previously mentioned concern that regendering of 

one character within an accepted homoerotic/homosocial duo is an act of queer 

erasure, a manifestation of heterosexual privilege and normalization of the 

emotional bond as an appropriately heterosexual one. This relies heavily upon 

the sexualization of the homosocial bonds by fandom itself in their fanworks and 
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interpretations of the texts. Increasingly, the professional creators themselves 

engage in a codified call back to the audience, which fans have reviled and 

revered as queer subtext and as queerbaiting, what Ng refers to as an act that 

both does and does not  “… challenge as queer enough” and that “queerbaiting 

discourses can be read for broader tensions between more and less progressive 

energies in fan cultures” (2017, para. 1.4). Nonetheless, these representations 

rarely entail actual depiction of a canonical homosexual relationship between 

men or women (Alana Bloom and Margot Verger are rare representation of 

lesbianism featuring a regendered character). This localized metanarrative of 

queer representation implicit in fannish creations is often in conflict with stated 

desires for greater representation in mainstream media outside maleness. It is 

another layer of politicized tension within the works and the reception and 

perception of them, this time between the goals of greater representation of 

queerness in media and the re-inscribing of male narrative dominance even 

within that representation. The representation of gay male characters and 

characterization is one that has a significant disparity between wider mainstream 

media and fanworks; the prevalence of the gay male narrative space in fandom is 

dominant over the representation of heterosexuality, bisexuality and lesbianism 

according to several fan-created statistical analyses (centrumlumina 2013; toast 

2013).  

While fandom has created a space that investigates masculinity and maleness 

outside heterosexuality, that space does not offer the same freedom to female 

characters of any sexuality, even though fandom has a greater concentration of 

queer women according to Morrissey’s survey on fans (2008, 66). Scodari details 

some of the perceived rationales for this, and quotes from fans regarding their 

own approaches to female characters, summarizing the effect as “… such fans give 

lip service to an egalitarian vision in a general sense while campaigning against it 

in a specific case…” (Scodari 2003, 126). Regendered works within highly 

trafficked fandoms/pairings are edged around with that metanarrative, and 

choices/changes to characterization take place within those localized 

understandings of gender and sexuality that are not equivalent to what is 

commonly understood by the globalized fandom as mainstream ideas based 
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heavily in the US sociocultural mores and market research. This can result in 

queering the heterosocial/heterosexual narrative via an asexual representation, or 

the gender presentation of the characters, as in the narratives I analyse in 

Chapter 10. It can also result from regendering both parties in order to create a 

homosexual or homosocial bond between women, which I elaborate on in 

Chapter 9’s analysis of a specific fanwork – How the Mouth Changes Its Shape, or 

the homosocial bond and resultant triad of Elementary that I examine in two 

parts, Chapters 7 and 8.  

The apparition of lesbianism, where the sexual component is erased by the idea 

of it as appearing on a ‘continuum’ of normal female feeling, identified by Castle 

(1993, 71) still underpins the presentation of the homosocial–homosexual lesbian 

bond. Not queer or interchangeable with anything, the particularly and explicitly 

sexual female–female bond within regendered works is embodied and explored 

(as it is within femmeslash – fanworks that depict lesbian women). These 

representations push back against the erasure of women in queer narratives and 

the distinctive lack of imagination that seems to inhabit mainstream depictions 

of lesbianism, as a form of experimentation, or the male-gaze focus of 

mainstream visual pornography. Castle’s arguments against Sedgwick’s 

marginalization of lesbians - the homosocial need not to be applied to women’s 

relationships as it “… pointlessly dichotomised (them) as against ‘homosexual’” 

(1985, 3) - finds praxis in regendering. Fannish regendered works show no 

reticence in explicitly examining exactly what it is that denominates lesbian (or 

queer) women and what denominates homosocial women. The wide-ranging 

sexual explicitness of fannish regendered works create an opportunity to broaden 

aspects of female representation, which often remain obscured or apparitional, by 

highlighting not only the congruencies between male–female experiences (such 

as homosociality) but also differences in the treatment of those congruencies. 

Critiques of regendering, such as those I detailed in Chapter 4.2 and 4.3, illustrate 

the conflicts of the act; if the world is to be degendered (even just within the 

paracosm of fandom) and if separating the feminine from the female and the 

masculine from the male is inherent, what room does this provide for women’s 

narratives? Lorber’s comment that “constant comparisons of women and men are 
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insidious because they assume essential male and female natures” (2005, 10) can 

be seen to have a narrative twin in fandom’s seemingly sex/gender breaking sex-

divergent work. Even the act where a canonical heterosexual pairing is erased to 

make space for the subversive homosexual pairing is one that can textually 

present the homosexual pairing as somehow ‘uncomplicated’ by gendered 

expectations. The drive to decouple biological sex in all its imprecise definitions 

regarding chromosomes, hormones, and body parts from that of performed and 

claimed gender expression is, however, one that has in praxis resulted in the 

default male still maintaining dominance – a manifestation of Gatens’ contention 

that neutralizing gender only serves to masculinize (1996).The linkages, between 

sex and gender, between men and women, do not break in these works; they 

simply bend and allow the male default to occupy what was previously female 

space. The queerness of the representations is itself masculinized and made male, 

leaving behind even the Butch lesbian and the trans man, unless the regendering 

is specifically and consciously a representation of queer women and transmen. 

Unlike Lorber’s contention that regendering specifically challenges gender norms 

(2005), the actual examples of regendered fanworks do not always do this. They 

can, and do, reflect existing gender norms unless the work also engages critically 

with gender and with what the act of regendering has erased from the canon, and 

what it has added.  

Conclusion 

Regendering pushes back into the absent and othered space, occupying the male 

default, and revealing the ‘neutral’ masculine narrative. There is a drive by the 

creators of regendered works – both fannish and commercial, as expanded upon 

by show runners Rob Doherty and Brian Fuller – to balance the media they are 

fans of while also exploring the media depictions of non-standard gender 

presentations/performances. The regendered character, however, goes further 

than simply the story and universe they inhabit, as fanworks necessarily engage 

with the media culture as a whole. The narrative, weighted with both 

archontic/canonical expectations and media saturation, bends both the character 

and the gender role they inhabit, to reinterpret the female and the feminine. 

However, this occupation is only possible using the imbalance of representation 
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in wider media sources used as the basis for fanworks. By adapting existing 

works, regendering exists as a critique of the original narrative, including 

adaptations, reviews, critiques and other work, but it ultimately relies on the 

existence of the masculinized male default to exist. In fandom this is an attention 

economy discrepancy where the prevalence of the masculine extending to the 

regendered and fanworks means that even though they are by definition 

transformative, they remain dominated by those representations. Or, as Scodari 

says, “If the labor involved in reading against the grain mitigates determinations 

of resistance, then such exertion in the service of hegemony is even more 

troubling” (2003, 126). Regendering’s greatest strengths, the interrogations and 

subversions of gender, are also its greatest weaknesses; it relies on gendered 

imbalances and replicates them in the attention economy. The framework is a 

replica of feminism itself, disparate, complex, conflicted and earnest.  
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Chapter 6: Theory of Regendered Effects Part 2 

In any act of thinking, the mind must reach across this space between 

known and unknown, linking one to the other but also keeping visible to 

difference. It is an erotic space. (Carson 2014, 171) 

The following paper was first delivered at the Otherness and Transgression in Fan 

and Celebrity Cultures conference at the University of Aarhus in 2014, and has 

been submitted to the Journal of Otherness and has been edited to fit this 

manuscript.  

This chapter is a companion to the previous one, and alongside the research 

material of Chapter 3: Theory and Rationale and 4, an extension of that 

theoretical matrix to understanding the effect and affect of regendered work. 

However, rather than exploring a theory about what regendering is, this paper 

explores the function of those works for readers and writers alike. Transformative 

works rewrite the existing narrative for a multitude of reasons, examined by 

scholars such as Jenkins within the realm of fan studies, or even Castle in queer 

theory. The drive to see one’s own self in narrative as a minority, or as the 

subaltern, is only matched by the recognisance of one’s own otherness in the 

narrative.  

The focus on otherness, and othering, is inextricably linked within fandom to 

intersectionality and questions of representation. The data analysis chapters of 

this thesis show the focus of fans on ideas of identity and representation, and the 

importance of recognising one’s self within works, or revealing that through 

fictional works. This paper uses feminist theories around otherness alongside fan 

studies work approaching the power differentials and hierarchies within fandom 

in order to show how regendered fanworks are explicit not only in their 

representation of othered identities, but also in rejecting wider expectations of a 

gendered audience and experience of the world.  

The basis of this version of otherness is vague within fandom – unlike Butler’s 

gender theories, or even intersectionality with the often mislaid attribution to 
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Crenshaw – it is linked more with the psychological positions of otherness, or the 

social feeling, the affect associated with being not-male, not-white, not-‘normal’. 

To encompass this affective approach to otherness, with the sidelong inclusion of 

intersectionality and gender theory, I primarily use Irigaray. The psychology-

driven aspects of her work explain not only the ways in which fans approach 

otherness, but how they then use it within their work. 

However my ultimate conclusion may seem defeatist – that all of the creative 

ways in which fans approach these ideas and experiments in othering and 

otherness expose the underlying reality that in spite of the ways women 

dominate many audiences – 52% of moviegoers, 72% of women as social media 

users vs 66% of men, 77% of women having read a book in the previous 12 

months vs 68% of men (Andrew Perrin 2016; Street et al. 2017; “Theatrical Market 

Statistics Report 2016” 2017), the default and the exceptional remain male and 

masculine. While on the surface this may seem to undermine the actions of these 

fans, and their works, I aim to show that the method matters as much, if not 

more, than the result. This is particularly evident in Chapter 9: Love Is A 

Battlefield – Queerness in Regendering and Chapter 10: Emotion, Violence, and 

Regendering where I perform an analysis of regendered fanworks themselves, 

illustrating the ways in which they insist upon the audience identifying with the 

othered subaltern of mainstream media. 

In the past few years the effects of the fanbase’s ‘transgressive’ desires have been 

felt and changed several properties – see Hannibal, The 100, Sherlock – and it is 

that aspect of fannishness, along with the shifting generations beginning to 

dominate creative industries, that I am highlighting. As these fans become the 

professionals behind the media, the affective properties of the works they created 

will become more obvious, as will their understanding of the fanbase. This is 

supported by the sense of hope I highlight in the research I analyse in Chapter 4: 

Surveys & Interviews: “I’ve never really thought about it”, and the increasing 

profile of fan work in wider media. It is this transition of fan to professional that 

underlies the analyses of Elementary in Chapter 7: Pastiches, Not Fanvids Part 

1these works illustrate the ways in which the domain of the ‘other’ is beginning to 

be considered as more than simply a ‘niche’ for media to market to.  
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Chapter 6.1: The Other Woman: Re-Authoring and Re-Othering 

Gendered Narratives  

Fans are increasingly publicising their adaptive works, and Hollywood is 

turning to reworking and remaking existing media properties as a 

method of franchising. Regendering – rewriting a character as another 

gender – is becoming a more popular choice in these adaptations. This 

occurs in both mainstream works (recently: Hannibal, Elementary and 

Hawaii 5-0) and fannish/non-commercial works. By examining the 

methods some fans and creators use in their regendered works, the 

construction of a male-masculine other can be identified, as well as the 

ways in which celebrity (mainstream or sub-cultural) is traded on for 

legitimacy in that construction. This examination also provides examples 

of the ‘frustrated fan’ identified by Jenkins as at the heart of fandom – 

examples that are not necessarily bound to the canon but to media in 

general. The frustration evidenced by fans centres around the way the 

‘everyman’ necessarily others the ‘everywoman’. Fans who engage in 

regendered adaptations work around embodied notions of gender to 

occupy the absence of women in original works, the absence of women’s 

agency in wider media, and form the male-masculine narrative as the 

Other. The re-authoring of the narrative not only highlights the gendered 

pseudo-neutrality of the original, but also the necessity of that 

construction as othering the audience of women. The reaction of some 

fans in re-authoring and re-othering the male narrative while retaining 

the masculinity of the original transgresses both the boundary of the 

creator-audience but also the boundary of male-female and the polite 

fictions of cross-gender identification. 

Introduction 

The prevalence and popularity of fanworks has been steadily increasing, with the 

use of technology assisting fans in communication with each other, and 

commercial interests in leveraging that communication for monetary gain. 

Methods by which fans (including professional authors within fandom, or those 
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who create commercial fanworks) adapt the works are becoming increasingly 

creative with format, form and content shifting around the perceived bones of 

the original. This essay will look at the ways gender is reworked and remade 

within regendered fanwork; the impetus for it but also how it takes place within 

the works produced. Those methods, and the inspiration and drive behind them, 

reveal a literary and sociological form which works within the gendered structure 

of media but shifts it in order to reflect back something the creators see as more 

real, more emotionally resonant, than the original. This may take place simply by 

changing male characters to female ones, or more rarely female characters to 

male ones, or explore transgendered narratives. It also takes place across the 

spectrum of sexuality, and how that interacts with gender at a social level and in 

the media landscape. The drive of the creators moves beyond Jenkins’ hypothesis 

of dissatisfaction to a kind of feminist praxis, centred on media and creativity.  

Reconfiguring Gender 

Regendering is the creative process of adapting a work to change the gender of 

one or more characters. This can take place in commercial adaptations such as 

the remake of Battlestar Galactica where the hard-drinking, cigar-chomping 

Starbuck is regendered as Kara Thrace (still hard-drinking, cigar-chomping, ace 

pilot with the callsign ‘Starbuck’) or the Sherlock Holmes adaptation Elementary 

where Dr John Watson, the bastion of Victorian English masculinity, becomes Dr 

Joan Watson a Chinese-American surgeon, or the TV series Hannibal based on 

the Thomas Harris book series which regenders a number of characters. Or it can 

take place within a fannish context such as cosplay, fan art or fanfic – not on the 

same scale, financially, but the amount of fanwork hours, the audience, the effort, 

gives it a depth and provides a broader pool of methods and means for the 

regendering. Examinations of the methods and materials of these works provides 

not only an oblique reconstruction of how gender is formed in the original works, 

rarely actively commenting on the original’s gender representation only on the 

fanwork’s own characterisation, but also how gender is reformed by the audience 

of fan-creators, including those fans with studio and Hollywood backing to 

realise their adaptational works. Their drive to ‘honour’ the original through their 

own professional lens is often akin to those of fans, it simply happens to also 
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include large budgets and a significant amount of social capital (VanDerWuff 

2013). These works often interact with wider political concerns about 

representation, creative and economic opportunities, and the psychological 

effects of misrepresentation (Sandvoss 2005, 78–79; Busse et al. 2009, 105). The 

illusion of fanwork creators as amateurs ignores the sheer amount of work they 

do – reading particularly – and the shifting barriers between fanwork creators 

and the professionals who use fanwork as a part of their commercial work. Many 

professional authors write fanfic, many fan artists are professionals in their own 

right, and the explosion of actual fanfics being published (with ‘the serial 

numbers filed off’ – invoking the theft analogies beloved of anti-fanwork 

activists) reveal the permeable nature of the borders between fanwork and the 

more acceptable pastiches, reboots, remakes, and adaptations.   

Fanworks which ask how a change in gender or race affects a narrative or 

character often provide the answer that the stories would become more 

interesting, not less, and that any discomfort is due to our own internalising of 

stereotypes about race and gender (Scodari 2012, 337). The original characters, 

often a site of identification or at least comfortable recognition for the audience, 

are displaced by the new version, although a common complaint is that this is 

often overlaid with what can seem like a political drive to ‘correct’ a narrative 

without paying due respect to that original. The overstated fear of political 

correctness creating bland narratives, a character’s depth ‘lost in castration’ as 

put by Dirk Benedict in his scathing review of the remade Battlestar Galactica, is 

one that fandom proves to be unfounded within the wide open fields traversed by 

fanworks and the multitude of responses fanworks garner from their own fans 

(Lackner, Lucas, and Reid 2006, 193). Fandom unfolds with almost infinite plots, 

characters and characterisations, and while the canonical media imbalances are 

often replicated, the field is broad enough that transgressive works have an 

adoring audience and a constantly changing pool of creators (Reid 2009, 466). 

Fanwork has the capacity to include a multitude of universes, versions, and 

contains works that consciously and unconsciously recreate the mainstream, or 

elements of it, even as they may transgress other political ideals.  
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Adapted and fanworks provide a unique insight into both creative and social 

practices. There has been a noted tendency in mainstream media to create 

adaptive works; sequels, remakes, reboots, transmedia adaptations, and so on 

(Allen 2012). There are a number of imputed reasons behind this change over the 

past 10 to 15 years, ranging from the purely commercial (that the audience wants 

familiarity over everything) to creative bankruptcy (that all stories have been 

told/modern creators are devoid of originality) but the tendency remains and 

media producers are finding new ways to investigate and invigorate source 

material in an over-saturated environment (Sciretta 2009; Allen 2012). Genre 

media tends to engage fans with high levels of creative and obsessive behaviours 

which leads to higher levels of engagement and identification with the media 

itself; however the question of what creates a fandom like Trekkies, or X-Philes, is 

hardly a settled argument (Duffett 2014). So, while fannish engagement with the 

canonical materials seems to invite audiences to consume the remake it can also 

lead to a level of identification which actively impedes their ability to engage with 

the adaptation. To be the audience requires a distance, as Doane states, one that 

is thoroughly disrupted by closing the distance and becoming the character or 

becoming the (re)creator; 

Glasses worn by a woman in the cinema do not generally signify a 

deficiency in seeing but an active looking, or even simply the fact of 

seeing as opposed to being seen. The intellectual woman looks and 

analyses, and in usurping the gaze she poses a threat to an entire 

system of representation. It is as if the woman had forcefully moved to 

the other side of the specular. (Doane 1982, 78).  

In fandom, Irigaray's curved mirror “…with its impossible reappropriation ‘on the 

inside’ of the mind, of thought, of subjectivity” or Doane's ‘girl with glasses’ find 

themselves reasserting the gaze of the assumed female creator and audience, 

while undoing the distance between themselves and the works they consume 

(Irigaray 1985, 155). 

In the non-commercial adaptations, or fanworks, a more creative approach can 

be taken where fan producers transgress that fannish identification and 
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engagement and receive criticism for their sins (Bacon-Smith 1992, 234). Due to 

the romantic and sexual metanarratives of fanwork where the most popular 

(relation)ships are those between male leads rather than the women they are 

paired with in the media, regendering characters often leaves fans and creators 

with two choices: heterosexualising a queer bond, or queering a heterosexual one. 

These bonds may or may not be sexual in the canonical media form - in fact they 

are often not - but the metanarratives of fandom are heavily invested in 

representations of male homosexuality via slash (porluciernagas 2013). 

Regendering within this metanarrative context has negative associations 

regardless of intent - either the queering of a heterosexual bond/relationship is 

susceptible to the fetishisation that lurks as a palimpsest in criticisms of fanwork 

and slash, or the heterosexualising of it then plays into the wider media 

‘heterowashing’ and erasure of queer identity.  

There are several methods fans use to regender characters and the next section 

will examine several of them as methods of transgression and othering. The rare 

regendered female character provides an examination of masculinity within a 

cultural insistence that it is default and immutable. The regendering of the slash 

metanarrative via regendered characters manifests as femmeslash, which 

addresses the absence of the explicitly lesbian woman in both mainstream 

narratives and fanworks but also replicate the wider focus on male narratives by 

focusing the emotional labour of the (female) fan on those (male) narratives and 

performances. The presence and problem of heterosexuality and heterosexism is 

a common critique of regendered work but is an avenue for investigating the 

myriad constructions of other and varied ways of transgressing the socio-cultural 

boundaries of gender (Lackner, Lucas, and Reid 2006, 189; Lothian, Busse, and 

Reid 2007, 103). While regendering is not the most popular adaptive technique, 

nor the most prevalent, it is one which offers a qualitative engagement with 

media depictions and perceptions of women from the creator, the created and 

the audience. 

Gender, sex and sexuality within fanworks, along with gender presentation and 

performance, are differently explored axes for characterization and identity. 

Maleness is not masculinity; equally, femininity is not an indicator of sexual 
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identity, rather they are both a manifestation of some internal quality that the 

universe attempts to assign meaning to, as a regendered Watson says in an aside 

on her own masculinity compared with the canonically lesbian Harry, her sister; 

(Harry had never been interested in the guns, or the hunting, or 

anything else that Jane liked, really; she was always more about 

makeup and dolls, never the one with the stain on her dress. No 

wonder people were usually surprised at which of them was the 

lesbian.) (Mad_Maudlin 2010). (parentheses original) 

The effect of codified sexual preference performances of gender, in terms of 

Femme and Butch or the anime-inflected Top and Bottom/Seme and Uke, has 

been to delineate a kind of gender performance as sexual identity – one that 

manifests not only in sexual behaviours but in characterisation and 

representation of one’s self in dress, speech, and non-sexual behaviours 

(Halberstam 2012, 336). The canonical characterisation may or may not correlate 

with the acceptable performance of sexual identity in fanworks and similarly may 

or may not be static in those representations; the novel-length fanfic How The 

Mouth Changes Its Shape very deliberately engages with (mostly) historical tropes 

around Femme and Butch, and how that manifests sexually when performance 

does not match desire within a highly codified cultural context (breathedout 

2013a). The characters find themselves transgressing not only the historical 

gender policing social codes, but also subcultural codes of behaviour about the 

receptive Femme and penetrative/aggressive Butch; behaviours that still find 

traction in media and culture; Sanger and Lynch reveal the ways in which those 

cultural figurations of female masculinity and ‘butchness’ impact both domestic 

violence and sexual behaviour within lesbian relationships in South African 

communities, and Rossiter examines the perceived problematic nature of trans 

women who may ‘destabilise’ the lesbian community with their masculinity, 

particularly if they also perform Butchness (2017; 2016). The flexibility of the 

sexual and gender identity is a feature of fanwork, as is the flexibility of 

performing those behaviours associated with identity in the works (and more 

generally as fans, as people). 
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In order to capture some of this flexibility the complex connections between sex 

and gender performance needs to be understood through the construction of the 

female-feminine, and the male-masculine, and female-masculine and male-

feminine in fanworks. Sexual identity is similarly fluid and exists as a continuum 

between text and subtext in the canon to the metanarratives of homosexuality 

and homosociality in fandom; what is subtext in the original is made text in 

fandom, with homosociality particularly becoming a sexualised motif within 

analyses and critiques of the original, often only in terms of the presumed 

straight but fannishly queer man, with masculinity no longer the delineator of 

heterosexual male identity. The female-feminine can be read as ‘Femme’ or 

‘straight’ but it is still portrayed as a collection of external identifiers of gender 

(cis or trans), and culturally mandated and enforced behaviours, which may or 

may not be an actual manifestation of preference and desire. The conscious 

performance of femininity as a form of protective colouration is featured in 

numerous fanworks as a way characters negotiate a world – canonical or fannish 

or real – that still punishes gender transgressions.  

What Does She Look Like? 

The perception of a character changes according to their presented gender – not 

necessarily their actual gender but the perceived gender. In Pitch Black for 

example, a character passes as male for much of the movie until she is revealed as 

female due to her menstrual fluid, her blood, attracting aliens - the body as truth 

and women’s bodies particularly as dangerous, for the hidden places and 

inexplicable wounding we carry within us (Rosewarne 2012, 85; Twohy 2000). 

This perception is boundarised by concepts of performance and the binarised 

other. Fanworks that regender one or more characters interact with these 

complex sites of gender performance and embodiment, and the role of the gender 

binary in othering.  

The audience perception of female characters is reliant on their media 

consumption practices and on their community. The female character, and the 

female role, is often seen as a foil to the male. Criticisms of the regendered 

Watson in Elementary often focused on what impact her femininity would have 
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upon the stories – that by virtue of her gender she must nag Sherlock, mother 

him, romance him – and thus turning them into women’s stories (Coren 2012; 

Stagg 2012). Ignoring the high number of female Sherlock fans and the long 

history of female fans of the Conan Doyle canon, these perceptions are that a 

woman character makes a woman’s story and thus unfit for ‘normal’ audiences 

unless she is appropriately dimensionalised as subservient to the masculine 

narrative as in the canonically female characters. Or in the case of Sherlock, the 

canonically feminised Watson who indeed nags and mothers Sherlock and 

according to some critics and readings of the subtext, romances him as well. 

(Neko’s Muse 2012; Stout 1941).   

The arguments supporting the existing over-representation of men in media as 

supposed sites of neutral identification or as more innately interesting, or even 

just due to the ability of women to identify with men with ‘ease’ (Doane 1982, 81), 

are not a reflection of a statistical over-representation in the audience or an 

objective understanding. Instead they correlate with an over-representation of 

men in positions of power (Spender 1985, 30–35). The ‘other’ of women is 

constructed from a foundation of personal fulfilment and fandom responds with 

its own personal agenda; homosociality becomes outright homosexuality, and 

male narratives are flipped, the female gaze is prioritised and catered to. This act, 

this feminised and female agenda, acts to other the presumed male audience 

despite it changing very little. Instead it fills in the absences and rectifies the 

imbalance, simply by existing. The othering comes in the specific modalities and 

methods used in regendered narratives and works. The next section covers the 

way gendered expectations interact with those textual elements of fanwork to 

create a version of the other within the subculture of fandom. 

Boy?Version  

Fans rarely regender the canonically female character. When they are regendered 

it can be mired in unexamined sexism or fetishisation of the queer male; it can 

also be a valuable reconstruction of gender. This rarity works to reinforce the way 

regendering others the male; that experience of male-masculinity is so rarely 

given the attention demanded by the female-feminine or female-masculine that it 
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is effectively erased and becomes, not invisible, but unimportant. While it seems 

superficially to function as the opposite to the male character regendering, it 

occupies the other and the absence more fully by revealing the limitations of the 

original canonical female character within the narrative. The act of erasure not 

only replicates and makes obvious that erasure - unlike the unexamined and 

unconscious erasure of the wider media - it reconfigures masculinity within the 

erasure, the myriad female masculinities becoming dominant. Instead of the 

female other being essentially unknowable in the construction of the male, 

masculinity and maleness becomes dependent on the female other and the 

feminine creative process12. 

The regendering of the canonical female character in either fanwork or 

commercial adaptations transgresses the metanarratives and polite fictions of 

fandom by making the absences and othering of the canon explicit and 

reformulating that absence to investigate the masculine. This regendering can be 

queered as well, to create from the heterosexual narrative a gay male 

representation at the expense of the representation of women. This tension 

between the representation of women and representation of (male defaulted) 

queerness is only possible within the cultures of fandom; the transgressions can 

be cultural and subcultural, can be read from a multitude of perspectives. The 

tension between the progressive depictions of queer sexuality and the queer 

subtexts where fandom often situates itself is underwritten by regendering which 

forces the audience to confront the fetishizing/objectifying nature of their gaze 

and attention, and to consider the imbalances inherent in the prevalence of queer 

male narratives over the depictions of women, who may or may not be queer.  

Regendering, however, does still prioritise a female experience and 

characterisation and creates a tension with the canonical media that does not. It 

still replicates a societal focus on the male character, the male narrative, but it 

does this through a female lens. There are fanworks which regender canonically 

                                                
12 Note: the gendering of fanwork as feminine and female is a simplistic one and part of a wider characterisation of 
fandom-as-female compared to fans-as-male – the difference between Twilight fans and Manchester fans is slight, 
but the creative works are explained as a manifestation of the feminine while the riots and gambling are exhibitions 

of masculinity (Busse et al. 2009).  
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female characters but these remain rare and are often pointed commentary on 

visual representations of women where a male character is positioned and 

clothed to mimic a female character, and the impossible anatomical contortions 

and improbable attire is highlighted as in Figure 2: from The Hawkeye Initiative 

(Stevenson 2014), or they serve to provide an avenue for queering characters and 

relationships. The act of regendering is often well-received in geek and feminist 

communities (particularly cosplay and other visual mediums) but remains 

something which can provoke outbursts of aggressive critique in wider forums, 

such as the backlash against Ghostbusters (2017), or those critical and fannish 

complaints about Elementary I have referenced in previous chapters.  This can be 

seen in the reactions that provoke spectres of Solanas-esque feminist 

dictatorships removing men from the media, in the way those creative 

reworkings are refigured as personalised acts of violence and harm against the 

men in the audience, or the actors themselves –  

The war against masculinity has been won... The male characters, from 

Adama on down, are confused, weak, and wracked with 

indecision…(the removal of a male Starbuck) was accomplished quicker 

than you can say orchiectomy (Benedict 2006).  

The impact of regendering, in terms of perception and audience reaction, relies 

on it being read as an oddity, as unique. The transgression of the acts relies on 

the relative silence and invisibility of women in media, and the audience 

expectations of performance, behaviour and representation. However, this 

transgressiveness can fail, reinforcing gender role constructs, such as the 

recreation of sexualised violence and abuse in ‘Mary Sue’ narratives that 

simultaneously function as a ‘deflection’ of the author’s anxieties about society 

and media, or the ‘heteronormative monogamy’ of some slash fanfic, even as it 

prioritises gay relationships  (Frey 2009, 67–69; Hellekson and Busse 2014, 75–81). 

Or as a survey respondent explained “…genderswaps often reinforce binary 

genders and gender roles” (AT35). It is this tension that drives much of the 

reaction of creators to regendering, while the subversion itself still arouses ire 

from some sectors of the audience, as explained in Chapter 4 and 5.  
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Figure 2: ‘stuff I never posted: these sexy superdudes’ by Noelle Stevenson 

The construction of the male-masculine Other, as opposed to the male-feminine, 

or as opposed to the female Other, is reliant on the gendered constructs of 

fandom and fans, and of the media forms themselves. The occupation of the 

Otherness inherent in binarised gender – as described by Irigaray – is the base 

from which those gendered constructs are identified and critiqued (Irigaray 1991; 

Lackner, Lucas, and Reid 2006, 89). Then the methods by which regendered 

fanworks construct both maleness and masculinity from regendering can be 

explored, and the reconstruction of the Other within the male-masculine 

character and the female narrative can be examined. This intersection, between 

the fandom perception and representation of gender, sex, and sexuality, and the 

media that they use within their creative works, is explored in the next section. 

Make it so 

Fanworks which cast the male default as the other – prioritising the ‘female gaze’, 

examining the female experience, challenging the male default as the norm - 

transgress deeply held social mores. This transgression relies not only on the 

male dominance in media existing but on fans reaction to that and their push 
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back, through their fan praxis, against it. This avenue of thought has been well-

examined by Henry Jenkins and other acafans however the manifestations of this 

transgression within the sub-forms of fannish work provide different perspectives 

on how this is practiced and developed within creative works. Construction of a 

male reader, male viewer, as the outsider while using the very media defined as 

‘men’s domain’ (such as Sherlock, Marvel, media fandom in general outside the 

creative enclaves of fanwork) to enact it, transgresses the assumed audience and 

the assumed nature of the female audience member as the Other. The distance of 

the audience is abruptly terminated, and the female spectator becomes not only 

creator, but reimagines the space she creates in order to disrupt the male gaze 

itself. Doane’s two options, masochism of over-identification or narcissism in 

becoming one’s own object of desire (Doane 1982, 89), are subverted to create a 

masochistic, narcissistic masculinity illuminated in the creation of a female gaze 

that fetishizes both the men and, as Lackner and others suggest, the women 

writing them (Lackner, Lucas, and Reid 2006, 2000).  

This re-othering can only occur because the female is already structured as the 

Other. The fan, presumed female, and fanwork which has been gendered as 

female, occupies their own otherness and writes from within it to refit the 

structure and make it habitable. It is from this place of power as the dominant 

force within fandom and as the rising dominant force within adaptive work, as 

the majority of the audience, that fans force maleness and masculinity to 

understand their own otherness. This can be seen very clearly in fan art and 

collectives which regender existing artistic pieces or caption them. The now 

defunct political humour site the toast maintains a series of ‘conversations’ 

between women in Western art and the viewer or within the art itself that 

punctures and reworks the dominant focus of the male experience to instead give 

voice to the female art object, unendingly harassed and objectified by the men 

intra and extra-diegetically. A voice that is weary, sarcastic, cutting and knowing. 

The rejection of art practice and theory to give a voice to the commonly held 

women’s experience of male entitlement regenders only in its criticism (Ortberg 

2014). Similarly, Kon-yu and van Loon’s analysis of the Art as Therapy exhibition 

punctures the masculine nature of both the philosophical commentary 
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accompanying the curated pieces but also the expectation of the presumed male 

audience reading those; 

But the commentaries on those selections were sometimes odd: oddly 

simplistic or just plain wrong. These issues niggled at us until we were 

faced with a set of commentaries on two adjoining works that lead to 

us abandoning our visit all together. 

… 

De Botton and Armstrong provide commentary on both paintings on 

small placards beside the information provided by the NGV. The figure 

of the gentleman is described as “proud” and “having a really 

interesting look on his face” According to the commentary, “he has a 

clear sense of what he is about”. The passage about the portrait of 

Susannah, on the other hand, focuses on her vulnerable body, on what 

she might be about “underneath” her “finery”. 

We found ourselves doubly-distanced by this commentary through a 

combination of objectification and the sense of anger that accompanies 

the observation of that objectification when we know the people at 

fault ought to know better. 

… 

In their commentary, de Botton and Armstrong draw our attention to 

the fact that the woman “looks a bit of a snob”. We are told she is “very 

impressed by her own grandeur and probably in the habit of putting 

other people down”. 

There is no mention of mortality; the skull beneath her foot is 

obviously a mere symbol of her priggishness.(Kon-Yu and van Loon 

2014).  

The rejection of the male-constructed female gaze and instead constructing their 

own regenders not just the object but the subject, the criticism, and the body of 
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work entirely. An example of this is Figure 3 ‘False Equivalence’ by David Willis 

(2011), from the series Shortpacked, which takes the male constructed object of 

female desire identified as Batman, and refigures it to reject the male artist and 

the mainstream construction of ‘attractive’ masculinity. It not only reveals the 

‘false equivalence’ of Batman as a female fantasy figure, but illustrates the way in 

which these constructed ideals register as discomfort to the objectified illusion. 

Figure 3: ‘False Equivalence’ by David Willis 
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The construction of masculinity with femininity but not women, or female-ness, 

is rejected and reconstructed by the explicit female gaze of fanwork (Lackner, 

Lucas, and Reid 2006). This is not restricted to fanwork - female creative 

practitioners within myriad forms and genres have been engaging in this for 

centuries - but it is a feature of fanwork which simultaneously accords it 

popularity and critical derision. From this position of popularity but 

powerlessness at a critical level, fandom and fanwork are aligned with other 

feminised art forms like romance writing, craft, domestic arts. Within the new 

attention economy this powerlessness is being rapidly reversed and those fields 

are reconfiguring their social effects (Duffett 2014). The importance of the female 

gaze is being co-opted into the commercial aims of mainstream creative works 

such as Hannibal and Arrow; which explicitly and knowingly court the female 

audience and their gaze at the male heroes. At a creative level the explicit female 

construction of the female gaze is transgressing the constructed male dominance 

of their own perception of ‘what women want’; instead of presenting the 

imagined female fantasy of ‘Batman’ these shows provide masculine fantasy 

figures that align with the ‘real’ female fantasies (as per Figure 3) (Jenkins 2012). 

Instead of the masculine power fantasy, which a male default ‘neutral’ is 

imagined wanting to be, and the female ‘other’ imagined to desire, the female 

gaze oriented creations prioritise the female narratives and do not demand cross-

gender identification.  

The construction of the ‘everyman’ as a neutral character is reliant on the erasure 

of female narratives and commonalities, and the ‘habit’ of ‘transvestite’ 

identification (Doane 1982, 85); a manifestation of the male neutral Gatens 

identifies as a result of gender neutral (Gatens 1996, 52). The male body, the male 

experience, is neutral and the default and any diversion or diversity transgresses 

this by forcing the audience to control the absences in that characterisation. Fans 

engage with this in a variety of ways ranging from slash fiction to regendering to 

increasingly intricate shared universes such as the ‘transindividualism’ and 

complicated interplay of identities in Tumblr roleplaying (Howard 2017). Their 

frustrations are also aired in a variety of ways from popular fancasting gifsets to 
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lengthy ‘meta’ posts critiquing media, which several survey participants linked in 

their responses;  

The one that comes to mind is an AU gifset that genderbent the two 

leads of the CW show Supernatural, suggesting the same premise but 

featuring two girls. I absolutely fell in love with the concept and the 

potential it carried (AS246). 

I've written four genderswap stories and lots of meta.  Here is the DVD 

commentary for my longest story, which includes much ruminating on 

genderswap and why I wrote it (link redacted) (AS 38). 

While the dissatisfactions may be dismissed as those self-same fans recreate and 

reinforce that gendered (non)neutrality of character by the currency of their 

attention, the quality of that reinforcement cannot be ignored. While 

regendering and slash in particular often uncritically reproduce the focus of the 

wider media focus on male characters and male stories (even with ‘female’ 

narratives) they also actively disrupt the way that focus constructs maleness and 

masculinity. As we shall see in the next section, this disruption reaches 

something of a pinnacle when lesbian representation, combines with 

regendering. 

We Can Build Her and They Will Come 

The narrative techniques used by fans to construct the male-masculine other are 

not subtle, nor are they strictly a genderflip of the narrative techniques used in 

wider media to construct and reinscribe women as Other. Regendered narratives 

cannot rely on an almost universal body of work supporting their othering and 

instead they must shore it up internally in the text and within the microcosm of 

fannish conventions and norms that rarely regender female characters. The 

textual othering, like all aspects of fanwork, relies heavily on previous experience 

with media and literature, but also on social progressiveness and feminist theory. 

Textual othering is accomplished often through point of view and 

characterisation and narrator voice. The familiar ‘bumbling unemotional man’ is 
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revealed by close point of view, and narration, to not only be achingly and 

obviously ignorant but also to be either damaged or wilfully ignorant to his own 

self; “She's not sure if Sherlock's noticed that he's attracted to her, though, 

because dating isn't his area, which means that in some ways he is very stupid 

indeed.” (branwyn 2011). While this trope is common in mainstream media - 

Homer Simpson, Ray Romano, any number of sitcoms - it is restructured in 

regendered narratives to be viewed from the perspective of the bumbled upon. 

This flip of the narrative focus is not enough to other the man, that is, to other 

male-masculinity. To accomplish this, the narrative attention the universe is also 

restructured. The specifically female and feminine experience is foregrounded, 

and it is the male character whose ignorance renders him the blank slate on 

which her narrative is imprinted. This can be as overt as narratives which assume 

a female reader, which then assume the audience will understand elements of a 

‘communal’ female experience and overtly reference that knowledge:  

Joanna knows that Sherlock is attracted to her, because in a world 

where appealing to a man's sexuality can lead to marriage or to murder, 

every woman over the age of thirteen is a master of observation and 

deduction (branwyn 2011). 

This example functions as a callout and callback to contemporary discussion 

about the sexualisation of young women and also as a rejection of masculine 

attention as a positive state and as an external confirmation of adulthood by 

linking that attention with the twin dangers of marriage and murder. The implied 

reader not only understands this but empathises, and the male originator of 

those desires is left outside the narrative scope. It can also assume a narrative 

absence, male characters relegated to the background, to two-dimensional 

caricatures. This re-authoring of the other relies on the transgressiveness of the 

act and relies on that existence of the male canon. In regendered fanworks based 

on the Sherlock Holmes mythos this re-authoring is seen in works that regender 

one of the canonical pair and works that regender both. The single-sided 

regendering allows for a direct conflict between the two characters, often around 

desire and safety within the existing framework of the retired army veteran and 

the detective. The female army veteran offers a different view of the service to the 
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male, the female detective is observed differently to the male. These regendered 

characters form their canonical counterpart as the other, but also their non-

regendered partner as the other; through the narration and through 

characterisation.  

The ‘how’ is where the transgressions and othering actually takes place. The mere 

creation of a female Sherlock Holmes with wings is the stuff from which fandom 

is founded, but the particular manifestation is where fans rework the relationship 

with canon and with the wider media. Fans often speak of how fanwork 

introduced them to media they otherwise had no exposure to, or to tropes and 

kinks they were unaware they enjoyed, or to narrative styles they had never 

experienced, as both the consumer and the creator (Leng 2013, 90; Fiesler 2007, 

735). From this boundary expansion fans also act politically; organised political 

campaigns and fundraising, but also social justice movements and discourses 

(Brough and Shresthova 2012). One survey participant linked to the Woman & 

Genderqueers First: A Podfic Exchange - WAGFAPE (AS148), and Volume 10 of 

Transformative Works and Cultures focuses specifically on the “power and 

potential of fan activism” (Jenkins and Shresthova 2012). The simple inclusion of 

women in male narratives challenges not only the accepted tropes around female 

characters but also provokes questions about wider narratives. 

Conclusion: Works Re-othered and Re-authored 

The reconstruction of male-masculinity re-authors the works and the Other; it 

also transgresses the now regendered relationships between the audience and the 

work. The works themselves exist within a theoretical matrix that genders the 

audience, the spectator, as receptive and passive – thus feminine – while 

engaging in aggressively creative practices; then within those works the expected 

audience is legitimised and their female gaze, their feminine experience, 

prioritised. While regendered narratives accept the framework of the male 

narrative as default and neutral as the foundation, the construction of gender 

from there transgresses not only the common delineations between creator and 

audience but also the internal metanarratives of fandom. 
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This instigation of action, even simply thought, transgresses the boundaries of 

the audience and the creator. Comments, associated fanworks, spin offs, all 

reimagine the space of the audience and the creator. The gendering of the 

audience itself as female, as feminine, gives this transgression into action a 

regendered aspect as it transitions the creative praxis from the male creator to 

the female audience. This, obviously, is not a genuine reflection of the genders of 

the audience and the creators themselves but is a facet of the binary model which 

applies from gender outwards. 

The gender neutral that becomes another facet of masculine dominance is a 

common underlying structure within reading and media consumption via the 

prevalence of male characters and the assumed ability of women’s ‘transvestite 

identification’ (Doane 1982, 85). This gender ‘neutral’ state where the male is the 

‘human’, or ‘he’ being appropriate in referring to humanity, is explicitly rejected 

by regendered fanworks. While the majority of fanworks are complicit in that 

cross-gender identification between the female audience and the male narrative, 

regendered fanworks highlight the incongruities between the states, the 

disembodied notions of gender which conform to male states and elide the 

female body in all its variances. 

The polite fictions of gender, essentialist or otherwise, are interrupted by 

regendered works. Gender is neither static, nor easily defined, nor inherent to a 

character. Instead aspects of performative gender are blended with essentialist 

statements and implicit understandings about behaviour, subscribing to no one 

single theory of gender or feminism. The comfort of the original work and the 

sideways comfort of the fanwork are disrupted by gender and the conflict 

between lived reality and the distorted mirror of mainstream media.  The 

formation of the female experience as the default, for both reader, writers, 

consumer and character, refigures the male and the masculine as the other which 

reflects the reality of gender within the works and fandom itself. Simultaneously, 

outside of the parasocial fandom sphere the refocusing effects of regendered 

work serves to reflect the distortions of essentialist binarised male-female 

expectations.  
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Chapter 7: Pastiches, Not Fanvids Part 1 

This requires an understanding that codes and concepts do not have to 

be mutually inclusive or exclusive, but are transcending in the sense that 

the same code and meaning can legitimately belong to, and cut across 

numerous cases. (Goulding 1998, 54) 

“Joan Watson: Mascot, Companion, and Investigator” was originally published in 

the collection Gender and the Modern Sherlock Holmes: Essays on Film and 

Television since 2009 and has been edited to fit this manuscript. 

Within this chapter and the one following I closely analyse the TV series 

Elementary (2012-) and in particular the regendered characters of Joan Watson 

and Jamie Moriarty. This act, while out of the norm for fan studies as an 

academic field, is one I have undertaken to explicitly reject the notion that 

fanwork is inherently amateur, or only evident as a creative practice within 

fannish communities or counterpublics. The tension between the prosumptive 

desire of the professional creators and the gift culture of fans has resulted in 

failed attempts to monetise fanfiction such as FanLib, which ignored the high 

cultural capital of fans in their marketing, and more successful endeavours such 

as Amazon Worlds. The leverage fandom can exert on the market can also be 

found in the successful transitions individual fans have made to professional 

publishing, such as E.L. James, Cassandra Clare, numerous authorised adaptation 

writers, and Kickstarter projects for publishing fanworks. The controlling and 

commodifying elements of mainstream media is one filtered primarily through 

marketing rather than the creator themselves; J.K. Rowling has always suggested 

she was comfortable with fanworks, albeit with some restrictions about content, 

but it was Warner Brothers who delivered Cease and Desist letters. Similarly, the 

use of social media by content creators can cause conflicts between the actors 

and writers, the corporate elements, and the fans themselves, with competing 

desires to tell and control the stories within the media. 

This was particularly evident when Elementary was first launched. Originally it 

was conceived as a US ‘version’ of the BBC’s Sherlock but the showrunners plans 
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were rejected. Given the out of copyright status of the original Conan Doyle 

works (as much as this was a point of contention for the later stories and for his 

estate) the CBS network elected to create their own modernised version. This 

both allowed, and demanded, a greater distance from the BBC version. Beyond 

location changes (Elementary locates itself within New York and occasionally the 

wider United States or internationally, Sherlock is in London and the UK 

primarily), Elementary made one large, and contentious, change – Dr John 

Watson became Dr Joan Watson. 

This regendering, and changes in her biographical identifiers, caused enormous 

amounts of disagreement for fans of both the original and of Sherlock. Multiple 

essays were written defending both of those works from the perceived insult of 

feminising the ladies man veteran, or Americanising the narrative (Coren 2012; 

Stagg 2012; A. Bennett 2012). Once the show was released many of these 

complaints became muffled, particularly those regarding the ‘heterosexualising’ 

of a narrative many see as in some way queer13, and the ‘damaging’ of the canon 

or the characters. Some of this is due to the ways the show very deliberately 

sidestepped those concerns, and the way genre plays into the perception of the 

show. The series continues to play with the canon, and with audience 

expectations, including the regendering (in a way) of Professor Moriarty, and the 

regendering (in a way) of Ms Hudson (who is textually a trans woman, played by 

a trans woman). These more-complex-than-expected ways of intersecting with 

gender, genre, and format, have stymied much of the criticism targeted at the 

regendering itself.  

One of the enduring criticisms of the show is familiar to many of the more 

negative approaches to regendering evident in my previous chapter about fan 

responses; it isn’t really an adaptation, it merely uses the name with no real 

connection to the original. This critique privileges the interlocutor’s version of 

the ‘original’ and what they consider to be the foundations of identity, so it is 

unsurprising that a change in gender is perceived as to be so foundationally 

                                                
13 The question of queerness and Holmes/Watson requires its own thesis to elucidate upon, so I hesitate to make 

any claim for or against it within the canon. 
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shattering as to render any work ‘original’ but also suspect, due to its co-optation 

of those canonical signifiers, in a kind of trademark infringement or 

misrepresentation. My following case studies show that fans, and adaptation, 

necessarily choose which of those canonical signifiers to elaborate upon or 

investigate; for Elementary it retains the relationships of the original, subverted 

or explored through a lens of gender, while prioritising more clearly the drug 

addiction of Sherlock, the shifting identity of Watson, and the human face of 

criminality they face in their casework. 
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Chapter 7.1: Joan Watson: Mascot, Companion and Investigator 

I think it’s sad that you’ve given up. I think you have a lot to share, if you 

cared to. I shouldn’t be the only one who knows you (“We Are Everyone” 

2014). 

The history of Holmesean fanworks go back to the era of the original itself, and 

Sir Conan Doyle’s permissive “Marry him, murder him, do what you will to him” 

directed to a playwright seeking to marry off Holmes in his own fanplay (Eyles 

1986, 34). From there on Sherlock Holmes, in various guises, has appeared in 

hundreds of interpretations. Occasionally a mouse, a robot, cryogenically frozen, 

reincarnated or reinterpreted entirely into a new ‘successor’, Holmes-the-

character provides a colourful canvas to re-work. Modernising the series has 

again had an illustrious history, including the contemporaneous modernisations 

of the early parts of last century such as the Rathbone films. Elementary (2012) is 

one of the more recent adaptations enjoying a measure of commercial and critical 

success, albeit one that has taken the rare path of regendering. In Elementary, the 

character of Dr. John Watson is reworked from the male, white, British veteran of 

the originals and so many remakes to Dr. Joan Watson, a Chinese-American ex-

surgeon played by Lucy Liu. Also reworked and regendered is Moriarty, which 

shifts their rivalry from the masculine homoerotic (as per some adaptations) to a 

regendered homosocial relationship, positioning Joan not as simply an 

amanuensis but as an agent in her own right. Joan’s position as an iteration 

within the archontic Sherlock, that intricate collection of texts, paratexts, 

metatexts and mind palaces that make up modern understandings of the works 

(S. Black, Leveque, and Stewart 2012, 1–5; Derecho 2006, 65) allows for her 

character to simultaneously reinterpret and critique other iterations and media 

itself, particularly through her relationship with Jamie.  

In search of clarity, given the prevalence of Holmsean adaptations, references to 

the characters will be as follows; Joan, Jamie and Sherlock refer to the Elementary 

characters of the same name, Watson, Moriarty and Holmes refer to the original 

characters and other archontic versions will be marked as SeriesName Character. 

The archontic iterations as a whole will be identified as ‘archontic Character’. 
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This method owes a debt of gratitude to fannish naming conventions dealing 

with the endless amounts of character variations. 

Current adaptations of the Holmes mythos that dominate media fandom are the 

BBC television series Sherlock, the Guy Ritchie film series with Robert Downey Jr.  

and Jude Law, and CBS’ Elementary, with Jeremy Brett and Basil Rathbone 

holding spaces almost as ‘Holmes’ Emeritus.’ Literary adaptations, pastiches, and 

continuations (legitimate or not) are less apparent in the fannish landscape, even 

including the original stories14. The focus of both fandom and the media is often 

on the character of Sherlock Holmes, and secondarily on the relationship with 

Watson. Other named characters, such as Irene Adler, Professor Moriarty, Mrs 

Hudson and various victims, perpetrators and police officers, weave in and 

around that dyad of Holmes and Watson. In Elementary, Watson is regendered; 

unlike other (uncommon) adaptations where the female Watson is a descendant 

or reincarnation, Joan Watson is an even rarer occurrence; she is simply a 

woman, without explanation as to why she has come to take this place in the 

work. Moriarty is also similarly regendered, in that the characters of Irene Adler 

and Professor Moriarty are combined into Jamie Moriarty. 

The central conceit of the stories is not simply the relationship between Watson 

and Holmes, as integral as it is. Rather, what the pair does is what defines and 

distinguishes their relationship. They are agents of change and action; they save 

people and solve crimes while maintaining and developing a relationship that has 

become renowned, if not entirely understood. The variables and variations in the 

dyad are a result not only of differing interrogations of the texts (are they queer, 

are they straight, are they really men, is this a triumph of the rational over the 

emotional, Imperialism and colonialism and the death of the British Empire 

going stiff-lipped and righteous into the sea) but of the text itself (Kestner 1997, 

39; Porter 2012, 115). A mass of continuity errors and the effects of Sir Conan 

Doyle’s authorial intent gone skewed and bitter, the Holmes stories have had an 

effect out of all proportion to the texts and it is that dyad of Holmes and Watson 

                                                
14 These broad statements are based on the raw numbers of works available on fannish sites; AO3 has 4586 works 

that claim to be based on the Sir Conan Doyle canon vs 100579 for the BBC adaptation (as at 31/12/2017). 
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and what they do, that is often claimed as the reason for the success. The real 

crux of the success is this: the fans. Call them Sherlockians, Holmeseans, 

whatever you may, their devotion to the text and manipulation of it and 

expansion from it has kept the story going. 

One of the famous pastimes of the Holmseans is The Great Game, the (im)polite 

fiction that the stories are just as they are told, the diaries and writings of Dr John 

Watson passed through Conan Doyle as some sort of amanuensis. The Great 

Game, as it is played, remains a problem for adaptations – not for their place as a 

retelling of the works, but for their own internal structure that avoids the way the 

canon has become part of the weave of media, with adaptations and retellings 

and costumes and even idioms. Which gives rise to something like the Good 

Game, in that each adaptation induces the audience to pretend, to treat seriously, 

that this manifestation of Holmes and Watson is either a continuation of the 

original (via cryogenics or reincarnation or possession) or the birth of it within a 

new environment; one must use the metaknowledge of canonical representation 

while also accepting the absence or erasure of the original. This lack of the varied 

history within the text is often earmarked by deliberate references to it – for 

instance, at a not entirely serious level, Elementary refers to The Great Mouse 

Detective in its opening credits by mimicking in live action the Rube-Goldenberg 

like contraptions from the cartoon. This connection was spotted by fans but not 

referred to by the credit designer in an interview about his work at the blog The 

Art of the Title (Taylor 2013). More seriously the adaptation also references canon 

in titles, in the cases themselves. The aptness, the skill, with which this 

intertextuality is played out becomes a mark of distinction and taste within the 

archontic. 

It also provides a significant playground for the audience and fandom to examine 

and analyse, and is a tool being used by many media producers (adaptations or 

otherwise) to prompt that play. The intertextuality, between media properties 

and canon and paratextual elements, can give rise to problematic concerns about 

representation and understanding; the neutral masculine (white) default allows 

for a kind of freedom that a female, or non-white, character cannot claim. 

Similarly, aspects of the original which remain unsettling but contemporaneously 
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understandable within the canon (particularly racial and gender stereotypes) are 

almost magnified in adaptations and the decision to include or erase those 

aspects loom large. In addition to this, characteristics, qualities and values that 

are praised or even overlooked in the canonical Holmes stories become ugly 

stereotypes in adaptations that change the gender/race of the original characters. 

Each adaptation must in some way interact not only with the original stories, but 

in the myriad ways those characters can be read as an artefact of literary history 

and contemporary politics (including the ongoing effects of historical racism, 

colonialism and sexism). This has resulted in what several online commentators 

call a kind of Trojan horse of updating – characters and situations which are 

moved into modern imaginations with a hasty paintjob of emancipation and 

equality, without changing the underlying structure  (Loving 2012; McDougall 

2013; Valentine 2013). 

The place of the female Watson, of Joan-the-character, cannot be 

decontextualized from the media landscape she inhabits. The essences of the 

male Watson - emotionally astute, caretaker, protector, secondary to Holmes, 

traumatised, devoted (Porter 2012, 10) - must find an equal representation in the 

female but those essences and characteristics are performed and read within the 

gender boundaries. Queer readings of the relationship become heterosexualised 

in this characterisation, echoing the ‘straightwashing’ of historical figures. 

However that reading remains coded in the original and in most archontic 

iterations (to varying degrees of ‘coded’ (Porter 2012, 186)) and the 

heterosexualisation operates only as a sort of reaction to a palimpsest not to the 

text itself. Instead, in this adaptation, the sexual tension remains at an 

intellectual level and lampshaded from the moment the characters meet: 

Sherlock says to Joan “Do you believe in love at first sight?” and is revealed to be 

quoting from the TV show in the background (“Pilot” 2012). Joan’s reaction is not 

represented romantically – there are no lingering shots of her eyes or her face, no 

auditory cues such as breathing – but is a far more realistic shock and confusion. 

The reluctance to sexualise the relationship has been expressed by the show 

runners in interviews online from the beginning of the series; audiences, 

however, are well aware of the ways in which series will use sexual tension within 
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the works (A. Bennett 2012). Detective shows, and police procedurals, have a 

history of their own use and abuse of sexual tension (Moonlighting, The X-Files, 

or in adaptations, Miss Fisher’s Murder Mysteries) as do other genres, and this 

overarching theme is what fans are reacting to – a kind of metatext that 

Elementary is (thus far) subverting. 

Joan is portrayed as being traumatised by the medical incident that prompted her 

career change, yet comfortable with her medical expertise when assisting 

Sherlock; similar to the canonical and archontic Watson as a damaged yet 

functioning hero (through his military or medical prowess). Her emotional 

intelligence is an echo of Watson’s, the seemingly innate understanding of 

people’s feelings and how they interact with the more intellectual observations 

made by Holmes; an innate understanding filtered through and subverted by 

Joan’s race and gender. The spectres of the Dragon Lady, or Exotic Orchid, or 

other racialized sexist stereotypes, are subverted or absent in the text. Joan’s 

family is not the familiarly exotic Chinese stereotype headed by a brutally 

feminine matriarch; instead they are loving, if not understanding their daughter’s 

work. Similarly Joan’s martial prowess is not linked to the mystic or innate but to 

tutelage and work. She is neither hypersexualised nor desexualised and maintains 

both dating and a sexual relationship outside the relationship she has with 

Sherlock. Those stereotypes are instead worked around; at one point Sherlock 

infers that Joan, of course, knows an unnamed martial art and would use it at his 

command, and in another instance Joan drinks Chinese herbal tea and prepares it 

for Sherlock, defending it both as a cultural artefact from her family and as a 

medically proven remedy.  

Watson: Well, you asked for coffee, but you got tea. 

Holmes: No, I'm British, this is not tea. 

Watson: There's some traditional Chinese herbs in there. I poked 

around the stalls in Chinatown while I was waiting for you. I found the 

ingredients for the same tea my mom used to make me when I was 

sick. 
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Holmes: Well, all due respect to your mother, I would prefer 

something proven by a scientific method. 

Watson: The herbs in that tea have been proven scientifically to inhibit 

the movement of neutrophils, improve the function of protective cilia, 

and contribute to longer-lasting, more vasodilated erections (“You Do 

It To Yourself” 2012). 

Her race and gender inform her characterisation without relying on the 

reproduction of stereotypes in order to perform the canonically appropriate level 

of Watson-ness. 

The absence of fully realised female and non-white characters of the Holmesean 

Archives is occupied and restructured by Joan, as a deliberate act of both 

differentiation by the creators of the show to address both nascent copyright 

concerns associated with BBC’s Sherlock and to address the imbalance of the 

original, as reported by several news outlets online (Sherwin 2012). The 

reinterpretation of Holmes and Watson as a male-female duo raises numerous 

spectres based in fannish experiences of media. There is suspicion around the 

heterosexualising of queer subtexts and fan metanarratives, and the depowering 

and sexualising of the female version, thus replicating gender roles and norms 

within a fictive piece, and also romanticising a platonic heterosexual relationship 

as a commercial rather than creative choice. This has variously been expressed by 

critics and fans online as a kind of ‘infection’ of femininity and politics into the 

presumed purity of the original (Coren 2012). A purity that necessitates the 

rejection and othering of the feminine and female and anything other than the 

good men of the British Empire; again, an archontic variation on the series rather 

than a nuanced attendance to the canon itself. Theirs is not a relationship that 

holds up the weight of the Empire, rather it exemplifies the tensions of the era 

and the limitations of masculinity (Kestner 1997, 48). 

The relationship between Joan and Sherlock develops continually through the 

series, moving from sober companion to partner, with various missteps and 

detours along the way. The changes are often characterised by serious discussions 
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and radical honesty, mimicking the values Joan carried with her as a sober 

companion. Her initial appearance in the series is marked by a passivity marked 

only by reaction to Sherlock, almost akin to inscrutability but rather than being 

situated as a racial performance or characteristic, it is professional boundary 

setting and decision making within the context of the addict-companion 

relationship. This has been remarked on by some part of the audience and critics 

online as evidence of female passivity, of Joan’s inability to match Sherlock’s 

intellectuality, “a mere scold and literal babysitter” - problematic as a gendered 

interaction, in spite of the archontic Watsonian emotionality (Ryan 2012). When 

read as part of the entire series, her actions and passivity at the beginning are 

manifestations of professional and personal strength. Also, reactions to those 

aspects of the series are examples of the ways in which canonical characterisation 

is read differently in adaptations due to gender, and the way personal values and 

characteristics are weighted according to gender. The emotional intelligence of 

the archontic Watson is subversion within Joan, due both to race and gender; she 

still inhabits that space of the emotional conduit for Sherlock but without the 

canonical sex, the canonical masculinity and whiteness, the meaning of the 

support and translation of his intellect is different. This characterisation was 

noted in the infamous ‘Watson is a Woman’ essay (Stout 1941, 163), yet when the 

character is regendered the meanings of Watson the woman are remarkably 

different. 

Post-sober companion Joan is depicted as not only lying (albeit uncomfortably) 

to Sherlock about her continued employment, but also willing to assist in several 

criminal activities. The familiar archontic relationship where Watson is the 

helpmeet to Holmes, and willing to compromise certain values in pursuit of 

support, is well trod including in contemporary adaptations. In this case however, 

her willingness comes from a desire to extend her own self, her position as 

partner to Sherlock. A selfishness that resonates differently, again, due to her 

femaleness. An extension of her caring capacities, or an endangerment of her 

own self, in pursuit and protection of Holmes offers little subversion and simply 

reduced to a convenient plot point and support token. By changing the 

motivation behind the actions, Elementary retains the structure of the 
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relationship, including the actions and the provocations, while developing a kind 

of truthfulness to the depiction of Joan as a woman who is ruthless, loyal, and 

competent. The relationship remains valuable without being weakened by the 

use of those tropes that fans and critics alike were wary of. 

Joan’s elevation to full partner, handling cases without the overview of Sherlock 

and assisting Sherlock, is less a feature of the stories and more a conceit of the 

genre the canon has been adapted into – police procedurals. This creative 

decision, to adapt into a genre rather than to ‘purely’ adapt (for a given value of 

‘pure’) is part of many critical responses to the work and inextricable from the 

representation of the female characters. The common tropes and scriptwriting 

limitations of commercial TV present boundaries around Elementary, including 

the absence of queer representation in recurring characters, and the methods 

used by detectives. The presence of multiple characters of non-white 

backgrounds (in main, recurring and bit parts) and the lone trans character push 

at those boundaries, particularly in the case of Joan, but they are still bound by 

the medium. This medium comes with expectations about female detectives and 

thus far Elementary has shied away from many of them. This representation 

echoes the canon, somewhat, and undermines much of the metatextually 

situated criticism aimed at the heterosexualising of a ‘queer’ narrative. Sherlock’s 

sexual activity is not focussed on Joan, or even Jamie for all that they were 

romantically involved, but is instead represented through a series of non-

standard relationships; a sex worker, regular casual partners, an older woman he 

maintains a sexually explicit penpal-type relationship with, occasionally an 

important figure in a case, and a more extensive relationship with an autistic 

woman who also helps them solve cases. Joan’s responses to the ‘other women’ 

contain no jealousy, and none is implied, further moving their relationship from 

the medium-driven expectations and into the more canonically implied (intense) 

platonic bond. The scene where she throws him out of an interview with a victim 

encapsulates not only his manipulation but her understanding of him as a 

manipulator and as an investigator; he manipulates her and the victim in order to 

create a situation for them to bond and for Joan’s interrogation to become more 
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astute but she is aware of this confronts Sherlock for his unnecessary 

interference. 

Sherlock: I knew it, I knew if I started a row in there you’d come to her 

defence, and if you came to her defence she might very well tell you the 

truth. 

Joan: You’re so full of it (“Pilot” 2012). 

The arc of character development in Elementary is necessarily bound with genre 

(procedural) and format (American television series format of twenty-two 45-

minute-long episodes); this restriction on the characterisation and plot 

development is highlighted in critiques which address the ‘ease’ of the crime 

solving, or the metatextual reading into the meaning of the ‘guest star’ as 

‘spoiling’ the mystery. The restrictions of the form do not apply to many other 

adaptations, although they are prevalent in the Holmes-inspired House or 

Psyche. Indeed, much of the criticism of Elementary holds those loose archontic 

versions as preferable ways of dealing with the restrictions of the format and 

distancing the expansive genius of the canon from the closed in cases of the 

television series format. This format however affects the flow of character 

development and the introduction of archontic elements by placing them within 

the existing rhythm and heavily codified television series format. This allows for 

readings within and against both the format restrictions and expectations, 

particularly around romance, and within and against the canon/Archive. 

Australian TV network Channel 10 produced a promo for the first season of 

Elementary which used the tools and techniques most often seen in fanvids to 

create a romantic subplot. They used scenes from the first five episodes intercut 

to create the illusion of sexual tension. This, while not from the creators of 

Elementary, shows clearly how the resistant non-romantic narrative of the series 

is in conflict with dominant readings of the format, not the work itself. 

The biggest variation in the actual relationships in Elementary is not the sexual 

and romantic relationship between Joan and Mycroft, in spite of its on-screen 

oddness and awkwardness, or even that between Jamie (Adler/Moriarty) and 
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Sherlock. Rather, it is the relationship between Joan and Jamie that is the greatest 

disparity. The Mycroft/Joan relationship is signposted with misinformation and 

the kind of incredibly realistic yet cringe-inducingly awkward conversations that 

mark a relationship that has a lot more to do with plot and the classical 

homosocial covenant than characterisation and canonical referencing. The 

position of the two Holmes brothers in conflict over Watson is not unique to 

Elementary and neither is it changed overmuch by the introduction of the sexual 

relationship. It replicates Sedgwick’s homosocial triangle – where two men act 

out a relationship through the sexualised means of a female third party - but 

without the intensity of focus otherwise offered to that kind of imagery which 

negates the importance of the woman in order to place a greater focus on the 

men (1985, 22). The Irene Adler and Sherlock relationship is a sexualisation of the 

canonical ‘The Woman’, albeit with the added obstacle of Adler being Moriarty 

and Holmes’ soul mate-nemesis. That relationship forms one arm of the new 

homosocial triangle - a lesbian homosocial triangle (Castle 1993, 70), between 

Joan and Jamie and Sherlock.  

Jamie is introduced as the dead Irene Adler, whose murder is revealed to have 

prompted Sherlock’s drug addiction and ‘rock bottom’. Moriarty is the shadowy 

figure who paid the serial assassin ‘M’ to murder her, and who orchestrates a 

number of criminal enterprises. Further along in the series she is found to have 

survived, to have been held captive by Moriarty. Then, via a small scar left by 

mole removal surgery she is unmasked as Moriarty by Sherlock. However, it 

eventually is Joan who organises and coordinates the operation which captures 

her. Until this, the relationship between Jamie and Sherlock is foregrounded and 

Joan is orbiting the pair at a distance. At one point Jamie calls Joan a ‘mascot’, a 

manifestation of the gendered underestimation that Jamie herself notes as the 

impetus for the creation of the false male front of Moriarty. After the 

denouement, Moriarty’s focus is turned to Joan. Her introduction in series two is 

heralded by an enormous portrait of Joan, painted by Moriarty in prison. She is 

also revealed to be a mother, and her maternal interest behind not only an 

escape, but her cooperation with Sherlock, Joan and the police. The revelation of 

her parental status does not lessen her criminal activities or nature, adding 
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another layer atop an already complex character and one which undermines 

much of the gendered rhetoric around parenting and reproduction as a 

professional (albeit criminal) woman. 

Joan and Jamie remain locked in a kind of homosocial bond, acted out and 

through their individual relationships with Sherlock. Castle identifies the erasure 

of lesbianism from Sedgwick’s homosocial framework as erasing the lesbian 

entirely (1993, 70) and that method and means of erasing aligns with Gaten’s 

critiques of the way neutralising gender serves to erase the woman, rather than to 

expand the categories and representation of women (1996, 25). Yet in the case of 

Jamie and Joan, their femininity is not neutralised – they present femininely 

without being bound to only femininity and their relationship is a deeply 

intimate, if antagonistic, one. The portrait Jamie paints of Joan anchors and 

dominates her cell; not only a reminder of her own internalised sexism causing 

defeat but an enormous space, physical and intellectual and creative, being taken 

up by another woman (“The Diabolical Kind”, 2014). The biggest fan of Joan is 

Jamie, and that devotion is imbued with femininity and femaleness; Castle refers 

to lesbian homosociality as being a fan of women and Jamie’s initial misanthropy 

grounding itself as misogyny towards Joan is transformed into this admiration. 

The foregrounding of this, even as the cases resolve and revolve around Sherlock, 

form a kind of palimpsest well within the bounds of a queer celluloid closet, 

much like the vaunted queer Holmes and Watson of the archontic iterations. 

And, manifesting Castle’s arguments about the idea that the homosocial has no 

use to the female-female relationship as it “denominates the continuum” (Castle 

1993, 70; Sedgwick 1985, 3), the relationship between Joan and Jamie is not 

boundarised by what could be considered friendship, or even antagonism, but a 

deeply intimate bond acted out and through their male point of contact, Sherlock 

(“The Diabolical Kind”, 2014). While the relationship is non-platonic and 

previously sexual for Sherlock and Jamie, it is no longer so, and the other lines of 

the triangle remain non-sexual and platonic. Thus, queer subtext does find a 

place within Elementary but rather than involving any archontic Holmes it 

focuses on the relationship between Joan and Jamie. The portrait is one of the 

most obvious examples of a queer kind of attention between the pair, and the 



 

188 
 

position of Joan as the only person, other than Jamie’s ‘soulmate’ Sherlock, who 

can ‘surprise’ the all-knowing, all-understanding genius of the criminal 

mastermind. This elevation of Joan to the same investigative level as Sherlock and 

Moriarty, yet still maintaining the nurturing conduit of the archontic Watson.  

Joan’s inhabitation of the Watsonian body is a lengthy process that requires the 

watcher to perceive the characteristics of the canonical Watson, and those 

archontic ideations, and parse them through the body of Joan. Joan’s 

embodiment as a woman is one moderated through the actress, Lucy Liu. A 

fannishly lauded aspect of that embodiment is her wardrobe – as stereotypically 

feminine as that may be as a facet of characterisation and critical concern, it is a 

fruitful and deliberate one. The transition of the canonical and archontic 

Watson’s sartorial choices, constrained by masculinity and race and class, into 

the similarly constrained but highly performative arena of women’s fashion 

touches on the ways in which presentation in general is read differently. The 

waistcoat, the jumper, the cardigan, all read differently on the female body. Even 

if the body is B(b)utch, the transgression is occurring (Halberstam 1998, 267). 

Avoiding this transgression, Elementary instead feminises the female body, 

through clothing and action. However, Joan is introduced while wearing winter 

jogging gear, a scarf, hat, hooded sweatshirt, and leggings, that reveal her bodily 

femininity but her outfit does not perform it, instead situating her character in 

the realms of action (Elementary “Pilot”, 2012). Her outfits do not denote a 

specific internal character, the way menswear would have, but instead have a 

kind of verisimilitude. Numerous fannish blogs, primarily on Tumblr, focus on 

her outfits, her accessories, and have critiqued the same, such as ‘Joan’s Fashion 

Show’, ‘What Would Joan Watson Wear’, and ‘Joan Watson’s Closet’, and posts 

on blogs like Oh No They Didn’t that not only go into the clothing, but interview 

the costume designer. Most notoriously the episode where Joan walks through 

snow in four-inch stacked boot heels has been criticised as ‘nonsensical’, while 

recognising it as a factor of the form given the height differences between the two 

leads and the needs to framing the shots. The kind of hyper-attention to women’s 

sartorial choices, critiquing and consuming, has its roots in capitalism and can 

often manifest in an excessive weight placed unfairly on the female and the 
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feminine (Elam 1994, 32). Sherlock’s shirts, socks and tattoos come under similar 

levels of scrutiny but the way those affectations are read by fans, by critics, is 

steeped in the character15. The masculinity of checked socks and tight, 

transparent character t-shirts are unremarked upon, or the entirely realistic but 

anti-designed tattoo collection, remain static under the masculinity of the 

character, the encompassing manliness of Holmes. Yet, in an uncritically 

reproduced example of Butlerian gender performativity, Joan’s embodiment and 

femininity is an unstable and perpetually ‘lacking’ characteristic necessitating 

constant oversight and critical engagement lest it spill into too much or not 

enough (Butler 2011b, 33). 

The importance of Joan is not only contained within the story of her as Watson 

but also within her archontic effects and the media landscape that she acts 

within. The roles available for women, for minorities, remain minimal and the 

success of an adaptation that changes those aspects of a character echoes out 

beyond the work as a kind of meme (Smith and Cook 2008, 1). Regendering is not 

a new adaptational technique, not even within the Holmes archive (a Russian 

adaptation regenders both Watson and Holmes for example) but the ways in 

which Elementary changes the character and the ways in which it doesn’t are 

integral. Importantly, the regendering was not only a ‘fresh look’ at a character, 

or a new way of telling the story, but a concretely political act by the 

showrunners to reject the homogenous nature of the original works and the idea 

that as an adaptation, reinscribing and reinforcing that homogeneity is 

acceptable even when it presents an unrealistic version of reality. Fans have, 

when the political natures of regendering (or racebending) have been targeted, 

renamed the male white default as a political statement of its own. The 

reformation and bending of the political and social field of engagement is, at its 

core, the wider impact of regendering. Joan’s characterisation is not simply a part 

of the archontic Watson, or even the Holmesean archives, but she becomes part 

                                                
15 Sherlock’s tattoos particularly are objects of something like a fetish, in and out of the show, but are remarkably 

embodied textually and are in fact Miller’s own collection of ink. 
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of a greater creative and feminist praxis which destabilises the foundations of the 

works and critically addresses the shortcoming of the originals and the readings.  

While the regendering is important, and exposes the character and the Holmsean 

Archive, to great roles and characterisation of women, it relies heavily on the 

maleness and implied masculine power of the original for its impact. From that 

foundation it works towards a fully realised and complex characterisation that 

touches on the points necessary for an iteration of Watson (and thus Holmes), 

that is sensitive to and inclusive of the effects gender and race have on not just 

character and audience reception, but on the development and rationale for that 

characterisation. Nonetheless the reception of Liu’s Joan Watson has included 

both racial and gendered stereotypes and has included critiques heavily invested 

in various archontic iterations. The place of the Sherlock Holmes mythos cannot 

be understated in this reaction and the investment fans have in archontic 

iterations such as BBC’s Sherlock, or Jeremy Brett’s series, or more rarely the Guy 

Ritchie franchise. A certain kind of class consciousness is embedded in some of 

those critiques, in that an American version is necessarily ‘low class’ and 

appealing to the lowest common denominator; this is probably why very few fans 

claim Robert Downey Junior as the Sherlock, but many are happy to claim 

Benedict Cumberpatch or Jeremy Brett, in spite of all three being non-historically 

accurate depictions that necessarily focus on parts of the canonical descriptions. 

Similarly, fans will allow a certain enjoyment of Elementary with the hastily 

applied coda that they do not consider it a Holmes story, not really, it’s just by 

accident they share some names. Almost as if they were purposefully invoking 

Russ and the spirit of how to supress women’s writing, in this case, women 

Watsons; yes it is a woman Watson but it doesn’t actually count because she 

shouldn’t be a Watson at all, she is badly adapted, she isn’t masculine enough, 

she isn’t enough, she doesn’t count (1983, 4). If she did count as a Watson, then 

the audience must confront how they read the maleness of the Watson, how they 

read and operate under the male default and what that means to their 

consumption practices (and creative ones). 

Ultimately, however, Joan is a foil to Sherlock, and a companion, just as Watson 

is the foil and companion to Holmes. Her importance is evident through him, 
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and through the connection to the archontic. Joan invites and insists the 

audience confront the masculinity of not only Watson, but the archontic Watson, 

and indeed the entire concept of the ‘every man’ character that Watson is lauded 

as an archetype of. Her relationships, with Sherlock, Jamie and Mycroft, offer a 

representation of the ways in which a female character, without the force and 

power of the male original behind her, becomes less realised, less real, through 

the common tropes of narrative function. Regendering can only go so far, as 

feminist and creative praxis, and Joan’s importance can only be maintained for so 

long until she is again brought back to the fold, as both Watson-the-helpmeet 

and as a female character, unable to deconstruct the ways in which she in 

constructed. 
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Chapter 8: Pastiches, Not Fanvids Part 2 

The body as a material discourse or discursive materiality, is a site where 

flesh and speech or knowledge fold within and through each other as an 

expression of self (MacCormack 2008, 12). 

Elemental Rage in Elementary: Jamie Moriarty and Irene Adler, queerness and 

villainy for regendered characters’ submitted to Continuum and has been edited 

to fit this manuscript. 

The previous chapter is a specific analysis of the heroic character, the co-lead and 

the unambiguously good Watson. This chapter focuses on Jamie Moriarty, 

another character who is regendered, and the overarching villain whose 

relationships with Watson and Holmes are complex, sexualised, and integral to 

the series. ‘Elemental Rage in Elementary: Jamie Moriarty and Irene Adler, queer 

villainy for regendered characters’ focuses on the ways in which the ‘evil 

mastermind’ of Moriarty is subverted and defined by gender, and how that 

intersects with expectations of gendered violence. The spectre of women and 

violence is central to the detective and police procedural genres that Elementary 

crosses, and an analysis of the ways in which the regendering affects that violence 

from the point of view of the instigator as much as a victim. 

Elementary also references other adaptations, firmly situating itself within the 

wider archontic field of fanwork, from playful references to less serious 

adaptations (such as the opening cinematic directly remaking a key scene from 

The Great Mouse Detective) to the original works themselves (episode names 

such as The Five Orange Pipz directly references Conan Doyle’s story The Five 

Orange Pips but diverges from it significantly). This playfulness includes the 

audience in the work of adaptation, gives the fans a way to deepen their 

interaction with the show and its canon, asking them to investigate the show 

itself, and rewarding them for their interest. As I mention previously, and within 

the following chapters, this combination of pleasure and work, of familiarity and 

disruption, can invoke a state of ‘flow’ and deepen the audience’s engagement 

with the work itself, and from there pushes them into a greater understanding of 



 

196 
 

the methods of adaptation itself. Elementary approaches the process of 

adaptation in a way familiar to fanworks – through a complex intersection of 

play, politics, and pastiche.   
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Chapter 8.1 ‘Elemental Rage in Elementary: Jamie Moriarty and Irene 

Adler, queer villainy for regendered characters’  

On the Holmsean television series adaptation Elementary the central figure 

John Watson is regendered, however Jamie Moriarty, another character who 

is regendered, is the overarching villain whose relationships with Watson 

and Holmes are complex, sexualised, and integral to the series. This paper 

focuses on the ways in which the ‘evil mastermind’ of Moriarty is subverted 

and defined by gender, and how that intersects with expectations of 

gendered violence. The spectre of women and violence is central to the 

detective and police procedural genres that Elementary crosses, and an 

analysis of the ways in which the regendering affects that violence from the 

point of view of the instigator as much as a victim. 

Elementary also references other adaptations, firmly situating itself within 

the wider archontic field of fanwork, from playful references to less serious 

adaptations (such as the opening cinematic directly remaking a key scene 

from The Great Mouse Detective) to the original works themselves (episode 

names directly reference Conan Doyle’s stories). This playfulness includes 

the audience in the work of adaptation, gives the fans a way to deepen their 

interaction with the show and its canon, asking them to investigate the 

show itself, and rewarding them for their interest. 

Keywords: gender; Sherlock Holmes; Elementary; regendering; adaptations; 

queerness; violence. 

Introduction 

The Sherlock Holmes adaptation, Elementary, regenders two main canonical 

characters – John Watson (who becomes Joan Watson) and Moriarty. The figure 

of Moriarty is combined with that of Irene Adler, taking the place of both The 

Woman and the Napoleon of Crime. As the nemesis, Moriarty is almost 

unrepentantly violent, orchestrating murders and tortures and leading an 

international crime syndicate. Despite this, her violence is rarely cinematic or 

visually represented – only her performance around it. She is responsible, at a 
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remove. This essay examines the manifestations of her self-described ‘innate’ 

violent tendencies with her position as both soul mate and nemesis of Sherlock, 

and her recently revealed status of motherhood. The televisual aspects of her 

violence are depicted most clearly in her relationship with Holmes or Watson, 

and in her relationship with her daughter; intimate and closely cropped to the 

domain of women. Similarly, her violence also works in and around the cinematic 

history of queer signifiers for antagonists, such as her gender transgressions, 

obsessiveness and violent tendencies, and her flamboyance once she reasserts 

herself as a criminal mastermind. Of note is the differentiation between her 

performance of the damaged woman and her subsequent position as the bad man 

with her transition from lover and victim to the caged criminal genius and 

subsequent maternity.  

In Elementary Jeremy Lee Miller and Lucy Liu play Sherlock and Watson, 

respectively. It also stars, in a recurring role Natalie Dormer; she initially appears 

as Irene Adler, but is then revealed to be Jamie Moriarty. As Irene Adler she is 

The Woman, as Moriarty she is the Napoleon of Crime. As both, she is a 

disruption to the expectations of the genre, of Holmsean adaptations, and the 

gendered presentation of violence in television. To understand the expectations 

of the genre, and Holmsean adaptations, this chapter will examine the ways in 

which Elementary interacts with other retellings of the canonical stories, then the 

ways in which Dormer’s character changes from the initial introduction to her 

performance in the later seasons, including central tropes of feminine gender 

performance – motherhood and love. So while “the female heroism of the warrior 

woman is both masculine and feminine which subverts cultural tendencies to 

represent gender categories in rigid, binary terms,” she is identified as 

“recognizably female, even maternal …furthermore, her feminine qualities do not 

inhibit her fighting prowess in any way, while her masculine traits do not 

diminish her humanity” (Bennion-Nixon 2010, para. 5). The necessity of the 

violent female figure to have a reason for that violence, to exhibit a cause deemed 

just, to be maternal if not a mother, to be feminine, means that for the 

regendered character a balance must be struck between the original violence and 

the feminised version. The importance of the regendering within Elementary 
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intersects with the depiction and representation of cinematic violence in a 

multitude of ways, and the manifestation of narrative sympathy for those 

characters within the texts themselves. 

The affect associated with adaptive work is comfort; Van Steenhuyse suggests it is 

an immersive context, a familiarity that is then traded on for increased 

identification and a more sophisticated reading of the text as the audience can be 

relied upon to know the broad details of the canonical work. This then allows the 

adaptation to expand upon, or change, or twist, those elements so that “they are 

transported to a universe that confirms a wide range of expectations, but also 

offers them something new” (2011, 6). In regendered work this is not simply just 

about character, or genre, but also about the ways gender is characterised within 

the work, within media, and within genre. Jamie Moriarty takes upon herself the 

mantle of the male criminal genius through that regendering, while retaining the 

femaleness of Adler, and the myriad ways that manifests in the original and in the 

many other adaptations of the work. 

My first instinct was to kill you. Quietly, discreetly. But then, the more 

I learned about you, the more... curious I became. Here, at last, seemed 

to be a mind that rivalled my own, something too complicated and too 

beautiful to destroy. At least, without further analysis. ―Jamie 

Moriarty to Sherlock Holmes (“M.” 2013). 

The division, artificial as it may be, between the personal violence of the criminal 

and the institutional and systematic violence of the mastermind is one that 

Elementary introduces in numerous episodes and personifies in several of its 

recurring antagonists. Most obviously, the figure of Moriarty inhabits a space 

both personally malevolent and institutionally violent– they are a manipulator of 

nations, head of an international crime syndicate, while also murdering people 

‘on the page’ and off. The spectrum of violence occupied by Moriarty is broad and 

one that, while intimately focused on Sherlock, is not simply defined by the 

relationship between the two characters. There is the third member of the group 

– Watson – but also the world itself. The perceptions surrounding Moriarty, who 

is simultaneously powerful at a systematic international level but unknown, 
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faceless and unknowable to the public, is layered in with gender in Elementary’s 

version of the character. The intricacies of the relationships between Holmes, 

Watson, and Moriarty underpin almost all adaptations, and those versions 

become part of the wider mythos themselves; Elementary adds to those Archontic 

narratives and to wider discourses around the experiences of women in media 

and in television. The character of Jamie is one who builds on not only the 

canonical Irene, the canonical Moriarty, but also the myriad adaptations and the 

perceptions and receptions of women as love interests, women as criminals, and 

women as figures of violence. 

The canon, the adaptations, and the spaces between 

Susan Black, Abigail Derecho, and other theorists have applied the Derridean 

concept of the archive to fan studies and fanwork revealing ‘…a complex web of 

interdependency, one that can be extended to describe the functions and 

relations of all texts, not just those that claim explicit inter-relations’ (S. Black, 

Leveque, and Stewart 2012, 1) and a ‘…tendency to toward enlargement and 

accretion…’ (Derecho 2006, 64). Within this framework Jamie Moriarty is not 

simply a singular character within the confines of the stories or Elementary but 

works within the wider audience perception of the archontic Holmsean narrative, 

expanding upon, relating with and to the other archontic versions. By combining 

the two characters Elementary deals with the inherent misogyny of the original’s 

The Woman – who defines ‘…Holmes’s dismissive view of the whole sex.’, and the 

implied sexism of the archontic Adlers as ‘…stunted re-visionings of female 

subjectivity’ (Primorac 2013, 94; 107). It also addresses some of the issues for 

actresses, and roles for women in wider media; Dormer herself has been quoted 

in interviews talking about the role of Moriarty as one she relishes: ‘we don’t have 

enough young, female antiheroes. We don’t accept women as antiheroes the way 

we do the men…’ (Higgins 2014). By examining these aspects of Elementary as an 

adaptation, and how they interact with other adaptations and the wider media, 

the scope of Moriarty’s violence can be ascertained. 

Important to the understanding of the characterisation of any Holmsean 

narrative is the fandom, and all of the other adaptations, and the tribalism that 
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springs up around those adaptations (Pearson 2007, 98). From the beginning of 

the works the fans have been a part of the mythos (Eyles 1986); the black 

armbands after Sir Conan Doyle finally threw his hero from the Reichenbach 

Falls, and the rumours of said hero’s resurrection being due to royal bargaining, 

are not unfamiliar emotional responses to the modern audience. There has been 

a long-standing drive to adapt these characters to the fan-producer’s 

contemporary desires, adding materials to the archontic Holmes. 

Regendering, as evident in the characters of Joan, Jamie, and to a certain extent 

Ms Hudson who is a trans woman in Elementary, offers a deconstruction of 

gender via the simultaneous examination of the engendering of the original 

character through the changes in the derivative work, and the manifestation of 

gender performance in the regendered cipher. It also begins to occupy the 

absence of non-male, non-white characters being identified by researchers and 

fans as endemic to mainstream media, and experientially rejects it as harmful - 

Junot Diaz says “If you want to make a human being a monster, deny them, at the 

cultural level, any reflection of themselves” (Stetler 2009). The show runners, 

including Doherty the Executive Producer, have mentioned the imbalances of the 

original and why they sought to make those changes to the gender and race of 

characters because their adaptation modernises the mythos and situates it in 

New York; a cast dominated by white men would have some authenticity with 

respect to the original work, but would also be entirely inauthentic for the new 

setting and historical period (A. Bennett 2012). 

Even with the more egalitarian notions about the archontic Holmes and the 

elimination of a hierarchy in the context of the adaptations and fanworks, the 

canon still takes precedence for many and the relevance of that canonical origin 

of the characters is necessary to examine the ways the adaptations work with and 

around them. Canonical Holmes professes no love for Adler, but he is consumed 

by The Woman. His idolisation of Adler can be likened to tropes of courtly love, 

emphasised by his patriotic engraving of ‘V.R.’ (Victoria Regina) in bullet holes 

on the wall of his lodgings, and that ‘gracious woman’s’ own strict standards of 

propriety and romantic notions, but also reveals the limitations of the source, 

bound as it was to ideals and understandings of the day.  To have Holmes ‘beaten’ 
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by a woman could only happen if the woman were exceptional, unique, and able 

to be placed upon a pedestal and removed from the wider class of women. The 

canonical Irene Adler appears briefly, but demands outsized attentions for the 

effort. She is one of the few people who bested Holmes in his area of interest, 

identifying him and his work, disguising herself to escape his notice, thoroughly 

disconcerting his emotional equilibrium by maintaining a sense of honour where 

Holmes’ client has little (Primorac 2013, 99). The textual and historical elements 

of her characterisation in the canon as an adventuress, as a mistress, as to the 

nature of the incriminating evidence, provide a rich ground for archontic 

adaptations. Only Adler has beaten Holmes, and only Holmes has beaten 

Moriarty.  

In Elementary, however, Holmes, and eventually Watson, have ‘solved’ the 

mystery that is Jamie. It is one of the few retellings which both regenders 

Moriarty and sexualises this relationship via Moriarty’s alter ego of Irene Adler. 

Her gender presentation is explicitly and knowingly performative, in that she 

acknowledges the treatment of her persona as Adler is different to the false 

masculine front of Moriarty. In a reverse of a common adaptational and 

cinematic trope of Adler/The Woman being the tool being wielded by 

Moriarty/the crime lord (both BBC’s Sherlock and Guy Ritchie’s A Game of 

Shadows do this) Moriarty is in truth a tool, a persona, just as Adler is, to the ur-

character Jamie.  

There are several modern adaptations that feature Irene and Moriarty as linked 

on some level; in Sherlock she is reimagined as a blackmailer, who uses her 

professional skills as a dominatrix as fodder for her work; she is also a lesbian 

who falls in love with Sherlock. In the Guy Ritchie Sherlock Holmes films she is an 

agent provocateur, who is used by Moriarty as a tool against Sherlock, ultimately 

dying (or appearing to) by Moriarty’s hand. In Elementary she is Jamie Moriarty 

an art restorer/thief and ultimately the canonical crime lord - Adler is the cipher, 

a persona adopted by Moriarty, and Holmes’ ex-lover and soulmate. Adler’s 

relationship with Holmes is sexualised and romanticised from the beginning, but 

Jamie’s is not. These Archontic representations provide as much fodder for 

Elementary as the original as the show plays with representations and hints at the 
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other adaptations through a variety of means:  the names of characters like ‘Del 

Gruner’ whose namesake in the original has the more unwieldy ‘Adelbert Gruner’; 

episodes such as ‘A Giant Gun Filled With Drugs’ where the phrase “I believe in 

Sherlock Holmes” is repeatedly mentions – a phrase originally linked with the 

finale of Season 2 of BBC’s Sherlock and the fannish reaction to Holmes’ apparent 

death;  the title credits that reference the animated adaptation, and the writing 

containing references to shows with links to the Holmsean mythos, ranging from 

Get Smart and the shoe phone, to using the actual phrenology prop from House . 

This gives their decisions about the presentation of Irene and Moriarty a greater 

weight and conscious understanding of the Archontic elements of the work. 

Elementary destabilizes these expectations, and the canon, knowingly, by 

regendering more than one character, and offering these ‘Easter Eggs’ to fans. It 

also subverts the expectations of the fans – loosely defined as those who know the 

mythos – as much as it subverts media expectations and canon.  

Jamie’s sexual dominance is not as pronounced as it is for many of the Archontic 

Adlers, but it remains a part of the character. Primorac identifies Adler’s 

characterisation as honourable in the canonical texts (even as she is a 

‘dishonourable woman’ as per the contextual adventuress codifying sexual 

promiscuity) and that it is Holmes’ cynicism which causes his underestimation of 

her in the original. This is replaced by blatant sexuality combining with 

emotional reticence (or ‘self-diagnosed sociopathy’ as per Sherlock) causing the 

same in the modern adaptations, a hearkening to that neo-Victorian trope of 

female sexuality, even as it modernises the container it is in as a thoroughly 

capable fighter or dominatrix (Primorac 2013, 89–23).The sexual nature of Adler is 

an undertone in the canon to the modern reader unfamiliar with the signifiers of 

the era, although she remains an eroticised figure she diegetically rejects the 

identity in favour of respectability. Her eroticised nature as a lesson on the 

immorality of the aristocracy becomes overtly sexual and sexualised in the 

adaptations and from there makes it into the archontic Adler. Creators of 

adaptive works, like Elementary, understand this sexual dominance as a feature of 

the Archontic Adler and something that must be considered in their versions of 

the work; the writing, the casting, the costuming such as the nudity of BBC’s 
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Adler and her wardrobe of sexual costumes including the leather and crop of a 

dominatrix. In many recent adaptations, and indeed most of them, the Archontic 

Adler becomes something of a femme fatale – sexual, tied intimately with 

Holmes, deceitful and ultimately in need of his intellect. Primorac has criticised 

this, and indeed has remarked that this is a reduction in Adler’s characterisation 

from the canonical –  

… the blatant and much overlooked loss of Victorian female characters’ 

agency that takes place in the process of ‘updating’ Victorian texts in 

contemporary screen adaptations through the – now almost routine – 

‘sexing up’ of the proverbially prudish Victorians (Primorac 2013, 90).  

The aggressive sexualisation of the character is very much a facet of modern film, 

and this disproportionately feminine lens is applied almost without thought 

given to canonical Adler’s use of masculine clothing as a disguise or her ultimate 

goal being anonymity (Primorac 2013). In Elementary this is almost reversed, with 

Adler returning from the dead, and her power increasing as she is revealed to be 

Moriarty and in spite of the highly feminising revelation of motherhood, her 

relationship with Sherlock, and being incarcerated, she remains powerful. Yet her 

relationship with Joan is as important as the relationship with Sherlock. Her 

characterisation remains a comforting memory of the canon but instead of 

another representation of women as tools of powerful men, it delivers a 

representation based in the archontic Moriarty’s power – a mostly masculine-

male image – and contains it within a woman. The problems, the powers, the 

personality, so familiar from the canonical texts (and other adaptations) are 

regendered, allowing for the audience to experience the expected Moriarty in the 

guise of Jamie, expanding the space and representation of Adler (and Moriarty) to 

encompass the regendered version. This transition, from Adler to Moriarty, from 

Irene to Jamie, is something more than simply a late-season reveal of a recurring 

antagonist; it is the reworking of an iconic character through the versions and 

habitus of femininity the canon, the genre, and the archontic adaptations are 

steeping in. 
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Irene to Jamie 

Tell me, is that how you learned to be one of them? By learning to care 

how your actions seemed in the eyes of another? – Moriarty, to 

Sherlock Holmes. (“The Diabolical Kind” 2014) 

Jamie’s performance as Adler, and as Moriarty, offers very concrete examples of 

the performatively feminine. Her gender is not simply a result of her genes, her 

physical body, but is a complex relationship of semiotic presentations, 

conversations, physical embodiments and acts, and adjusts around other 

characters, including the sexual relationship with Sherlock. Unlike most other 

adaptations, Elementary’s Sherlock is introduced as a sexual being (removing 

handcuffs from a ladder implying their use with a visiting sex worker, and a series 

of sexual relationships with women throughout the series) yet he and Jamie are 

not depicted engaging in sex; her character is de-eroticised as she moves from the 

archontic Adler to the archontic Moriarty. 

Irene is initially ‘the dead woman’; her death prompts his investigations into 

Moriarty, into M, prompts his drug addiction. It is revenge for her murder that 

pushes him into torture and his own intimate acts of violence. When she is 

reintroduced as having been held hostage, rather than murdered, Dormer 

portrays a woman who is terrified. She is the victim of terrors, unspoken and un-

examined, crying and screaming in fear. The familiar visual representations of 

female victimhood are played out with great detail and aplomb – the oversized 

shirt, the fearful gaze and shaking hands, and the reactions of those around her 

who seek to protect her, and heal her trauma. Watson and Holmes particularly 

are drawn to her, protecting her, embarking on their investigations to ensure she 

remains safe. Holmes also exhibits a kind of barely restrained violence, 

exhibitions of his love disrupted and thwarted by another man’s violence, in his 

investigations into her kidnapping – until she is revealed to be Moriarty. 

The transition from Irene to Moriarty occurs within the intimate space of the 

bedroom, the intimacy of an ex-lover’s gaze that strips away the identity Jamie 

had adopted. Sherlock’s familiarity not simply with Irene but with her body is 
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what proves to be the clue that reveals the connection between the two 

characters. The scene takes place within a bedroom, as Irene dresses. The 

intimacy of the scene is highlighted by the positioning of the characters, by their 

movements around the set and the way Sherlock’s restrained anger flares briefly 

as he grabs Irene; in response she leaves, still retaining a familiar kind of feminine 

victimhood in her partial nudity and flinching away from Holmes, until she kills 

the assassin attempting to kill Sherlock. With that act she takes on the mantle of 

the predator, not the victim. 

From here she very deliberately begins to act outside the confines of expected 

gender roles.  She says after shooting a would-be assassin; ‘as if men had a 

monopoly on murder.’ to explain the deficiencies of men unused to violent or 

competent women (“Heroine” 2013). This explanation works metatextually as 

well, to alert the audience of their own comfortable, but false, assumptions and 

expectations. She is dressed in a military-styled jacket, and walks around 

Sherlock’s space with a sense of ownership, ignoring his gunshot wound in order 

to lecture him on her prowess, and to taunt him:  

I'm saying I'm better. And, that's why I let you live, back in London- 

you were not the threat I'd made you out to be. So I… concluded my 

experiment, and resumed my business. You then proceeded to prove 

you were inferior, by disappearing into a syringe. – Moriarty, to 

Sherlock (“Heroine” 2013) 

Jamie’s connection with Sherlock is at the heart of their interactions in the series 

but after she reveals herself, that connection is shifted somewhat to Watson. In 

the scene where Sherlock fakes an overdose to lure Moriarty out of hiding, the 

originator of the plan is not Sherlock himself but Watson. In the scene he says, 

“You said there was only one person in the world who could surprise you... turns 

out, there's two” referring to Watson and her capacity to supplant both of them 

in investigation (“Heroine” 2013).  

Moriarty (and Dormer’s) performance and appearance in this scene is heralded 

by the very phallic symbol of her gun barrel entering the room before she herself 



 

207 
 

does, and the weapon itself being used almost as an extension of her hand as she 

gestures and postures throughout the scene. She is also dressed in a military-

esque jacket, which draws obvious parallels with the canonical Watson and other 

adaptations; in BBC’s Sherlock Watson is introduced and murders, with military 

precision and bearing, a man who is a danger to Sherlock in the very first episode. 

The gendered expectations of competition, of a love triangle between the two 

women, are subverted by the way Moriarty uses violence against and for Sherlock 

and Watson. 

Moriarty’s underestimation of Watson is deeply rooted in her assumption of 

gendered standards of behaviour even though she simultaneous rejects them for 

herself. In Elementary we see an Irene, a Moriarty, who puts herself on the 

pedestal, and because of this underestimates the women around her. When she 

does come to terms with Watson’s skill, a kind of transference of attention 

occurs. It is a portrait of Watson’s face that dominates the room that is Moriarty’s 

cell, which is placed between Sherlock and Jamie as they discuss the relationship 

they have. Sherlock continues a dialogue with Jamie via letters, but it is Watson 

whose face, whose decisions, deductions, dominate the psychological spaces 

around Moriarty. Ultimately it is Joan, with a kind of feminine intuition that 

realises the latest complex plot from Moriarty is aimed at neither Sherlock not 

Watson – it is actually to save the hitherto unknown daughter, Kayden. 

Mama and Mastermind 

Quite lovely isn't she? You can only imagine how frightened she must 

be. - Moriarty, speaking about her daughter to Joan (“The Diabolical 

Kind” 2014). 

It is not only the triad between Sherlock and Joan that dominates the emotional 

landscape of Moriarty’s self-professed lack of connection; in the second series 

Jamie is revealed to have a child. Contrary to dramatic expectation it is not 

Sherlock’s (although he does have a connection with the father). The reveal of 

her maternal nature is not medical in nature, or even coldly logical deduction 

about Moriarty’s body or her history; it is Joan’s emotional intelligence that 
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deduces the connection between Jamie and Kayden, the kidnapped child. The 

transition comes full circle with this; the canonical Irene takes the mantle of 

respectability by a marriage of love to a common man to fulfil the gendered 

expectations of her class – she moves on from her life as an ‘adventuress’ for the 

love of a ‘better man’ than the King, presumably it, one completed by 

reproductive duties, while in Elementary the ghostly Irene present in Jamie 

legitimises her violence with the role of mother. By illustrating both the lengths 

she will go to in order to protect her child, including self-sacrifice and murder, 

Elementary ties together all of Moriarty’s previous and future actions with this 

desire through the continued existence of her criminal enterprise as a means of 

fostering out that protection. 

This is one of the greatest transitions Elementary makes with their Moriarty; not 

only a woman, but she is a mother. Her maternal ‘instincts’ are depicted entirely 

within the realm of violence – when her daughter is kidnapped, she engineers an 

incredibly complex plan, involving not only deception and assault, but at one 

point injuring herself to escape and rescue the child, who is then returned to her 

adoptive parents. The expectation of maternal affect is made visible only through 

personal violence. The kidnapping is prompted by Moriarty’s institutional and 

systematic violence against other criminals and, indeed, countries, but she 

responds not just with the familiar motherly protectiveness but with 

internationally syndicated crime; she does not take upon herself the mantle of 

active motherhood, returning the child to her adoptive parents. Dormer 

commented on the presence of sociopathy and violence as only excusable by the 

mother in response to the dangers her family faces – “we accept women being 

complete c-nts if they’re doing it for a child.” - and that Moriarty is not bound by 

those restrictions (Higgins 2014). She does not find in herself a capacity for love, 

romantic or maternal, and returns to prison leaving both Sherlock and her 

daughter under the care of her criminal empire, and their replacements for her. 

The veneer of motherhood often haunts any representation of women; a kind of 

Schrödinger effect whereby a female character is also always possibly a mother 

figure, either textually or subtextually, as motivation in some fashion. If the 

spectral qualities of motherhood are not obvious, the audience, the critic, 
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responds to their absence – why isn’t she a mother, why doesn’t she want 

children, why is she not fulfilling the expected role? Motherhood must be the 

happy ending, the closure on the question of feminine performance even within 

the realm of violence, or without it the character becomes monstrous. The canon 

of Conan Doyle offers maternal figures to reflect upon, and the mantle of 

responsibility and respectability for women relies on the correct performance of 

motherhood. In Elementary Moriarty assumes, or rather reveals her motherhood 

but does not perform it outside a kind of protective violence aimed at allowing 

her daughter to assume her place within the human world that Moriarty 

disavows, without Jamie becoming more monstrous than she already is, in terms 

of gender transgression and violence. 

The underlying motivational factor behind the maternal character is depicted as 

love for her child, a need to protect that child. Mother-love maintains a small 

cross section of behaviours and aberrations from it are notable for their 

transgressions – the brutal, the protective, the absent mother, are not positive 

examples of motherhood on screen. Moriarty subverts this – it is her existing 

institutionally violent tendencies that lead to her daughter being kidnapped, and 

it is her deeply personal violent tendencies that rescue her. Self-sacrifice is 

evident, Moriarty’s own body being violated at her own hand, the symbolic blood 

of birth being reframed as a semi-suicidal gesture that escorts her daughter from 

the realm of the dead back to the safe life once more. 

Elementary only reveals Jamie’s motherhood as a reason behind her sudden 

interactions with the police and with Sherlock, and it is Joan who notices Jamie’s 

emotional reactions when the phone call with the kidnapped child is played. 

Sherlock overlooks this, limited as he is to the concept of Jamie the criminal 

mastermind (and ex-partner: “The woman is a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside 

an enigma I've had sex with”), whereas it is Joan who is once more cognizant not 

only of Jamie’s emotional responses, but verbalises them (“The Diabolical Kind” 

2014). It is Joan who realises that Jamie is a mother, it is Joan who tells Jamie that 

“You think you're in love with him. Only you can't be sure, because as much as 

you claim to know about the world, love is something you don't quite get” (“The 

Diabolical Kind” 2014). 
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The familiar trope of the love triangle is strong enough to be an expectation, part 

of the habitus and familiarity that the audience brings to the text, but it is 

subverted within Elementary. Joan and Sherlock maintain an emotionally 

intimate platonic relationship, one that Moriarty struggles to understand because 

even though she has previously been in a relationship with him, hers was a ploy 

to disrupt his investigations into her criminal actions. The effect of this is to 

refocus on Sherlock but he is no longer the fixed point around which the women 

orbit until one reaches ascendance (via romantic love, or sex) but is instead the 

medium through which those women exercise their subtextually sexualised 

frustrations with each other.  

Love and other things difficult to understand 

Would you be surprised to learn you’ve been on my mind, Joan 

Watson? – Moriarty to Joan Watson (“The Diabolical Kind” 2014). 

The potential of romance has been present in the Holmsean narrative since its 

inception, after all; “it was worth a wound — it was worth many wounds — to 

know the depth of loyalty and love which lay behind that cold mask” (Doyle 

1986). Several modern adaptations, and contemporary critiques, have chosen to 

allude to queer readings of that subtext within the canonical work, such as the 

dance scene in Ritchie’s A Game of Shadows, or earlier in The Private Life of 

Sherlock Holmes where Sherlock tells Watson that “yes… you're being 

presumptuous. Good night” when queried about his sexuality (Wilder 1970). 

Elementary came under particularly harsh criticism for the assumption that by 

regendering Watson they would heterosexualise the relationship, ‘reducing’ it to 

a romance (Stagg 2012; Coren 2012). However, Elementary has thus far avoided a 

relationship between Watson and Holmes, instead textualising and sexualising 

the connection between Holmes and Adler, and loading the relationship between 

Moriarty and Watson with queer subtext in a regendered form of Kofosky 

Sedgwick’s homosocial triangle (Sedgwick 1985, 18). 

The homosocial triangle is regendered and reworked within Elementary to focus 

on the two women with a man at the heart of their relationship with each other. 
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This connection is made explicit in Moriarty’s transference of attention – “…I'm 

drawn to things I don't understand. Same as Sherlock. Once I've figured you out, 

I'll move on. Same as Sherlock” (“The Diabolical Kind” 2014), the enormous 

portrait dominating her space, the way Joan identifies what Jamie feels for 

Sherlock being ‘love’ yet not making the connection to Jamie’s own fascination 

with her. Similar to the earlier episodes, where Jamie saves Sherlock, in later 

episodes she saves Joan also – this time using her connections to protect Joan 

from assassins sent by yet another female criminal mastermind (one far less 

capable than Jamie as she falls victim to Jamie’s assassins). The violence is at a 

remove, not yet the deeply personalised interactions Jamie has with Sherlock, but 

is still coded within the feminine realm of ‘emotional entanglement’ and still the 

‘same as Sherlock’ in its intent.  

With Jamie’s (re)gender the queer subtext of the Sherlock-Moriarty rivalry 

becomes explicitly heterosexual. Yet, simultaneously, the feminine qualities of 

Watson that become female in Joan and contribute to a surface reading of sexual 

tension and competition that then becomes queerly coded in the new Watson-

Moriarty rivalry. The competence of Joan, deployed against Jamie, interacts and 

intersects with one of the great fannish conundrums about how seriously should 

Watson be played – is the character competent to Sherlock’s hyper-competent, or 

a bumbler to account for an even more dramatic difference? Jamie maintains her 

own competence, undermined not by her femininity but by underestimating 

Watson’s investigatory techniques due to their femininity, her own missteps 

resembling those of the audience and critics.  

The scope of female violence onscreen often manifests alongside lesbian signifiers 

and gender transgressive acts; this particularly relevant to Elementary’s 

representation of Moriarty given the queer subtext between her and Watson. The 

queering of villains has a long and infamous history, particularly in cinema. 

Within the archontic Holmes the BBC’s Sherlock includes an openly lesbian Adler 

(who eventually falls in love with Sherlock) and a queerly coded Moriarty. Jim, as 

Moriarty is known, signifies his queer tendencies as an act, and “…refuses to 

present himself to be read” from that performance (Fathallah 2014, 7). Fathallah 

concludes that the queerness – of Moriarty, of Sherlock, of the text itself – haunts 
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the narrative, waiting for the closure of a heterosexual exorcism of the spectre. 

Similarly the queerness of Jamie Moriarty is a ghostly apparition, like Castle’s 

examinations of the ways in which lesbianism occurs through literary history 

(1993, 91), but one that has not been foreclosed upon because the openness of 

both the format, and the way the text of Elementary includes the possibilities and 

probabilities of queerness in the text itself. Even though Jamie is linked with 

Sherlock, she is also linked with Watson, at a level beyond that of friendship or 

even romance; Joan who displays heterosexual behaviours, is also complicit in 

this homosocial triangle, haunted by the unspoken palimpsest between ‘I solved 

you’ and ‘I love you’; 

I would never kill you. Not in a million years. You may not be as unique 

as you thought, darling, but you're still a work of art. I appreciate art. 

What I can do, what I will do, is hurt you. Worse than I did before. I 

have reserves of creativity I haven't even begun to tap. So, please, for 

your own good, let me win. – Moriarty, to Sherlock Holmes. (“Heroine” 

2013). 

Conclusion 

Ultimately Jamie’s violence, like her sexuality, is a borrowed suit. Most of Jamie’s 

on-screen violence – the murders she perpetrates, the explicit assassinations she 

has ordered – have been confined to that realm of the personal. Even though 

textually she is acknowledged as ordering multiple assassinations, committing 

international fraud, destabilising entire national economies, those often happen 

off-screen or are referred to at a remove. The violence for which the character in 

their original form is known for is adjusted for gender and gendered expectations 

within Elementary. Even though the series destabilises the gendered 

characterisations of the archontic narratives it still adheres to these expected 

performances of gender and violence. Moriarty is a mother: her violence is 

motherly protection of her daughter. Moriarty is a woman in love: her violence 

protects those she loves (even if that love is subverted by the homosocial 

triangle). Moriarty is a criminal, internationally wanted active and feared 

mastermind: but her violence at a systematic and institutional level, is off-screen, 
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implied, inferred, discovered, not depicted in all its gory aftermaths - unlike the 

male original, or many of the male adaptations.  

Similarly, Jamie’s sociopathy is adjusted; she maintains a maternal nature, a 

desire to understand, balanced by Sherlock’s own attempts to ‘become one of 

them’. The two characters exhibit similarities and connections that mean if one is 

to be condemned so must the other, thus binding the two characters further 

together and forcing the audience to examine the ways in which psychopathy and 

violence are gendered. The space she is written into belongs to the familiar 

habitus of the masculine, and without the masculine the character struggles to 

exhibit all the familiar traits as they are read and perceived by the audience 

through that spectre of femininity and warped through that reflective, reflexive, 

gendering. The regendered aspects of her characterisation – not simply the 

change to ‘woman’ the writers and showrunners made, but the ways underlying 

aspects of the narrative, the structure and the interrogations the text makes, are 

also changed. These all force the audience to revalue their relationships with the 

canon and with other adaptations. But this revaluation still works within a 

greater social complex around gender, and the very specific ways that manifests 

in mainstream media, in genre television, in police procedurals, to shift the 

representations and depictions of women, but not to entirely rework them. 
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Chapter 9: Love Is A Battlefield – Queerness in Regendering  

All the girls in the Gateways, and Johnnie had to fall for Sherlock 

Holmes. (breathedout 2013a) 

How the mouth changes its shape by breathedout 

Rating: Explicit 

Archive Warning: Underage 

Category: F/F 

Fandom: Sherlock (TV), Sherlock Holmes & Related Fandoms 

Relationship: Sherlock Holmes/John(nie) Watson, Sherlock 

Holmes/Victor(ia) Trevor, John(nie) Watson/OFC 

Character: Sherlock Holmes, John(nie) Watson, Victor(ia) Trevor, 

Sally Donovan, Original Characters, lots of them 

Additional Tags: Genderswap, Alternate Universe - 1950s, 

Butch/Femme, Gender Issues, Gender Roles, Case Fic, bildungsroman, 

World War II 

Series: Part 1 of One shape to another 

Stats: Published: 2013-03-02 Chapters: 20/20 Words: 132531 

Summary: 1955. Under the placid veneer of suburban playparks and 

middle-class conformity churns a hidden London: femmes and butches 

dancing close in basement bars; clandestine love between women. To 

Sherlock Holmes, struggling private detective and mistress of disguise, 

it’s a realm she renounced years before. To Johnnie Watson, daredevil 

ambulance driver turned auto mechanic, it’s become a little too 

familiar. But when someone is murdered in the washroom of the city’s 

most notorious lesbian club, the investigation will lead both women to 

reconsider their assumptions about themselves, each other, and the 

world in which they live.  

The difficulty inherent in fan studies is the sheer enormity of the field; millions of 

texts, images, and art pieces exist in thousands of archives and notebooks and 

private diaries. Selection of works to analyse is something of an art and a science. 
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The work selected for close analysis in this section is the One Shape to Another 

series by Having Been Breathed Out/breathed out (HBBO). It is a novel-length 

fanfic set in post-World War II Britain, using lesbian regendered versions of the 

characters of Sherlock Holmes and John(nie) Watson. It was selected for a variety 

of reasons including its presence on recommendation lists as both an example of 

“this is GOOD femmeslash”, and that it is specifically cited in the fannish 

Wikipedia ‘Fanlore’ under the entry for BBC’s Sherlock as an example of how fans 

have “have dealt with the dearth of female characters” in the original works 

(‘Sherlock (TV Series) - Fanlore’ n.d.) 

Several fanartists have created art based on the work, and the work itself has 

received a high number of kudos and comments on the fanfic archive AO3. 

HBBO’s openness about her writing methods is also key to why this work was 

selected; she was previously a ‘lit blogger’ and this aspect of her creative process 

is clear in her authorial notes and online presence (breathedout 2017). These 

factors combine to allow her work to operate in the liminal space between the 

derided “…mawkish teenage-crush scenarios rife with misspelling and cliché…” 

(Miller 2013) reputation of fanfic that underlies even essays praising the form – 

valuable only when commercialised as per my chapters on Elementary – and the 

cultural capital of classically inspired pastiches or parallel narratives such as Wide 

Sargasso Sea by Jean Rhys, or March by Geraldine Brooks. This space allows for 

the work to exist as an exercise in intellectual creativity. Her Johnnie and her 

Sherlock operate within not just a fannish paradigm but deliberately engage with 

the gendered dichotomy between 'fanwork' and 'literary adaptation'.  

As with many online fanworks, the novel includes author notes about her 

research, her inspirations, and reading lists for those interested in her work; these 

notes include familiar asides to the readers, notes on her research, quotes from 

the sources she has used, and apologies for liberties she has taken with history. 

These communications with her audience clearly assume that these are elements 

the readers will care about. The overarching narrative of HBBO's novel is focused 

not simply on the familiar role of the 'case' as a proxy for examining the world 

through the genre but on the characters and how that case intersects with their 

beliefs and ideas as queer women who are survivors of World War II and who 
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evince strongly radical views of gender, race, and sexuality. Views that seem 

anachronistic in some fashion but are supported by the research HBBO 

undertook, and references in her author notes. This chapter will focus on how 

that regendering works within constructions of historical queerness, and shifting 

genre conventions, to reveal aspects of the canon, and the archontic works 

around it. Initially I will address the way in which HBBO constructs womanhood 

within the work as a regendered fiction, with the influences of the male 

originators within her text; I then analyse how that construction is mediated 

through sexuality – specifically the butch/femme binary. From there I explain 

how these constructions create a space not only for those regendered forms of 

characterisation that expand the expectations placed on female characters, but 

also how that space is created through the sexual and romantic expectations of 

the genre and metatexts of fandom when read through that lens of regendering. 

The series is rated ‘explicit’ due to the inclusion of explicit sex scenes; the co-

option of media ratings by fandom gives itself boundaries, but it is also important 

to note that not all fans rate or add 'warnings' to their work in order to preserve 

the ‘surprise’ aspect of canonical works, but HBBO has. The work contains a 

number of sex scenes of varying levels of explicitness, and kinkiness (the kink 

scenes are those that are most likely to involve a warning, but also function as a 

tag for readers to find those works). This explicitness alongside the extended 

nature of her work16 is not rare in fandom but belies the ‘pornographic’ tag often 

applied to regendered work. This dual focus on the characters as both regendered 

versions within a regendered narrative, and as sexual agents of their own, 

combines representations of regendering with queerness. Chapter 4 includes the 

responses of several fans for whom this work in particular was a ‘turning point’ in 

some way. HBBO herself points to the desire to see one’s own sexuality within 

literature as a creative drive, and while interviewees and survey participants 

rarely mentioned ratings, they highlight the sexual content of the work as an 

element that dictates their reading or writing. Cunnilingus, sex between women, 

or desire for a specifically gendered body engaged in sexual contact, are perceived 

                                                
16 it is not only novel-length, but similar in word count to Return of the King by J. R. R. Tolkien or A Tale of Two 

Cities by Charles Dickens (132 531; 134 462; 135 420 words respectively) 
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as either a reason to engage with a work, or with regendering as a creative 

process.  

Crucial to this queer and gendered dichotomy is the landscape of the case within 

the work; it heavily features the lesbian subcultural practices of the era as 

researched by HBBO, with Butch and Femme as embodied identity categories 

different to contemporary B/butch, F/femme, or even lesbian17. These categories 

– Butch and Femme – mimicked heterosexual relationships and heteronormative 

gender performances, and result in both Sherlock and Johnnie finding themselves 

as outsiders even within the subculture that superficially welcomes them, due to 

their inability to fulfil those roles. This insider/outsider aspect of their gender 

and sexuality performances – Johnnie as the visually obvious Butch woman who 

nonetheless desires to be penetrated, to be taken, and Sherlock for whom those 

identities are as transitory as her other performative disguises – is used not only 

to depict the historical elements of the work, but the contemporary ways in 

which gender remains unable to deal with liminal identities. The case itself, the 

murder of a woman who was active in the lesbian subculture but despised for her 

politics there, and rejected for her Butch lesbian identity by mainstream London 

and Britain, requires both characters to leverage their ability to shift their 

identity performances, while maintaining the militaristic /detective skills of the 

canonical versions. 

How the Mouth Changes Its Shape deals with those questions and perceptions of 

gender in two very specific ways; how the regendering intersects with the 

metatextual expectations of same-sex attraction/erotic content, and 

compensating within the text for the necessary gendered shifts. HBBO shifts the 

characterisation of Johnnie and Sherlock to compensate for gender, and the 

actions of the canonical Holmes and Watson. Of particular interest is the 

feedback of readers and the audience to this regendered work, which I use 

                                                
17 I use this notation to include both the Butch identity, and butch as a description of gender performance – while 
often linked, they do not refer to the same concept; butch refers to use of masculine identified clothing by women 

as an aesthetic and personal choice which may be associated with sexuality but not necessarily, while Butch is a 
specific lesbian identification with subcultural expectations around behaviour as much as attire. Similarly femme is 
the standard feminised attire for women, while Femme is a specific lesbian/queer identification around performance 

alongside that aesthetic femininity. 
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through this chapter to illustrate the ways in which regendering acts as a 

subculture within the fannish counterpublic, yet recalls to its audience the 

mainstream cultures of queerness and masculinity inherent in the original work.  

What Kind of Woman 

This section addresses the way in which HBBO regenders Holmes and Watson, 

specifically what changes in their representation and how that is communicated 

via the fanfic-novel, authorial notes, and other methods. The initial reworking, 

where Holmes and Watson relocate to a different era, still clothed in their 

Victorian habitus, is skewed only slightly by HBBO’s regendering. The situational 

aspects of the era – post-war scarcity (World War II rather than the canonical 

Second Anglo-Afghan War) the changing roles of gender (due to the socio-

political upheavals of post-World War Europe, rather than the earlier stages of 

women’s suffrage in the United Kingdom), the relative freedoms of war for 

B/butch women and resulting abjectivity of their presence – manifest differently 

for Johnnie and Sherlock than for Watson and Holmes. However the reimagining 

and reinscribing of the characters maintains recognisable elements of their 

canonical selves such as Watson’s military bearing, sexual prowess with women, 

and support of Sherlock, and Sherlock’s intelligence, deductive skills, and 

reliance on Watson’s support. Within HBBO's work, as in history, the masculine 

women are only valuable when it is necessary to use those masculine-signified 

bodies for labour; once women are 'freed' of the labour they are expected to once 

more perform femininity, or be relegated to socio-political positions where that 

performance is allowed to be dropped. HBBO reimagines Sherlock and Watson as 

queer women and invokes the canonical Sherlock's attempts to reshape the world 

through detective work in the shared political drive of those post-war women. 

She depicts the cultural milieu of lesbian London post-war as one that reveals the 

freedoms offered in wartime for women and specifically for masculine women 

and lesbians. A freedom that is then subject to aconcerted effort to reduce such 

subversions and transgressions once the social structures could be resurrected 

around the returning men. The works of Rebecca Jennings’s Tomboys and 

Bachelor Girls: A lesbian history of post-war Britain, Jill Gardiner’s From the Closet 

to the Screen: Women at the Gateways, Davis Kynaston’s Family Britain, and oral 
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history sites like A.T.S. Remembered appear repeatedly in HBBO’s authorial notes 

discussing her recreation of this era, and how her choices intersect with the 

canonical versions. These notes appear at the end of each relevant chapter, with 

quotes from the texts referenced along with links to the works.   

What the canonical Holmsean characters would do in other time periods has 

been a feature of fanworks and adaptations since the early periods of the fandom. 

The historicity of HBBO's retelling is bolstered, along the way, by her authorial 

notes and asides such as “let me tell you, my friends: it is extremely difficult 

researching the appearance and availability of dildos circa 1954 in Britain” 

(breathedout 2013a, 89), and her presence on social networking allowing readers 

to not only read along with her research but to have access to other aspects of the 

creative process; her other readings, her taste in pornography, her personal life, 

her other creations. The performative aspect of fandom and fannishness adds 

verisimilitude to One Shape to Another for reader and writer (and researcher) 

through that open research process, and embeds HBBO not only as the writer, 

but as a community member. She shares her various sources for inspiration, often 

works with high levels of cultural capital due to her erudite posts on a variety of 

topics including the Bloomsbury Set, poetry, pornography, and the art of writing. 

She also speaks about her focus on women and the experiences of lesbian and 

queer women particularly. 

I know everyone is probably tired of me beating this drum, but: this, in 

a nutshell, is why I started reading and writing fanfiction to begin with. 

Because I felt the persistent and conspicuous lack of complicated, 

embodied sex in the literary fiction whose prose excited me (a few 

exceptions notwithstanding); and when I tried to read mainstream 

romance it was so egregiously heteronormative and so narratively 

uninteresting (to me personally, no offense meant to romance 

aficionad@s) that I found it neither hot nor thought-provoking. 

(breathedout 2013b) 

Rather than reinscribing what Moi calls a “kind of intellectual schizophrenia” 

marked by “a specific kind of defensive speech act” disavowing her femaleness, or 
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queerness, HBBO situates those identities as a cornerstone of her writing and her 

work (2008, 264–65).  

Within the female-female relationship, as researchers suggest with slash and 

male-male relationships, there is a freedom from gender role restrictions. Within 

slash this is assumed to be a “…liberatory practice”, as Russ, and Lamb, and Veith 

variously claim, as summarised by Hellekson and Busse (2006, 14). This liberation 

is then linked by this supposition to the theoretical positions of Salmon and 

Symons (and others), where slash is the result of inalienable differences between 

male and female ‘mating psychology’ (2006, 17, 21). The assumption is that 

without the expectations of heterosexuality, the creator is able to examine love 

and sex in a 'pure' state; however the works themselves simultaneously defy 

gender roles and reify them by revoking the gender roles of the author and 

engaging them in the narratives. This rhetoric of spiritualised love is identical to 

the defences of homosexual relations in ancient Greece as reinterpreted by Wilde 

among others at the turn of the nineteenth century, the use of Plato in particular 

as “…covertly advancing the cause of homosexual emancipation” (Ross 2012, 8). In 

this case femmeslash, from that intimate act of regendering, also frees the author 

of regendered works from the familiarly gendered narrative space where male-

masculine stories dominate. There is no masculine attention to court, no male 

characters to work around and with, no possibility for the threads of that 

imbalance to influence the narrative itself. HBBO does not evade masculinity, or 

even the spectre of it within Butch symbolism, as the heterosexual dominance of 

masculinity is repeated by the women of the Gateways, and by the standards of 

the queer subculture they inhabit. By regendering both Sherlock and Watson 

HBBO simply avoids having to shape the narrative around only one part of the 

duo. 

HBBO’s story weaves its way through the narrative spaces of Conan Doyle’s texts 

– Sherlock’s interest in chemistry, his apparent inability to relate to people on an 

emotional level, his dubious connections to the underworld and government, his 

approach to crime as war itself, and his myriad wounds and memories; all find 

resonances in One Shape to Another. Alongside those characteristics however, is 

the situational genderedness of them within the canon, and how those identifiers 
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are forced to shift in the retelling. As a woman, HBBO’s Sherlock would not have 

had access to the canonical Holmes’s education. The narrative lampshades this 

deficit with the arrival of an educational theorist at the young Sherlock’s school:  

“Old Basil Smythe had made it quite plain, over the course of an agonising half-

hour, that such chemistry and physics curricula only masculinised the girls” 

(breathedout 2013a, 9). This narrative refocuses, briefly, onto the restrictions 

upon women during this era and the effects this had not only on education, but 

on queer women specifically. This is supported by the authorial notes by HBBO 

where she quotes Jennings’ work Tomboys and Bachelor Girls, and adds that  

the dilemma was often put to these women [lesbians] as a choice 

between stifling their same-sex desires and becoming fully emotionally 

mature, or continuing to pursue them and condemning themselves to a 

lifetime of emotional immaturity (not to mention loneliness and 

tragedy) (breathedout 2013a, 30).  

Rather than creating a rationale for the unique situation of a girl learning 

advanced chemistry during the era, HBBO clarifies the situational aspects of it, 

the rhetoric of ‘masculinising’ women, the fear of the lesbian, of women’s 

sexuality in general, and the fetishizing of women’s spaces. The lurid stories of 

masculine, voracious and rapacious lesbians using girls school, prisons, nursing 

stations and nunneries as hunting grounds is a fertile genre, and one revealing 

much more about the interlocutor than the subject (Castle 1993). The male 

Holmes deals with social opprobrium for being strange; female Holmes deals 

with entire avenues of activism and psychology devoted to destroying part of her 

in some fashion. Within One Shape to Another we are witness to the female 

Holmes quashing that part of herself in order to become more fully ‘wrong’, and 

this has the unintended consequence of quashing her queer desires until Johnnie 

brings them forth.  

‘Why didn’t you, then?’ said Johnnie. ‘I never understood why you 

didn’t want to.’ 

‘Oh for goodness’s sake, because it.’ Sherlock licked her lips, bit her 
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tongue. She still held Johnnie to her with her gaze and her hands, chin 

up, mouth a little open. Breathing like it pressed against the back of 

her mouth. ‘Because it makes me want to. To f—fuck you, Christ, 

Johnnie, even thinking about it.’ (breathedout 2013a, 134). 

She insists on maintaining her transgressive behaviours, but forces herself into 

asexuality to stay within those psycho-sexual boundaries of mainstream sexuality; 

she cannot be heterosexual but refuses to be lesbian because of those early 

experiences as well. It is implied, within the text and from the responses of my 

survey participants, that this imposition of heterosexuality and gender 

conformity leads to a greater capacity for acting and subterfuge, and for Holmes, 

forms parts of her incessant ‘watching’ of humanity, unable to allow herself to 

join. Regendered fanwork, and the crossdressing subterfuge of Holmes, are both 

a way for identities to be ‘tried on’. One respondent from my survey specifically 

mentioned slash, and their theory that creative inhabitation of male figures is 

…actually about women's engagement with their own imaginaries, their 

own desires, and their marked bodies. Reading and writing slash is in 

that reading already a way to engage in an imaginary genderqueer 

narrative, where we can (if we want to) identify and desire, be and want 

it all! (AS15). 

From this fannish engagement with gendered identities, as with the gendered 

experimentations of Holmes and Johnnie within The Gateways and lesbian 

subculture, there is a sense of ‘safety’ within those cultures. The Gateways is 

where Johnnie can be ‘suited and booted’ in relative peace, and for at least one 

respondent fandom replicates some of that community; 

fandom is a place that can change, that i can change, the showcasing of 

erasure and discrimination i face in "real life", in a way i have a great 

deal of access (physically, technologically and emotionally, 

experientially) to. it makes me feel safe and accepted. and it's very 

enjoyable (AS3). 
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This assumption of the heteronormative and femme identity is a function of 

safety for Holmes, and she continues her studies while maintaining a veneer of 

respectability in her non-lesbian performance, and then after her ‘awakening’ 

reassuming it as needed outside The Gateways and her relationship with Johnnie. 

HBBO does not elide the sociocultural elements of gender, and uses them within 

the narrative to explain the characterisation. The young Sherlock realises not that 

her inability to conform is a strength, but that her observational nature and that 

inability give her the option to pretend to be another, to perform gender at a 

remove, allowing her to fit in when and if she chooses. It is immediately a tool, 

rather than a manifestation of gender dysphoria. 

But this was all fantastic, she thought, when her laughing jag had 

abated. Bloody fantastic. Her blood was running high in her cheeks and 

her chest, and she felt herself grinning. It was like the rush of a first-

time success in the laboratory, like a magic power she hadn’t realised 

she possessed. … 

A stable of potential selves crowded Sherlock’s mind. Whom should 

she call? Who would be useful? (breathedout 2013a, 23). 

Her Sherlock is driven to understand people in order to better access what is 

denied to her on grounds of her sex/gender; a rationale unavailable to the 

canonical Holmes but the outcome matches his.  

Thanks to Johnnie’s skills gained during her military service and Sherlock’s 

natural inclinations, the pair find themselves almost accidentally investigating a 

murder; one that would remain unsolved if it were not for their presence due to 

the homophobia of mainstream society.  One of the key features of HBBO’s 

retelling is not simply this resituating of the characters within a new historical 

space and time, but within that specific queer subcultural milieu that now acts as 

confirmation, and rejection, of gender performance constructs: 

Butch/femme dynamics at the Gateways were very rigid. Several 

respondents interviewed in Jennings and Gardiner were (initially or 

permanently) turned off of the club by the expectation of conformity to 
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one side or the other of the butch/femme divide. Others found it 

liberating, or simply an easy short-hand (breathedout 2013a, chap. 7). 

The liminality of their sexuality spectrum between Butch and Femme is a space 

where they can remain queer and lesbian while challenging gender stereotypes; 

their experience of homophobia is not lessened by the regendering, or by their 

performances, and in fact is inherent to the story itself in terms of the necessity of 

solving the case – with its wider impact on Post-War politics ignored due to the 

gender and sexuality of the victim. 

In its style and characterisation One Shape to Another borrows heavily from 

numerous sources and archontic works. Her Sherlock has moments of vicious 

anger. She is uncaring and reckless with others and the truth, like numerous 

other adaptational versions, particularly BBC's Sherlock, which forms a major 

element of the archontic characterisation of Holmes that HBBO uses. Unlike the 

canonical Holmes, she becomes heavily invested, romantically, with others. This 

tendency can be seen in some versions of the canon, but only towards Watson or 

Irene Adler; in One Shape to Another she is prone to this from her early years, and 

simply maintains firm control of those emotions. Her initial foray into romance is 

ended, brutally, with a homophobic lecture and the rejection of the girl she had 

been involved with, who says, in a breathless monologue borrowing more from 

HBBO’s post-modern literary influences than the diction of Holmesean canon, 

that   

…(you) disgust me such a selfish childish never been so mortified 

you’re just the kind of miserable bitter dyke hope they chuck you never 

want to speak to you again… (breathedout 2013a, 38).  

Parallel to the depiction of this rejection is the libidinous mismatch between the 

two; Vicky Trevor is ‘stone’, a Butch lesbian who declines to experience orgasm 

with her partner and only provides stimulation, a situation which affects 

Sherlock’s understanding of sex between women, and her own erotic inclinations. 

Her lover says “It’s not for girls like you to do…It’s something I can give 
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you”(breathedout 2013a, 29) which serves to contain Sherlock not only within 

another kind of gender role performance, but also a sexual one. 

HBBO pays particular attention to the sartorial effects of regendering: pin-striped 

suits sit with care on broad but not male shoulders, curves are poured into 

chocolate dresses and wrists and collarbones and ankles poke from a sumptuous 

range of fabrics. She refers to it as her “clothing kink” and links to images in the 

authorial notes (2013a, 104). The specific clothing HBBO chooses are  laden with 

subcultural symbolism and intent, “suited and booted”, “the things you know 

how to wear, for Christ’s sake”, “silks, satins, smiling, stilettos: it had to be easier 

than this”, and the moment where Sherlock, so terrified by the boundaries of 

being Femme, tears a dress to shreds (breathedout 2013a, 93; 56; 88-89). The 

symbolism of the clothing exists in its destruction and creation, in the way those 

clothes are shared like intimacy between characters, and the way that 'unsuitable' 

clothing has very real effects on the woman wearing it. Sherlock's liminality 

between Butch and Femme allows her a facility with both fashion forms, but it is 

when that symbolism interferes with her relational integrity that she destroys it; 

as costumes they serve a purpose, but when they are imagined to be a truth about 

her they become a target for destruction. 

What Are You? 

The performance of femininity and masculinity within the female body – Femme 

and Butch and butch and femme and everyone between – are associated with 

sexuality even without sexual behaviours. Fears of the masculinised woman were, 

and are, linked by researchers and ‘concerned persons’, with fears of the non-

reproductive woman, the hyper-sexualised but non-fertile woman whose very 

presence would induce other women to follow in their lifestyle. Simultaneously 

the actual sexual acts of those women were unspoken, erased and elided, even by 

the well-meaning, as though there is no difference between women who are 

friends and women who are lovers (Castle 1993; Halberstam 1998; Noble 2004). 

The unimaginative condemnation of lesbian sex, unexamined except as a 

performance for men that is separated from actual desire or pleasure for women 

except as object, is confronted within One Shape to Another by highly explicit 
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sexual scenes. Like Castle, for HBBO’s characters there can be no confusion 

between the homosocial and the homosexual when one is the latter; what one 

does in a homosocial relationship is different to a homosexual one, and what one 

feels and desires is different. This is made clear within the text as Johnnie's 

familiarity with women is one that occupies a sexual and non-sexual space; she is 

friends with women, and a lover, and there are delineations between the two acts.  

To make this complex however is the strongly codified performances of 

masculinity and femininity within the lesbian community; Butches penetrate, 

give, act, while Femme’s receive, take, and wait, and for the stone Butch this 

relationship is sexually nonreciprocal. Those binaries, lifted from and adjusted to 

the subculture of the era, where the most “clearly defined lesbian relationship 

dynamic was the butch/femme” (Jennings 2007, 92) are blurred and embodied by 

Johnnie and Sherlock. Their fears, which in mainstream media would be focused 

on performing straightness and the fear of exposure because those experiences 

are separated from the queer community (unless that is the focus of the work, as 

in The L-Word and other ‘niche’ gay works), are instead focused on the 

performance of their sexual identities, and the blurred aspects of those. While 

those spectres of social exclusion for preferring penetration while maintaining a 

masculine appearance can seem outdated, outmoded, in modern sexual 

configurations, the underlying status quo remains – men penetrate, women do 

not and butch women have to negotiate that liminal space; 

 
Johnnie’d had to be careful, though. Some thought a thing like that was 

a kind of betrayal; that it went against the whole point of being with a 

woman. Others were all in favour. Smithy had been all in favour. 

Margrit had been all in favour, until Johnnie had wanted to switch. 

(breathedout 2013a, 87) 

Through regendering Johnnie and Sherlock and sexualising their relationship, 

HBBO is able to expand from the seeming restrictions of feminine and female 

narratives to illuminate wider concerns about sexuality regardless of gender. 
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Using the structure and metatexts of fanfic, HBBO directly addresses the 

centuries of habitus that erase and elide lesbians; even the relative freedom 

afforded by no actual laws against lesbian sexual activity within the era of the 

work is highlighted and tempered by the social policing and economic necessities 

of passing and feminine performance required of women regardless of sexual 

identity. Even for the presumed ‘butch’ careers, HBBO shares with her reader 

that  

uniforms were feminized, extracurricular activities were monitored, 

and women officers who were seen as presenting as too "butch" were 

told to femme up or pack their bags. This, in traditionally masculine, 

athletic professions (breathedout 2013a, 119).  

The authorial notes layer meaning into the text, acting as a way of reading and 

communicating the text politically and socially. The discourse between the reader 

and the author is very much about the live author, who, to quote Tansy Rayner 

Roberts’ speech at 2015’s Continuum convention, “…is right there! Just ask her!”.  

HBBO pre-empts the critiques often aimed at queer narratives, particularly 

lesbian narratives, where there is some inherent unreality to a woman-dominated 

social life, or that there is some genderless utopia within lesbianism, and refuses 

to remain ‘dead’ to the reader. The notes serve not just as educational asides, but 

also as socially aware dialogues on fandom, queerness, sex, and women.  

Sherlock’s drive to find company in her otherness, her singular oddness, mimics 

the sociocultural space of the fan and fandom. The popular narrative is that here 

in fandom, the fan finds othered women just like herself; no longer alone she has 

peers as odd and displaced as she is. In fandom a “…young urban dyke shares 

erotic space with a straight married mom in the American heartland” as part of 

the complex, queered relationships between fans in their spaces (Lothian, Busse, 

and Reid 2007). Fanworks are exhibitions and explanations of what makes one 

Other but also what makes one part of fandom, self-conscious and performed 

vulnerabilities and markers of difference. The experience of fandom however, 

varies from this in many ways and for many reasons. A common site of 

community fracture is the affective economy – what fans say they want appears 
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to be mismatched when compared to the attention and emotional labour they 

devote to the works. The outcry for female characters expressed in critiques and 

‘fancasting’ is only matched in fandom by the sheer negativity female characters 

are exposed to when they are either deemed failures or unacceptable in some 

fashion; too loud, too brash, too aggressive, too sexual, not sexual enough, 

boring, too girly, too ineffectual, too much entirely. Where, even with the 

mechanism of resistance via fandom, “…such fans give lip service to an egalitarian 

vision in a general sense while campaigning against it in a specific case” because 

the focus remains again, on male characters and their relationships (Scodari 

2003). Or, even more damning, by silence, by the absence of the female 

characters from the works created. In this fashion HBBO, and other 

transformative fans, use the rationale of regendering to refigure that affective 

imbalance. However, it reinforces that imbalance by focusing that labour on the 

male and the masculine narratives and on regendering them. This paradox makes 

close reading vital in understanding gender within regendered narratives; in One 

Shape to Another the narrative focus is closely held on not just the characters, but 

how their gender and sexuality as lesbian women manifests within the 

boundaries of the established canonical and fannish character narratives and 

expectations, and within the historical setting HBBO has chosen.  

The closet Sherlock finds herself in is familiarly archontic – she is better than 

this, too intellectual for emotion, too distanced from the mess of humanity to fall 

into it; all common aspects of the character variously highlighted by other 

adaptations, commercial and fannish alike. Her internalised sense of wrongness is 

also a closet locked by the social conventions of gender and sex in that era, the 

fears and disgust of masculinised women, of gender transgression and the role of 

women with society. Her earliest sexual experience is marred, irreparably, by 

those fears and that disgust – not hers, but the fears held by the girl she was 

involved with, Vicky Trevor. The internalised homophobia, exacerbated by and 

inflicted on Trevor, results in devastation for Sherlock. That too is familiar – the 

wound of an early relationship gone wrong only able to be healed by the new 

lover. But it is not only the romantic damage done which needs to be healed, but 

the social scars left by a society that marginalises lesbians, and by lesbian 
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subculture itself perpetuating a binary version of sexuality that still constrains the 

desires and bodies of those practising it. Even within the oft-presumed utopia of 

a lesbian society, those binaries are still enforced. When Sherlock attends The 

Gateways in her normal clothes, neither Femme nor Butch, she is subject to 

disapproval by one of the Femme women;  

And then Astrid—Sherlock thought it was Astrid, or maybe it was 

Sam—leaned over with a look like they’d all had, cat-eye liner and dark 

pink lips, and said into her ear ‘What are you?’ sounding disgusted. 

Pulse against Sherlock’s skull and down her back. ‘Private detective,’ 

she said, as if from a distance, looking around for Johnnie.  

Astrid blew smoke in her face. Paradoxically, it settled Sherlock’s 

nerves; she breathed deep. ‘Butch or femme?’ said Astrid, and when 

Sherlock looked blank: ‘You’re not dressed. You’re what—trying to 

have it both ways? That doesn’t fly in here.’ (breathedout 2013a, 62). 

A Place for Women Like Me 

Fanfiction allows the author to experiment; not simply stylistically or within 

canonical universes, but to tell a story entirely about women and women’s 

experiences, one that rejects masculine attention, including male-masculine 

readers, and one that examines the minutiae and intricacies of lesbian life across 

historical eras. There is no expectation of a neatly quantified niche audience, for 

all the hope that there will be one within the counterpublic of fandom, no 

performance necessary to fulfil publisher metrics, instead HBBO is free to 

examine what she wishes to, however she chooses to, without having to envision 

a market sector to appeal to. She describes her process needing that space:   

because what interests and excites me, both about writing fiction 

(currently) and designing garments (formerly), is challenging myself: 

finding a thing I’m not sure I can do, and pushing myself while I 

explore ways to do it. That kind of experimentation has a high failure 

rate, which means more time in revision/development; and it also 
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tends to lead to end products that are more technically difficult and 

therefore don’t sell well to anybody but a niche market (breathedout 

2017). 

This freedom of fanwork allows for a Sherlock who loves, who approaches love 

and infatuation with the same rationality as they do anything else. A Sherlock 

whose initial forays into the art of illusion and disguise is a perfect examination 

of the restrictions of gender and the performances of femininity. The freedom of 

fanwork does not require a defence of the choices made, not in the same fashion 

as within mainstream work; there are still metanarratives, and questions of 

popularity within fandom itself, that reveal how works are received. As noted by 

my survey participants, there is an attention economy within fandom that does 

prioritise and focus on male-masculine stories, one that the creators experiment 

with and consider in the creation and publication of their work. It is common for 

certain 'ships' or kinks to come with defences, or self-conscious 

acknowledgement of the perceived 'problematic' nature, but the works exist 

within a subcultural milieu that accepts, with some scepticism, those problems 

with the motto ‘your kink is not my kink but your kink is okay’ (Busse 2013b). For 

HBBO this manifests as Sherlock, the girl and the woman, who is allowed to be 

the unquestioned heroine but also conflicted and complex, unmanageable and 

flawed. There is no performance metric to be filled in order to thrive, outside the 

deeply personal and unique affective economic drivers that prompt a fan to 

create; some throw their work into the void with no care for its reception, while 

other feed from that economy and let it drive their work. 

Yet, despite this lack of a quantified means to measure success, which often 

dictates continued commercial support within mainstream markets, fandom does 

have methods and means to measure an internalised idea of success. By those 

measures One Shape to Another is a success; the author has stated that the 

feedback from fans has been almost universally positive and even within a 

cultural matrix that rejects lesbianism, feedback about the sex scenes has been 

positive. The rate of ‘kudos’ and comments suggests popularity – 433 comments, 

625 kudos, 415 bookmarks (after a technical issue necessitated re-uploading the 

fic), that while not comparable to the most popular slash stories 
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(3189/39715/7261), or femmeslash stories (4793/21162/2984), is ‘disproportionately’ 

high for a lesbian focused work. Specifically the fairly flat ratio between 

comments, kudos, and bookmarks is one that reveals readers are heavily engaged 

with the work, and with communicating that to each other. It is also important to 

note that of all the recommendations received through the survey, this work was 

the only work to receive more than one mention by name: 

my first genderbent fic was How the Mouth Changes Its Shape, by 

breathedout. I love her work, and read it because it was her. I wasn't 

seeking genderbent fic. And it was glorious! I now gobble it up. 

Reading complex female characters is very satisfying (AS 214). 

Genderswapped Johnlock, historical AU in 1950's London, super 

detailed and fascinating world-building involving 1950s femme/butch 

lesbian culture. It does a lot more than just cisswap the characters - the 

setting itself necessarily involves an exploration of gender and gender 

roles (AS23). 

This focus on not only the quality of HBBO’s work in general, but the complexity 

and depth of her characterisation of Watson and Holmes in terms of that 

regendering illustrates the ways fans engage with her work in particular. Authors 

and readers have often remarked on the high level of approval they receive for 

slash over femmeslash, but One Shape to Another escapes this disproportionate 

response due to both the author's tendency to create only femmeslash, but also 

her cultural capital within fandom.  

Another complex layer between the work and the reader is the way HBBO uses 

the distancing techniques of Sherlock, specifically the emotional remoteness of 

the canonical character and regendered version, to distance the reader from 

aspects of the work. The emotional elements of a scene are subject to observation 

by Sherlock for more ways to be mimicked in future detective work, or dissected 

in order to limit their effects on Sherlock, interrupting the expected romantic or 

dramatic narratives with deductive reasoning. Some earlier sex scenes 
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particularly swerve between familiarly embodied sexual language, and the more 

‘rational’ distancing familiar to the character of Sherlock.  

It was the same shock, at first, of too-close-too-much and the 

unwonted pressure of Vicky, the unaccustomed salty-sharp scent of 

her. There was so much more sensation here than in lying in her bed, 

running back over their kiss in her head, imagining other, theoretical 

kisses. It was a sharp shock to her system, the system of the Sherlock 

who was always, always alone. 

So it was a godsend, being able to slip sideways into Rosie Bartlett. 

Sherlock had run over and over Rosie: Rosie in class; Rosie in the 

dining hall; Rosie in the storage cupboard sucking on Justine Digby’s 

tongue. Sherlock thought of Rosie and let her body soften against 

Vicky’s body, and opened her mouth against Vicky’s mouth. 

This seemed the thing; Vicky made a soft, approving whine. She 

tightened her arm around Sherlock’s middle, pulling her close, opening 

her mouth to Sherlock’s open mouth and licking sloppily at her lips, 

which was somehow both invasive and intriguing. And her hand, again, 

at Sherlock’s back like the last time: Vicky’s clumsy fingers splayed out 

and holding her steady, curling against the knobs of Sherlock’s lizard 

spine (breathedout 2013a, 28). 

This serves to remind the reader not only of Sherlock as a character, but the 

position of HBBO’s Sherlock within the archontic Sherlocks, the ways in which 

those narratives serve to distance women from their narratives while still 

maintaining an illusion of neutrality. The alienation of the reader, along with 

Sherlock, from the ‘human warmth’ function to show the non-neurotypicality of 

Sherlock’s responses, but also to separate the reader from the scenes presented. 

These scenes, particularly, are problematic in their depiction of under-age 

sexuality, and are not meant to be erotic, as much as instructive of both pre-adult 

lesbian sexuality and Sherlock’s own psychological spaces. It is only later, with 

Johnnie, that Sherlock’s rationality fails. The 'lizard' spine becomes human, no 
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longer cold or expected to be, but able to access her full humanity without the 

need to either play a specific heterosexual role, or sexual one; the atavistic 

impulses of sex finding their correct form and space. The scenes shift from 

instructive, alienating, to eroticised and explicit. 

The case relies heavily not only on the traditional elements of the archontic 

Holmsean methods and narratives, but on an understanding of lesbian 

subculture within the era. As a narrative it interweaves with the historical 

elements of queer representation for women, and the ways in which femininity 

was a necessary performance for social, financial, and intellectual reasons 

regardless of one’s natural butchness; contrasting heavily with the ways in which 

Butchness codified behaviours (social, emotional, and sexual) within culture. The 

relative toughness of women is not measured by adherence to feminine 

performances, but by the ability to endure and remain whole. The characters who 

survive are the ones who see beyond the roles and performances enforced around 

them, recognising them as performances. Sherlock’s narrative arc is to overcome 

an initial kind of trauma around her lesbianism as an act, but also to see beyond, 

and find those who also see beyond the roles and performances inscribed on the 

bodies of women even within the relative acceptance of the queer community. 

Throughout the case they find themselves blurring those lines, and find others 

also blurring the lines, breaking and reforming those roles, not just within the 

community but metatextually as well; HBBO’s characters are not simply re-

enactments of the canonical, but queer the canon itself, confronting the audience 

with their own expectations of homosexuality, gender, and the canon. The 

relative tenderness, fragility, of femininity is reworked within a culture of women 

as something both performative and real, as something that invites a 

performance of masculinity as strength but also, when envisioned wholly within a 

character of agency, contains its own strength. In the midst of a physical fight 

Johnnie and Sherlock argue the relative ‘naturalness’ of femme presentation, with 

Sherlock claiming it is “…not natural on bloody anyone” while Johnnie offers the 

coda that “they weren’t—all—femmes” as their fight moves from those larger 

ideals about presentation to the real problem of how they performances of 

masculinity and femininity compromise their own relationship (breathedout 
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2013a, 102–3). The otherness, of both the Holmes and Watson characters, is not 

restricted to their gender or their sexuality, even as their expression of both is 

beyond mainstream and subcultural matrices.  

Sherlock, in One Shape to Another and other archontic versions and in the 

original, is a drug addict. Another element of ‘otherness’ within the character, 

and one that HBBO uses within the work to examine embodied experiences and 

emotional affect. 

Hard rain and benzedrine smoothed out everything extra. She would 

be light and empty, floating behind her own hands as they moved, 

measured, recorded. That direct line, clean and simple, from fingers to 

conclusions. She’d spent winters this way since the Armistice 

(breathedout 2013a, 54). 

HBBO uses this to also explore the neurological status of Sherlock as what she 

presumes to be a kind of Attention Deficit Disorder; Sherlock’s use of ‘benzos’, or 

uppers, results in a calmed affect for her. HBBO expands on this in her notes, 

describing benzos and their social use in the era but also that 

effects of stimulant use varies a lot depending on the extant brain 

chemistry of the user. Sherlock’s experience of it as smoothing, 

focusing, and somewhat calming, as well as damping down her 

thoughts somewhat, might indicate that she’s somewhere on the 

ADHD/autism spectrum (breathedout 2013a, 58). 

Rather than the increasingly popular autistic Sherlock, HBBO chooses Attention 

Deficit and Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) as the 'diagnosis' for some of 

Sherlock's traits. HBBO’s research on the experience was gleaned from the 

website erowid.org which collects personal testimonies regarding drug use, and 

the ‘benzos’ used as a replacement for the canonical Holmes’ cocaine use, which 

was not as appropriate for the regendered Sherlock of the 1950s. This 

replacement also intersects with the ways in which neurological statuses like 

autism, or ADHD, are applied to fictional and historical figures who were in some 

way marked abnormal.  
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Layers of difference, of otherness and outsiderness, are woven into the characters, 

linking them back to the canon and the archontic versions, but also to arguments 

and discourses around women and representation, women and lived experience. 

Sherlock is odd, even in the realm of the odd that is post-war lesbian culture; 

Johnnie is the only woman who shelled the Germans with heavy artillery. Both 

maintain their sense of self as other than; other than straight, other than even the 

relative expanses of queer, other than anything but meant for each other. 

Making Love and Making War 

In contrast to the dominance of the name – Sherlock, and the Holmsean canon – 

they are not the centre, not with the presence of Watson, or Johnnie, as the 

counterbalance. Again, those essential elements of the character Watson are 

maintained – the military history and bearing, the reckless courage, the devotion 

and admiration towards Sherlock, the devastating charm and attractiveness to 

women – just filtered through gender. The military history is one of ambulance 

driving, signals and communications, relentless misogyny erasing both the 

danger and the sacrifice Johnnie made. Rather than being a surgeon, she is a 

mechanic, shown to be as adept with engines as any archontic Watson is with 

human bodies, and it is talent which repeatedly saves both characters (although 

she does also have some familiarity with nursing). Rather than having courted 

women across three continents, she is the woman who “…once talked the 

legendary Diana Dors out of her £200 cocktail dress in the washroom of the 

Gateways for a barroom bet...”(breathedout 2013a, 42) and whose attentions and 

charm allows her access to expertise and spaces. Her reaction when confronted 

with another lesbian at the Gateways who is known to have “met and idolised 

Adolf Hitler” is to be disgusted that she would be allowed to interact with the 

community, as  

I put my life on the line, and so did half the women in here, and so did 

Smithy, and now she just stands there,’ Johnny gestured, breathing 

hard, ‘serving Allen drinks.’ (breathedout 2013a, 67). (italics orig.) 
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The predatory, aggressive lesbian finds a hero in Johnnie Watson, retired 

ambulance driver, ace mechanic, and hapless devotee of Sherlock Holmes, and 

her characterisation becomes less about a homophobic depiction of lesbianism as 

a direct response to the male Watson’s ‘lady-killing’ depiction. 

Johnnie’s introductory chapter is woven through with historical elements and the 

authorial notes include excerpts from texts about the Gateways, about lesbian life 

in the era, about the Metropolitan Women’s Police Patrol, adding not only 

veracity to the text but embedding it within a narrative of queer history. HBBO 

explains narrative choices she has made based on this research, where she has 

diverted from it, and what the research has meant to her. The choices Johnnie 

makes within the text are grounded in the choices available to women in the era. 

Her experiences in the war are not created wholecloth, or in an imaginary version 

of history, but in the very real experiences of women, queer or not, as part of the 

Auxiliary Terrestrial Services as detailed in HBBO’s authorial notes about her 

research. Johnnie’s Butchness is not a legacy from the character she reworks but 

is a manifestation of character traits within a social matrix which assumes and 

shapes women’s masculinity into sexuality and to a codified version of itself. The 

regendered Watson could be femme, or feminine, and in fact often is depending 

on which aspects of the canon character are being emphasised, but HBBO’s 

narrative requires not simply masculinity, but the Butch identity in order to 

function both with veracity and intention. 

The historicity of One Shape to Another means that the travails of war cannot be 

elided by the text. Johnnie’s status as one of the few women to have ‘manned’ an 

anti-aircraft gun during the war (when the gunner passed out) centralises her as a 

veteran, allowing her access to the canonical Watson’s PTSD/shell shock, and 

simultaneous longing for the clearly delineated space of war. This longing for the 

battlefield transmuted to finding a sense of belonging in Sherlock’s circle of 

influence is present in a number of archontic variations. Within One Shape to 

Another this longing is explicitly made sexual and presents the tension as akin to 

war. Johnnie calls their relationship “the battlefield she’d forgotten she loved” 

(breathedout 2013a, 51), for Sherlock it is “…an ocean she refused to chart on the 

map” (breathedout 2013a, 53). Johnnie assumes her desire for Sherlock is 
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unreturned and accepts this with the equanimity of queered otherness, the 

clearly delineated moments of homosocial and homosexual; of course it would be 

this way; 

that she was drawn to Sherlock was no great surprise, and no great 

problem either. Johnnie Watson had loved, and lived with, enough 

women to respect a clear disavowal of interest (breathedout 2013a, 57).  

This does not stop her devotion to Sherlock, following the other woman into 

cases and violence and danger. The relevance of danger to love within the lesbian 

relationship is transferred to the explicit danger of the violent world around 

them, solving crimes and the closet providing the same risks; to fail at either is 

potentially deadly. The danger of heterosexual men is present only to expose the 

strengths of the two women; Sherlock’s intellect and slight of hand, Johnnie’s 

physicality and willingness to do violence avert the most obvious attempt at a 

gendered violence against them. It is their own assumption of male identities 

within cases that provokes discomfort for Johnnie. Her identity as a lesbian is 

disrupted as she finds herself sexually attracted to 'Evan' even though she slips 

easily into the identity of 'Michael' when they investigate crimes that take place 

within those male spaces.  

For one thing, Johnnie had never (they joked about gold stars down at 

the Gates) had the remotest desire to go to bed with a man. But when 

she and Sherlock spent the week undercover as Evan and Michael, out-

of-town executives at Mrs. Fitzpatrick’s brother’s advertising firm, she 

could hardly think for staring at the tailored navy wool suiting taut 

across Sherlock’s backside (breathedout 2013a, 57). 

For both of them the relationship requires that they re-examine and reveal 

aspects of themselves that they had either obscured, elided, or fearfully avoided.  

The prospect of losing parts of oneself, of hard edges smoothed into oblivion by 

the act of becoming lover and loved, haunts Sherlock and Johnnie both. The 

restrictiveness of gender, of gender performance and sexuality, are not only 

restricted to heterosexual relationships. This allows for a broader range of 
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identification with readers, while illuminating the universality of human 

interaction codified and performed within cultures that may or may not be the 

reader’s own. The re-othering that takes place situates the experience of maleness 

as that of the other; the men within the narrative are not-men. Some of these 

not-men are ‘good’ - they are Butches, or they are men who remain in the 

background, but others are aggressors whose masculinity is the vile, unnatural, 

subversion of women’s masculinity, with their rapacious sexuality and abuse of 

women contrasted, unfavourably, with the ‘suited and booted’ women of The 

Gateways. Butches may be violent, may be aggressive, may be considered 

unnatural within 1950s Britain, or even within our own cultures, but within the 

narrative they are integral and necessary for women who are masculine, the 

women who love them, and the communities they are part of.  In this novel butch 

masculinity, not men, is the counterpoint to femininity and femaleness, and 

regendering does not make a feminine narrative, as much as it makes an inclusive 

one. Simultaneously, butch experiences within the work – particularly the way 

Johnnie’s sexuality and sense of self is restricted by ideas of penetration and 

vulnerability that her partners have enforced – reveals the way that the 

unthinking rejection of femininity is itself as much of a restrictive process as the 

act of being unable to choose masculinity, and that these performances codified 

culturally and subculturally rely on self-policing gender and role as much as 

external pressures. 

One Shape to Another starts with an action scene where Sherlock encourages 

Johnnie to crash the motorcycle they are escaping on into an abandoned quarry. 

Sherlock’s memory and intellect is paired with Johnnie’s physicality, unswerving 

courage, and devotion to the cause from the beginning of the text, but it is also 

non-linearly constructed. We know the pair survive the crash that is depicted in 

this opening scene but we wait to find out how and why. Just as we follow along 

in Holmes’ footsteps when he explains his deductions, realising that this is of 

course the only explanation, we follow along HBBO’s reasoning too, to realise her 

narrative deductions about the canon, about the characters, and about gender 

and sexuality within and outside the text itself. The story takes place within an 

almost entirely female space; male characters come and go and of course there is 
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the palimpsest of the birth of Johnnie and Sherlock is within the male dominance 

of the canonical narrative, but the story itself is about women, about women’s 

spaces and lives. This does not mean feminine, this does not mean the assumed 

feminised space of emotion and intuition, as the characters retain a high level of 

their initial characterisation; Sherlock is intellectual and dismissive, but devoted 

to Johnnie, and Johnnie herself is impulsive, reckless, while being more 

emotionally connected with the world around them. It also it means that the 

story takes place within a space recognisably real, recognisable whole and with 

characters whose agency is not undermined, or elided by the prominence of 

feminine tropes, instead they are given a wider range of originally masculine 

tropes to subvert and transgress. The initial characterisation of male characters 

allows for and insists upon a certain level of gender-non-conformity that 

simultaneously becomes realistic due to the 'flow' from the familiar canonical 

character to the regendered version, and the increasing expectation of complex 

female characters with agency within media. As with Jamie in Elementary, 

masculinised behaviours need no explanation. The sexuality of both Johnnie and 

Sherlock is something of an explanation, but it exists in and out of the narrative 

as a provocation to action. Regendering both the characters and the milieu of the 

genre to the women-heavy Gateways provides a plethora of female characters 

which ensures no single action becomes a 'girl thing' as there are any number of 

reactions and characters to examine and represent forms of reality. 

The initial sex scene between the two characters owes as much to a fight as it 

does to desire. The twin notions of battle and love come to the forefront, and the 

gendered nature of the work means that two women, capable and trained, 

fighting each other before fucking does not engage with the spectre of domestic 

violence and sexual assault (it can of course but the highly embodied and explicit 

nature of the scene makes clear that both parties consent). It is here the story 

splits into romance and detective genres. The tension between the two characters 

has been assuaged now, and it moves instead to the work itself and the 

possibilities of the case.  Within HBBO’s works the apparitional invisibility of 

lesbianism in literature is rejected by the conscious eroticism inherent in this 

series. It cannot simply be read as just another aspect of fannish prurience or the 
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abjectivity of female sexuality or the familiar risible judgement of fanfic as a 

specifically feminine pornography that Ogas and Gaddam, or Salmon and 

Symons claim as being  explicable by something other than sexual desire (2012; 

2004). The focus on the presence of eroticism in HBBO’s work, and the 

appreciation of her fans for that presence, is not an unexpected or unwelcome 

diversion from the assumed 'normality' of other feminised works but an 

integration of regendering, queering, and the focusing the narrative onto women. 

As Reid calls it, “…a type of fascination with perceived perversity” (2009, 466) 

which underlies even the valorisation of it as a reactionary subversion of male 

pornography (Russ 1985). This feminine fannish prurience, or the expectation 

thereof without any other indicators of it, is a facet of that assumption of what 

constitutes ‘normal’ work by women. However, within fandom itself, the sexual 

elements are expected, almost centralised despite the prevalence of non-sexual 

fanwork, but still conform in ways to this expectation of female ambivalence and 

absence. Specifically within fandom itself, the representations of female sexuality 

are often still bound by a crucial imbalance of focus; women are paired off to 

create space for more representation of queer men, alternative sexualities are 

catered for in such a way as to retain a focus on men. Or their sexuality is 

dangerous in the most retrograde and classic of fashions; she is the trap into 

which a man falls, and it is only true love that can save him (the twist being the 

true lover is a man) (Schur 1984). These stories, and these absences entirely, are 

where blatant, erotic, sexually explicit depictions of queer women are radically 

relevant, and while not necessarily being a reaction to those narratives and 

erasures, they inhabit a space that is rejected by them. The familiar death of 

lesbians, or rejections, or heterosexual resolution, or the queer-inflected villains, 

is as much behind regendered and lesbian fanworks as the canon it works within 

and against. 

At the same time, the eroticism is pornographic in its intent to arouse, to provoke 

a physical and physiological response in the reader. The integration of the sex 

into the characterisation and the plot provides necessary elements to illustrate 

change and growth in ways that could not be provided outside the erotic context, 
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given the intent to delineate the lesbian relationship from the homosocial 

woman. HBBO alerts her readers: 

warnings for specific sex acts in the endnotes section: it's a bit spoiler-y, 

but also a possible squick for some folks. So: choose your poison. :-) 

(breathedout 2013a, 154).  

This warning is not about the sexual contact itself, but about the forms it takes. 

Within the metanarrative expectations of fandom the erotic elements are almost 

incidental, and do not provide the narrative focus the way it does in what fandom 

considers to be pornography (with or without plot). These subcultural definitions 

are only occasionally defined, and are complex sites of differing opinions, and 

playful erasure and liminality where the boundaries between porn and plot is not 

as neatly inscribed as it is within other highly sexualised media. The then 

sexualised relationship between the author and the readers is queered by 

expectations of femaleness, but also by the non-standard relationships, 

imbalanced and multiplied between fandoms and fans, a site of contention, 

legality, and eroticised play (Lackner, Lucas, and Reid 2006). However, the 

sensory aspect of the work cannot be elided as simply political, even when it does 

act as an element of the queer and lesbian representation against type and 

expectation, it is, by authorial fiat, intended to arouse and to explain. HBBO 

notes in the first section of the work:  

I added the underage warning because the first few chapters involve 

Sherlock's time at boarding school in 1943, but the one underage sex 

scene is, in my opinion, unlikely to be triggering or offensive to most 

folks. At various times the story engages with racism, homophobia, 

antisemitism and sexism, although I do my utmost to be thoughtful 

and sensitive about all of the above (breathedout, 2013, p. 1).  

This is particularly the case given the intensity of the erotic scenes within One 

Shape to Another; fisting and use of sex toys are common acts, if still outside 

mainstream manifestations of sex in media (even visual pornography), but they 

are presented as important signifiers not only of the relationship between 
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Johnnie and Sherlock, but their own concepts of self. When Johnnie 

unintentionally speaks her own desires, ones that she feels judged for as a Butch 

within their subculture, and attempts to cover her ‘shame’ with sexual activities – 

fisting and anal penetration – designed to overwhelm Sherlock as “since Sherlock 

would already think Johnnie was broken she might as well be filthy on top of it…” 

(breathedout 2013a). Within fandom of course, particularly fanfic, those acts 

don’t count as particularly transgressive, simply a kink to be accepted (Busse 

2013b, np). The erotic content is vital, as are all the other aspects of the work, but 

it is not just these elements that create meaning in the work, it is also the 

narrative methods HBBO uses.  

The romantic elements of the text are crucial not just for the sexual/erotic 

components but as a form of revision. Making the (pseudo)platonic relationship 

explicitly sexual within fandom has been read by fan studies academics in a 

variety of ways; a sexual act, a feminist revisioning of masculinity and sex, 

creative anti-capitalist activity as per “…culture repairing the damage done in a 

system where contemporary myths are owned by corporations instead of owned 

by the folk” (Jenkins quoted by Harmon 1997). However to change the detective 

genre to the romantic, with no disavowal of either aspect acts at a metatextual 

level not only to reimagine the masculine as the feminine, in terms of genre, but 

to address the erasures of the genre itself. It reinserts the messy emotionality of 

life into the logician’s dream of rational action; in a reversion of the ‘masculinised 

woman’ so feared in the contemporaneous universe of One Shape to Another, it 

feminises the masculine genre while reworking what counts as feminine within 

the work itself. It redresses the imbalances of the original by regendering, and it 

also resituates the entire framework of gender performance within the female 

body. It also disrupts the assumptions of intellectual disinterest that surround 

fanfic, with myriad references not only to academic and non-fiction research, but 

also literary classics. 

It’s, um, REALLY SHAMEFULLY OBVIOUS if you’ve read it, but a debt 

of gratitude is owed to Joyce’s Molly Bloom for the style and all the 

yeses in the penultimate paragraph of the first scene. (breathedout 

2013a, 89)  
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The borrowing of cultural capital with fandom has precedents, in the form of 

Shakespeare, and HBBO acknowledges those sources of inspiration alongside 

references to 50s porn films, and the historical lesbian community’s response to 

sex toys. Joyce’s work is notoriously dense, difficult, and subject to censorship for 

the sexual content; seemingly unlikely to inspire fanwork but HBBO’s cultural 

capital, and openly shared preferences for literary works particularly post-

modern authors, make the literary allusion unremarkable except for the 

necessary attributions. The author’s adherence to genre restrictions allows for 

and encourages a kind of narrative reduction and by sourcing such disparate 

inspirations, by openly linking to and acknowledging them, HBBO uses fanfic to 

expand the metatextual genre of the canon, not just correct the gender, race, 

class, and sexuality imbalances of it. 
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Conclusion 

In One Shape to Another HBBO has used not only the common tropes and 

signifiers of fanfic like the historical AU, shipping, authorial asides, notes, and 

acknowledgments updated with links to fanart, alongside the canon of 

commercial Sherlockian work, queer literature, post-modernism, lesbian media, 

and erotica/pornography, to create a narrative that uses and investigates those 

things through the experiences of women who do not perform gender 'correctly'. 

This variability of gender role performance can be read as a responsiveness to the 

canon and to the fandom itself; by remaking the universe of the text almost 

entirely female there is no way women’s experiences can be erased and no need 

for women’s narratives and lives to be condensed into a singular kind of character 

and story. The queer components of the narrative situate One Shape to Another 

not only within a broader genre of lesbian romance but also allow HBBO to 

illuminate the intricacies of gender role performance. The 'freedom' of slash and 

femmeslash from heterosexual binaries is revealed within One Shape to Another 

as a manifestation of desire not as a reflection of either queer experience or queer 

literature. 

One specific aspect of her presentation, that I will further elaborate on through 

analysing other fanworks, is the presence of violence. The position of the queered 

regendered character, who in the canonical versions is a vector and a victim of 

violence, inherently contends with the social role of violence against women, 

against lesbians, and within our communities. While HBBO situates her 

regendered characters within a milieu that narratively excludes much of male 

violence, outside a few key scenes, the aftermath and ongoing effects of previous 

experiences is included as a way in which women bond, and strengthen their 

communities. However, the presence of war, in this case a war that was won, that 

is over, provides a foundation for the characters and for much of the case that 

they investigate. In the following chapter I will analyse more modern 

interpretations, where the experience of war – as a woman – is one that does not 

provide a community of survivors; instead the experience of war marks the 

characters as much as gender, in a multitude of ways. These explicit experiences 

of war, with PTSD and the knowledge that the conflict is neverending, are 
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inextricably linked with the experiences of women in ‘peacetime’ through their 

experiences of violence, harm, and surviving those terrors as integral to their 

experience of gender; even when that gender is a coercively assigned one, to be 

negotiated around and moved through. 
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Chapter 10: Emotion, Violence, and Regendering  

Men are afraid that women will laugh at them. Women are afraid that 

men will kill them. (attributed to Margaret Atwood) 

The previous chapter looked at one novel-length work through the lens of 

queerness, specifically lesbianism. This chapter takes a different approach, 

analysing four works through the lens of violence. These four works feature 

regendered characters, heavily influenced by archontic versions of the Holmes 

and Watson characters, moderated in various ways. Titles and blurbs for each of 

the stories is as follows. 

In Arduis Felis by mad_maudlin 

Jane Watson likes to think of herself, deep down inside, as a good girl. 

She is not a drunken mess like Harry. She did not get fat like Mike. 

Unlike 327 British soldiers and contractors, she is not dead. She got top 

marks and she served her country and she has not got a selfish bone in 

her body. 

That may actually be part of her problem. 

 * 

Compatible Damage (series) by branwyn 

Being deceivers, yet we are true; unknown, yet well known; dying, 

yet behold we live; punished, yet not killed; sorrowful, yet always 

rejoicing; poor, yet making many rich; having nothing, yet 

possessing everything (2 Corinthians 6:8-10 tr. Laurie R. King). 

‘The Skeleton Winter’: Joanna knows that enlisting as the only recruit 

in Sherlock's private army isn't going to make her less damaged. But 

Sherlock puts her damage to good use. Joanna thinks that is by far the 

best thing that could have happened to her. It may, in fact, be the only 

thing that could have saved her. An AU genderswap casefic based 
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loosely on AC Doyle's The Abbey Grange, and other stories. 

 ‘Let Sense be Dumb’: Sherlock doesn't like it when she gets kidnapped 

and tied up and knocked about. When she's in danger, a large portion 

of his magnificent brain eats itself alive with worrying for her, and that 

process consumes a great deal more energy than converting proteins 

and carbohydrates into energy. A sequel to ‘The Skeleton Winter’, in 

which Joanna Watson is still mad as a hatter. Only these days, it's not 

working for her quite as well as it used to. Genderswap casefic loosely 

based on the AC Doyle story A Case of Identity. 

‘The Silences’: Love is an inconstant variable. A genderswap AU casefic 

loosely based on AC Doyle's The Dancing Men. 

 * 

heart in hand (if you stumble you’ll drop it) by pprfaith 

John Watson isn't really sure why she's living with Sherlock Holmes. 

Or: The pulse of a human heart. 

 * 

Seems So Easy for Everybody Else by etothepii 

He signs his correspondences to the police as Sherlock H, as he always 

has, and he signs his letters to his parents as SH -- they can take what 

they will from the S. He signs his school assignments S. Holmes, and 

manages to get away with it because he is the only Holmes in his 

classes. FtM!Sherlock. Contains trigger warnings for trans issues and 

brief mention of suicidal ideation. 

I have separated my analysis of the violence into two sections, each focusing on 

two specific narratives; the first looks at In Arduis Felis and Compatible Damage 

as examples of regendered fanworks where the violence of war is examined 

through a female veteran of the contemporary battlefields of Afghanistan and the 

British military forces there. The second section looks at deeper, more 
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personalised forms of gendered violence, those enacted against bodies and 

psyches that transgress gender, as seen in the trans Sherlock in Seems So Easy for 

Everybody Else and the aggressively non-conforming (female) John Watson in 

heart in hand. These two ‘styles’ of violence overlap, and share commonalities, 

but by specifically focusing on the methods by which the authors reveal violence, 

and change it in their adaptation, the gendered elements of the work become 

more visible and explicit.  

In these narratives, alongside the very real violence of war and social policing of 

gender, the feelings and the relationship, between gender and the self, 

particularly within romantic or intimate situations, is conceptualised as a risk. It 

is a danger to emotional or even physical health, and somehow more meaningful 

and intense than simply love. Intimacy is coded bodily, destructively, and 

violently, in all four narratives, in varying ways. Mad_Maudlin chooses to present 

the violence as something that Joanna longs for as much as she performs a more 

acceptably feminine rejection of her military service. 

Sherlock's is steadier; her smooth contralto slides into something 

almost intimate, just barely teasing. "Bit of trouble, too, I bet." 

"Of course, yes." Burning petrol, blood on stone, the shock of recoil and 

adrenaline that tastes like copper and gold. “Enough for a lifetime. Far 

too much." 

One corner of Sherlock's mouth twitches, like she's fighting down a 

smile, like she's seeing something more than Jane's past in her words. 

"Want to see some more?" 

"Oh, god, yes." (Mad_Maudlin 2010, 4) (emphasis orig.). 

Joanna Watson, as written by branwyn, also has a kind of longing for violence but 

it is one coloured by her traumatic experiences before the war, as much as 

during. 

Sherlock doesn't like it when Joanna gets kidnapped and tied up and 

knocked about. Joanna doesn't exactly enjoy it, but she's not so much 
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of a hypocrite as to pretend she wouldn't rather be in her position than 

Sherlock's. She knows what it's like to have people depend on her for 

their lives, and it's harrowing (branwyn 2013). 

Pprfaith also makes the violence of the battlefield clear, but contextualises it 

within both the archontic familiarity of Watson as a surgeon, while complicating 

it via unspoken and unfamiliar romantic entanglements that end abruptly, with 

no closure, and continue to haunt John as much as the violence does. 

She thinks she wanted to keep him close and inhale his scent, to know 

him.  

She got to know him, eventually, like this: her hands holding his 

insides in, blood and splinters everywhere, fire overhead, screaming, 

her scrambling for her gun with one hand, slick fingers sliding off the 

dark metal, him wheezing and dying and then fire in her shoulder and 

silence under her hands (pprfaith 2012, 3). 

Sherlock as written by ettothepii is the only regendered Holmes I focus on, and it 

is due to the nature of the transition, the way that Sherlock’s fight to be 

recognised as male is presented not simply as a battle against a mainstream 

environment that still does not understand gender transition, but also against his 

own interior judgements of self. 

Every pound he uses from the account feels like a concession, like 

another thing Mycroft can hold over his head as proof he can't handle 

things on his own. Each withdrawal feels like a noose tightening 

around his neck, a reminder him that he owes his family, that he's a 

source of disappointment and shame (etothepii 2011). 

Readings of the texts within the metanarratives of fandom reveal the 

metaphorical nature of the battlefield of love as being somewhat less than 

metaphorical. Several of the authors have expanded on their own experiences and 

traumas as basis for the regendered changes and shifts. When Jane talks about 

“…women who had never spoken up, never explained why they were bleeding out 
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behind their eyes” she is referencing not only sexual assault in the military, but 

the structural inadequacies that face female survivors of male violence in any 

field, and the prevalence of sexual violence (Mad_Maudlin 2010, 4). Feminist 

activism around domestic violence, reproductive justice, rape culture, 

intersectional elements of racial and ethnic violence, all reveal the personal 

landscape of love and romance as one fraught with incredible risk and danger for 

women. The explosive resumption of the #metoo movement from the earlier 

work done by Tarana Burke on myspace in 2006 (Guerra 2017), and revelations 

about longterm sexual predation by powerful men in Hollywood, politics, and 

almost every other workforce, was nascent during the analysis period but the 

works show the foundations for it even within fanworks. The function of fanwork 

as a form of consciousness raising is one that is evident in much of my survey and 

interview data, and is also evident here in the works those fans create around 

gender and violence. 

In addition to the rather straightforward concerns about women and gender in 

heterocentric conceptualisations of society, there are the questions of gender that 

are provoked by the works. This includes the way regendering is used to depict 

gender uncertainties and transitions – not that they are the same, but the way in 

which the stories chosen investigate gender points to a kind of instability for 

women specifically. Maleness remains unchanged, un-mined, while femininity, 

femaleness and masculinity are worked with and around by the creators. The 

relief of etothepii’s trans Sherlock is repeated in the absence of masculine 

uncertainties in the other works, and the central experience of femininity and 

femaleness, or masculinity and femaleness, reverting to a de Beauvoir-accented 

sense of manufactured womanhood, or Gaten’s ‘default’ (2014; 1996). This is not 

an unreflected upon engagement with the canon, or with media; regendering is a 

method of centralising this imbalance in perception and social response. It rarely 

accepts the male, or the masculine, as the default experience, or a neutral 

identity, but insists that works about masculinity are already prevalent and 

suffocate those about women, and femininity, and that it is a political act to focus 

on women. That it is also one which replicates women as Other, as uncertain, 

remains a site of contention and complexity for the works and for the fans. 
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Bruised and Battered but Alive  

Mad_Maudlin (MM) regenders both Holmes and Watson for In Arduis Felis 

(IAF), while Branwyn only changes the gender of Watson in her series Compatible 

Damage. Both Watsons – Jane and Joanna respectively – have their 

characterisation tied intimately with being a veteran, and the experience of being 

a woman veteran. Their gender changes very little in terms of the nouns, the 

names; veteran, Afghanistan, shoulder wound, shot, surgeon, PTSD, therapy, 

follower, Captain, however the experience of those as a woman changes each and 

every aspect, and both authors delve into those conflicts. These works were 

selected, again, for the recommendations and kudos they receive, and also 

because both very deliberately and consciously engage with the gendered 

experience of the characters. Both are based on the BBC series Sherlock and both 

draw heavily from the canonical Conan Doyle stories and other archontic 

versions. In both of these works the authors, Branwyn and Mad Maudlin focus 

intimately on Watson as the veteran. 

Both Watsons find this place alongside Sherlock. In IAF Sherlock is also a woman 

and their differing experiences and performances of femininity and masculinity 

provide not only depth to the narrative, but a way for MM to highlight and 

fracture the genderedness of the canon itself; 

Donovan called Sherlock a freak, looked at her with a poisonous 

expression; Donovan predicted Sherlock would become a murder and 

Sherlock seems almost flattered at the sentiment. 

"Statistically speaking, most murderers are male," she will tell Jane with 

a gleam in her eye. "Particularly the violent ones. A proper female serial 

killer would single-handedly revolutionize the field of criminology." 

(Mad_Maudlin 2010, 6). 

In Compatible Damage however the seemingly heterosexual relationship between 

the male Sherlock and the female Watson is cracked through by the trauma 

Joanna has endured, but also by the canonical elements of Sherlock’s inability to 

understand emotion. This emotional blindness, when placed squarely within the 
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realm of a heterosexual partnership, or even a heterosocial one, highlights the 

ways in which the kinds of canonical and archontic behaviours are commonly 

masculinised in a multitude of narratives.  

Three nights ago, in the dark, she'd said, I love you. 

Sherlock had said the only honest thing he could say in return. 

Three words. Auditory data. A deduction made by Joanna, based on 

primary research he doesn't have access to. Perplexing. There is a 

contradiction imbedded in her hypothesis (Sherlock does not inspire 

love in other people.) He doesn't know what alterations to their current 

arrangements might be implied or demanded by the fact that she chose 

to make this declaration to him. (What does she want him to do?) 

(branwyn 2013, 3). 

Watson’s emotional intelligence has been referred to as womanish, feminine, 

since the early days of the fandom (Stout 1941) but Branwyn’s explicit regendering 

of Watson removes that inability to connect from the male realm of the detective 

novel to the familiarly romantic narrative woven through her story. This 

accomplishes a critique of the ways in which intellect and intelligence are 

masculinised within narratives and wider media, but also makes it clear how 

limited that makes the narrative and the character.  

The regendered works skewer the valorisation of rationality and intellectualism. 

The knowing voice of the narrators puncture the pontificating and patronising 

logic that allows and enforces maladjusted behaviour from male characters, and 

punishes the women around them. Both works very consciously and 

performatively within the narrative create an implied reader who knows exactly 

what the female characters have endured – not necessarily by direct experience 

but by being alongside. The narratives assume women exist as a class, shifting in 

and around intersectional aspects like race, class, ability, ethnicity, and sexuality, 

but maintaining the conceit that women as a class have a shared experience of 

the world. It is this class that is the implied, intended, reader also. Men, and male 

experience, is deliberately constructed as the other within both Compatible 
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Damage and IAF, using the narrative, characterisation, and metanarratives 

around the work, media, and fandom. 

This explicit othering, and the naming and rejection of the male gaze, is woven 

into the experiences of being women and the expected performances of 

femininity within the text. Authorities loom large, with expectations of gender 

policing manifest in both actions and inactions; women aren’t meant to be on the 

frontline (like men) thus women do not need arms training (like men) thus 

women who train like men, who are injured like men, are suspect for their 

transgression of the roles they have been given. For having ‘wanted it’ in some 

fashion. Both Jane and Joanna struggle with this, and their own internalised need 

for that risk and danger. For Joanna this is filtered through trauma; for her the 

risk focuses the damage and the danger onto its correct vector, her body, while 

also providing emotional resonances in the way those around her react and care 

for her. For Jane it is simply where and how she was meant to be; it remains 

mostly unquestioned, unacknowledged as a deviation within male and masculine 

characters but its presence within her prompts attempts at correction and 

policing. 

Similarly, for Joanna and Sherlock, the masculine intellectual state of reaction to 

sexual violence – retaliative, vengeful, and concerned with the perpetrator going 

unpunished – is examined within the text in terms of how it affects the women 

who are the victims. Sherlock’s response to a case where they uncover and 

ultimately ‘vanquish’ a child abuser is a familiar trope in the narrative context – 

he is aggressive, concerned with what will happen should the perpetrator go free, 

and most crucially, speaking over the victim and acting as the instrument by 

which the abuser is identified and incarcerated. Branwyn introduces this element 

through the point of view of Joanna, a survivor of child abuse, and reveals the 

ways in which this reaction ultimately disempowers and retraumatises many 

victims due to the lack of societal and emotional support. Woven through her 

internal narratives after the inciting event are familiar post-trauma psychological 

states; disassociation, obsessive rumination, self-harm and neglect, aggression, 

depression, and avoidance. Also present is a kind of triumphant narrative where 

Joanna does engineer a rescue-revenge plan, allowing for a kind of narrative 
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correction and rescue of her own self. Branwyn does not shy away from either the 

meticulously described indignities of recovery, or the triteness of many recovery 

narratives that inform the diegetic responses to abuse. Joanna is neither rescued 

nor healed by her plans, they are simply another aspect of her. Compatible 

Damage is not a recovery narrative, there is no revelation of a way to become 

better, no healing factors, just again the unending nature of surviving. 

The way these interactions within the narrative work echoes the way in which 

real women’s lives and experiences are policed, but also how in media, fandom, 

and other discourses female characterisation is policed for those transgressions. 

The well-worn objections to the ‘bossy woman’ alongside admiration for the 

‘leader’ who is presumed male – and drilling down through those objections to 

layers and layers of intersecting axes of oppression – are critiqued within these 

regendered narratives by taking those admirable masculine-male characters and 

laying them at the foundation of the female character. Scodari’s comments about 

the ways in which female characters are judged by fans who otherwise claim to 

want more powerful women is the counterpublic against which the regendering 

presents the recontextualised characters (Scodari 2003). The regendering also 

recontextualises what is meant by strength, by leadership, by violence; Jane’s 

courage is as unexplained as the canonical Watson’s, her ferocity the same innate 

uniqueness as his. But the ability to endure, to continue, to swallow anger and 

hurt and act, are how the canonical aspects of the archontic Watson’s courage 

under fire become Joanna’s.  

The importance of honour, and dedication, occupy significant amounts of 

character space for the two Watsons. Jane finds comfort in the motto making up 

the title of the story – in arduis felis, steadfast in hardship – and clings to what 

makes meaning out of holding fast. Her Sherlock, feminine and striking, gives her 

reason and creates a space for Jane’s tendencies and otherness to flourish and 

becoming meaningful again, in a way that even the armed forces had not. Joanne 

is phrases her dedication to the honourable cause of Sherlock Holmes as 

‘enlisting in his private army’. The complex question of how to serve returning 

women veterans focuses, in real life, on their experiences of violence and often on 

sexual trauma. Joanne and Jane both bely that rationale as persist as career 
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soldiers, that familiar masculine character who is unable to adjust to civilian life 

becomes regendered, exposing the ways in which the originals are highly 

gendered in their representations even if the perceptions of the character is more 

neutral. Even with Joanne’s history of sexual trauma specifically underpinning her 

reactions to violence, both Watsons speak of their experiences that while meeting 

the definition of assault or harassment, are simply the background radiation of 

misogyny the authors expect that the reader will understand. This litany of sexual 

misdemeanours and felonies gone unpunished and unremarked upon echoes and 

is echoed by the increasing amount of awareness campaigns and performance art 

projects highlighting those experiences as unique and peculiar to women and 

happening primarily without an audience of uninvolved men. Once more, the 

nascent foundations of the #metoo movement are found years before in 

unrelated fanworks; regendering serves as a process by which fans can uncover 

and reveal elements of the world around them that are otherwise obscured by the 

male-masculine default, and the dominance of that within media narratives. 

The implied and expected reader of these narratives exists not only as a close, and 

trained, reader but also in a state of flow. They are a knowing reader. Aspects of 

characterisation do not need to be explained, the author can expect the reader 

will understand that Sherlock is Sherlock Holmes, with all the archontic 

iterations stretching out fore and aft and bolstering the representations and the 

critiques she is weaving into the work. In that state of flow, where the reader is 

enmeshed within the narrative due to their familiarity with the canon, and the 

archontic variations, she can integrate the unfamiliar elements of the narrative – 

not simply the change in gender, but the way that regendering affects the 

narrator and the themes of the text itself. This makes the politico-social elements 

of the text integral to the reading of the work and not simply as a kind of creative 

feminist praxis, but as a narrative tool aimed at the reader and the fandom itself, 

critiquing the metanarratives of fandom. 

The explicitly knowing and judgemental narrator within the texts is coded 

female, and angry, through the sarcastic and weary observations through th texts. 

There is no space made by the narrator for the elisions and revisions of masculine 

inattention, of rationality’s rudeness, and those things are instead laid bare for 
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the reader as inexcusable errors of intellect and attention. There is no excuse, 

within the domain of Holmesean genius, for not understanding women, yet the 

canon and the archontic versions often feature this as an excusable deficit of his 

intellect. Branwyn and MM draw attention to the ways in which this actually 

lessens his abilities, lessens his intellect; echoing, metatextually, the ways in 

which the erasure and ignorance of women and femininity across numerous 

disciplines and fields leads to weaknesses within those areas.  

Modern fandom, historically as framed within fan studies at least, owes its 

inception to a kind of capitalist version of storytelling and subversion; however 

there is also a longer history outside the field of media fandom as it was 

conceptualised, born from the loins of television and zines. Castle refers to the 

groups of women who entered into lively conversation with authors during the 

1800s, writing to them to plead for changes in the narratives, and rewriting those 

texts for their friends and circulating their corrections to narratives they 

imagined as incorrect, or ‘filling in’ the negatives spaces of the stories with 

romantic and sexual entanglements. In this way, authors like Branwyn and MM 

join with a long literary history of women reacting to and criticising texts through 

rewriting the focus of the work, by revisioning and reworking the narratives to 

their own ends; either by changing the narrative to satisfy their own desires for 

justice, for romance, or to illustrate the blithe ignorance and imbalances of the 

original. Fans become part of this history with their work and even though those 

narratives are often long gone, hidden in archives or lost entirely, the spirit of 

that interaction lives on in modern fandom.  

What Does It Matter?  

In Seems so Easy for Everybody Else (Seems so Easy) etothepii follows a young 

Sherlock, designated female at birth and named Sophie Charlotte. Textually the 

story uses the pronouns of Holmes’ external identity – she until transition, he 

afterwards. While this, in terms of a biographic representation is contrary to 

accepted and preferred practice (use the pronouns of the post-transitional 

person’s gender) it centres the narrative neatly on the character themselves, and 

the transitional experience that does not conform to the popular transitional 
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story of ‘I always knew’ but instead focuses on the uncertainty and tensions of the 

process itself.  

She tells herself it'll change. She tells herself that she'll change, that one 

day she will see herself in the mirror or reflected in the eyes of 

someone else, and think, yes, this is me. This is who I am. 

She can't see it happening, no matter how hard she tries. 

- 

He gives up arguing with himself about it, eventually (etothepii 2011, 

19). 

The young Holmes’ knows they are different – they are smart, they are curious, 

and they act well outside the accepted roles for young girls. At which point does 

this transgression and misbehaviour become symptomatic of being designated 

the wrong gender, rather than of the essential inequality of the role itself? And 

within a character like Sherlock Holmes, already well outside the expected norm, 

what is it that shapes the difference into a kind of conformity? 

John in heart in hand (if you stumble you’ll drop it) (heart in hand) treads that 

space. She maintains a female identity while aggressively occupying male and 

masculine spaces.  

Holmes looks at her the way most men do when they find a woman in 

a male-dominated world; doubtful and disappointed, mildly disgusted 

and confused. What the bloody hell is she doing here, short, blonde, 

with ovaries. They’re all the same and John watches Holmes’s 

expression shutter the same way she always does: half amused, half 

hurt (pprfaith 2012, 2). 

The role of woman, or girl, is so constrained that she moves beyond it, but still 

retains the identity itself. Her name, ‘John’, her career choices, her mannerisms, 

all reject the roles expected of her and that conflict provides some of the 

archontic elements of courage and aggression. She is defensive, defended, and 
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refuses to engage in even the kind of expected emotional labour of female 

solidarity as she watches Sherlock verbally berate other women; “she was not in 

the habit of apologising for someone else’s actions” (pprfaith 2012, 4). Her 

Sherlock is misogynist, asexual, drowning in his refusal to understand women as 

a whole and furious about it. His relationship with John is one that relies on her 

refusal, or inability, to conform to gender roles; not simply in terms of 

presentation, appearance and body, but her behaviours and choices. She does not 

engage in the kinds of invisible, intangible, ways of being and becoming a 

woman, the emotional labour required of women to placate male ego, at huge 

cost to herself in many ways but allowing her freedom in others; including, 

paradoxically, the ability to create a relationship with a Sherlock who hates 

women. 

These two ways of depicting and representing liminal gender spaces – the more 

binary expectations of gender transition and the conflicted, created space of the 

non-conforming gender presentation – are only possible through the medium of 

fanfiction or adaptive works. The audience is presented with a version of the 

familiar, but whose gender creates a tension with the canonical, with the reader’s 

expectations, and with wider discourses about gender. Readers are forced to 

understand their own complicity in the gender binary, their own acts enforcing 

and reinforcing the constructs within and outside the text by the layers of 

meaning woven around the supporting characters – in heart in hand the blatant, 

aggressive misogyny of Sherlock, in Seems so Easy the well-meaning but 

ultimately non-understanding concern of Mycroft. 

The way etothepii’s text follows the concrete experiences of transition from 

designated female to his male identity allow the author to illustrate the way in 

which behaviours are perceived differently between men and women. What 

Sophie does, what she can achieve, what she experiences, changes as her 

presentation masculinises. When she fully transitions to Sherlock, his 

experiences, while still as an outsider and as a gender minority, still retain and 

use power and privilege that had been inaccessible prior to that transition. The 

length of the process – first presentation changes, then there is a social transition, 

and finally a medical one – slowly increases reader awareness of the ways in 
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which the canonical elements of Sherlock’s character are only really accessible to 

the male version and for the female, even the imaginary projected version of 

Sophie-who-did-not-transition, there is a lack of the real, of social recognisance. 

For all of the canonical and archontic Sherlock’s inability to become part of the 

seething sea of humanity, as a man he is allowed this space as an extension of his 

masculinity. For a woman, that rationality and distance is unthinkable, only 

explicable in the shadow of trauma, but instead of the expected kinds of feminine 

trauma to explain those ‘flaws’, etothepii uses transition. Those tendencies of 

Sherlock’s remain a manifestation of the masculine, and the trauma is that of 

gender dysphoria, misgendering, the internal conflict of one’s body at odds with 

one’s self. 

Similarly John’s trauma is centred on those experiences of gender but for her it is 

the enclosed cages of femininity and woman-ness that inflicts damage, rather 

than an internal sense of unease. For her the trauma of her gender identity and 

performance are centred around the inability of her family, her community, the 

world at large, to accept that she is a woman, has no sense of dysphoria, is not 

enacting a sexual identity like Butchness, but simply is. The question of inability 

versus refusal weaves through the text, with John refusing to even attempt to 

conform in spite of knowing “it would be easier to put on a skirt, or to be gay like 

Harry” (pprfaith 2012, 2). She understands the links between gender performance, 

particularly female masculinity, as a way of performing sexual identity, and that 

she would make more sense to the world if she were a lesbian, or transgender, or 

in some way explicably othered. Yet she is not, there is no explanation for her 

gender transgression beyond “why should I change it?” (pprfaith 2012, 2). 

Sherlock’s asexuality within this narrative reworks that spectre of heterosexuality 

and romance from the narrative, while still maintaining emotional integrity and 

interaction. The canonical platonic (or at least only subtextually queer) 

relationship between Sherlock and Watson is bolstered in heart in hand by the 

removal of sex from the relationship due to inclination, allowing the same 

emotional intensity to the relationship while excusing the absence of sex and 

sexual interest. 
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The fear John holds, highlighted in the title, is that of emotional entanglement 

and her own distance from those around her – she had thought she might have 

been in love and instead of a resolution, she held that possibility of love in her 

hand; the man’s heart literally beating it’s last as she applied pressure to try and 

save him. It is not simply the fear of that annihilating complexity of love that 

haunts her, but the possibility, the prospect, that “there was something wrong 

with her even before Afghanistan” (pprfaith 2012, 3). It is entangled with gender – 

being ‘the kind of woman who doesn’t know she’s in love’, as a judgement not 

only on her own apparent ignorance in the area but also the presumed state of 

feminine being. John is an essentialist who removes herself from the roles she 

believes in – women are not destructive, not like she is. Men are destructive, like 

she is. But she is not men, therefore she is women, yet we are back to the 

beginning. The tension between her stated beliefs, biological essentialism and 

social conditioning, and her own lived experiences, recall the kinds of second 

wave debates and discourses around the role and the expectation of women as 

integral parts of society. It also recalls the desires of fans in Chapter 4, wanting 

more kinds of women, more kinds of gender transgression, and more examples of 

how women navigate the world. 

Similarly Seems so Easy retains a kind of essentialism of gender performance, 

even if transition is nominally gender diversity in action. Sherlock’s transition is 

away from the kind of misfired, error-ridden experience of female he has 

endured, to something that better fits his vision of himself. However, those 

visions of self are boundaried and contained within a binary and within gender 

roles. Our understanding, as readers, of Sherlock as a specific kind of masculinity 

– logical, rational, detached and removed – is integral to our understanding of 

Sophie’s transition to Sherlock. It is not simply about what is masculine and 

male, but about the internal sense of self being manifest in the body, the need to 

be a certain kind of man. We know who exists at the end of the transition 

process, so the points during the transition process that illuminate Sophie’s 

discomfort with her assigned and assumed gender – not simply the treatment she 

is subject to, but breasts and menstruation and male attention and the 

expectations around those things – are exhibits of gender dysphoria. But those 
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points are not enough to rationalise transition, are not simply unique to gender 

dysphoria, and it is the external framework of fanfic, the metadata and 

metanarratives, that prompt the reader to experience and interpret those ideas as 

aspects of transgender narratives rather than as a discourse about the restrictive 

roles and behaviours expected of women and young girls.  

Both texts rely strongly on essentialism, in character, to excuse and to sequester 

their characters from that wider pool of women. Like Irene Adler in the canon, 

John and Sophie are not women, are not like other women (indeed, Sophie is not 

a woman); their uniqueness demands that they are removed from that class and 

quarantined safely away. In heart in hand Sherlock attempts, repeatedly, to find a 

way to catalogue John safely, and the first story in the series ends with John’s 

period finishing and Sherlock insisting she would be a good mother. His inability 

to understand womanhood, is complicated by the intellectual drive he is known 

for; 

…No. Not dense. It’s the wrong word. Clueless, maybe. Inexperienced. 

But that implies a desire to grow more experienced and Sherlock does 

not have that (pprfaith 2012, 16). 

It means that he does not understand the full implications of his words, the way 

the role of motherhood compresses and constrains women even more, and acts 

as a kind of palimpsest, a Shroedinger like perpetual dual state, even when there 

is no child. The possibility other motherhood, the rejection of it, shapes the 

characterisation of women within heterosexual narratives particularly, and in 

heteronormative society, in such a way that there is no innocent way to suggest 

motherhood, no way to foreground the subject without passing judgement 

simultaneously on women’s choices everywhere. 

For both of these characters the regendering is disruptive to the archontic 

elements of the narrative, not just because of the gender change but because they 

both retain the gendered aspects of the canonical and archontic representations 

and then subvert and undermine them. The conflict and tension between 

binarised gender and non-standard representations and perceptions of those 
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representations adds complexity to the archontic Holmes and readings of the 

canon. The presentation of gender, made complex by transition and 

transgression, is metatextually familiar; fandom is a nominally queer, feminine, 

space but also includes relatively high levels of gender diverse people and the 

concepts of transmen and genderqueer women are not new. However the 

twisting of the familiar narratives of transition – I always knew I was a boy – into 

etothepii’s loving and nuanced representation of confusion, of uncertainty, about 

that maleness, or into pprfaith’s absolutely certain representation of a masculine 

woman who has the hallmarks of gender dysphoria but none of the intent, shifts 

those common representations of gender diversity into something not only 

appropriate to the archontic Holmes but also broadening those representations.  
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-.- Conclusion 

How do creators and audiences of adaptive works use and view 

regendering as creative praxis? 

Introduction 

My research aimed to illustrate what regendering as a creative praxis offers to the 

creator-audiences of that counterpublic, and what their own identity means for 

that work. In short, I, along with other theorists such as Stanfill argue that this 

community of “minoritized” people “is produced through an ongoing circulation 

of these texts binding people together” (2013). In addition to this, I have located 

subcultures within that counterpublic that create and consume regendered works 

as a praxis of the ideals and lessons of fandom. Creative praxis engages not only 

the literary and media basis of fanwork, but also its socio-political frameworks, as 

transgressing and subverting expectations of behaviour, both as an affirmation of 

the fannish counterpublic but also the metatexts of fannishness subverted by 

gender-creative or otherwise transgressive works. Regendering, and the reactions 

to it I have examined, also reinforces the concept of fanwork is a counterpublic – 

not simply a community but a reaction to a ‘public’ that then in turn 

encompasses its own subaltern fields, and metatextual structures. I have shown 

that the matrix of feminist theory regarding performativity and otherness, 

particularly as it pertains to media and gender, integrates with the transgressive 

actions of fanwork and thus resolves as a method for the counterpublic to create 

an ‘other’ of the wider non-fannish public. This ‘re-othering’ is a foundation for 

the formation of the counterpublic and integrates even that gender-creative 

transgressive and subversive works but maintaining that ‘other’ even within 

seemingly contradictory or conflicting works. 

Fan Studies and Methodologies for Complex Networks 
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One of the major difficulties for fan studies is the management of scope and data, 

alongside the concerns about ethics and identity. My case studies and data 

provide both a method for engaging with fandom, and a way of engaging with the 

enormous amount of material available by, paradoxically, including 

professional/commercial adaptations. This inclusion in the case studies/media 

analysis sidesteps much of those concerns about ethics and identity, and creates a 

specific line of enquiry in terms of the fandom itself. The increasing shift between 

creators as a separate pipeline of experience to that of fanwork as fertile grounds 

for new creators is one founded in the prevalence of remakes, reboots, sequels, 

and the filmic practices of auteurs who pay homage, and bolster their own 

fannishness with creative praxis.  

The theoretical conclusion from my research aligns with those other academics 

within the third wave such as Busse, Hellekson, Reid, Hill, and Stanfill, and the 

divisions within fandom identified by Scodari. My focus on the identity of the 

fans as a part of their praxis is indebted to Cunning Linguists particularly, and 

Reid’s analysis of ‘dark’ fanwork was the precursor to several of my chapters, and 

my own auto-ethnographic work. As what Russ would call ‘one for whom the 

sexual fantasy works’ in terms of the fantasy of this re-othered world of the 

regendered characters, the impact of regendering is one that required 

vulnerability to research.  

My data specifically reveals aspects of fandom that remain under-studied; most 

intriguingly the temporal and memory-making aspect of fandom ‘journeying’ 

were hinted at in much of the qualitative work, and provoke questions about 

those aspects of fandom. The history of fans, and fan studies, are an increasingly 

popular avenue for scholars and my data provides another axis for that academic 

focus. The Grounded nature of my analysis is key as well, because the linguistic 

elements of fandom, the counterpublic it creates, are ill-suited to surface analysis, 

or heavily quantitative measurements. The literary ancestors of fanwork also 

demand engagement in the form of close reading the works themselves, not 

simply the shape of those works as a form or genre. 
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My methodology for both narrowing the scope, while maintaining as much data 

collection as possible from fans and creators, is one that is applicable to 

numerous other avenues of research into media, given the increasing focus of 

Hollywood and other media producers on adaptive work. This interdisciplinary 

mix of literary/media analysis and sociology is one that fits into the needs and 

work of fan studies well, and provides wider avenues for cultural studies to 

engage with those counterpublics. The theories I have developed here – the 

feminist framework, and the othering of the default audience – are also 

applicable to not just other fannish works, but other subversive and transgressive 

counterpublics. 

Otherness, Regendering, and Counterpublic Formation 

The theory I have developed regarding the way the counterpublic reinscribes the 

boundaries of itself with works that regender the other into a male-masculine, 

rather than unknowable feminine. This re-othering is evident in many works by 

otherwise non-default populations, even to a certain extent underlies much of the 

niche and alternative works that are nonetheless subsidised and commercialised 

for mainstream media purposes. The result of regendering is also evident in 

mainstream works that are not adaptations, but examples of gender-blind 

casting, as they engage with how a creator thinks of their work within the 

communal effort of a film script.  

However, the means by which fans and creators subvert the ‘default’ into the 

unclaimed is also applicable to other kinds of reworkings. It is also important to 

the ways in which creative counterpublics create metatextual ideologies, and 

what position the works take within those environments. The othering is a 

natural progression of community formation and by studying the ways in which 

creators signify that process within regendering, I have established the 

importance of play and desire within gender construction, both affective states 

integral to fannish praxis. This can be expanded to other gender-creative 

fanworks, but also to work processes, like the translation of classics by women 

(Anne Carson is an obvious choice, but also Wilson’s translation of Homer’s 
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Odyssey is a recent work that deals with the gendered nature of the original and 

the world of Classic Literature). 

Recognition of the socially charged nature of otherness, and the way it is 

deployed within fanwork and fandom relies on understanding the subcultural 

elements of the counterpublic formation. This theory of re-othering allows for 

the presence of those subcultural elements that reinscribe some aspects of 

mainstream hegemony while subverting others, and that these works rely on the 

dominance of the mainstream to perform that work. 

Limitations 

While my research was necessarily limited by the scope of the doctoral process, I 

also narrowed the focus to case studies based on a singular media (Sherlock 

Holmes), and the reworking method of regendering rather than re-sexualising 

(aka slash) or racebending. Other limitations include my own monolingual bias 

towards work in English, the sheer size of the internet requiring sampling over 

quantitative studies, and the ways in which digital communications often 

facilitate a lack of truthfulness.  

This is not to say my respondents were untruthful, but that the static nature of 

surveys and interviews lock understanding into a singular moment; a mechanism 

that the majority of my survey respondents went on to deconstruct in their 

autobiographical ‘journeys’ through fandom.  

It is also important to note several ongoing concerns during my research period 

around the deployment of bots, astroturfing, and trolling as means of controlling 

a media narrative for commercial/political purposes. Even within a field as niche 

as fan studies it is important to be aware of the means by which those narratives 

are manipulated through technological means, particularly those that rely on a 

kind of quantified qualitative approach. The prevalence of Russian political bots 

on Twitter, Gamergate and associated technological ‘movements’ bolstered by 

blackhat and automated trolling, and the more garden-variety impersonators and 

con artists using the web, are all indicators for researchers to be wary of the 
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results of online research that does not include deeply qualitative research 

alongside quantitative measures.  

Implications for future work 

These limitations speak to the future of research within fan studies; race in 

particular is an area where the re-othering model is applicable and highly 

informative of the ways in which media performs and polices race, even moreso 

because of the ways in which mainstream media ‘whitewashes’ characters, and 

the prevalence of racebending within fandom.  

Similarly, queerness as a method of reworking a media has been examined 

through the lenses of sexuality, but rarely through creative praxis and a formation 

of othering heterosexuality. The questions about the kinds of queerness 

represented within fannish work has often been focused on slash and the 

presence of the female writers, as opposed to what those works reveal about the 

constructions of sexuality in media, and by fans. While the latter style of 

examination does exist, the queer female fan is often elided in favour of 

examining her homoerotic and homosexual male works for relevancy to 

heteronormative structures. This is applicable to many of the other popular forms 

of gender-creative fanwork forms, like Omegaverse and m-preg in particular. 

Other avenues of work were suggested by the methodologies I used; of note was 

the temporal experiences of fans, and their own auto-ethnographic practices. 

This memory-making and narrative formation of history is a rich vein of data and 

offers significant space for researchers to work from when looking at long-term 

media and genre forms. There are elements of this in the data I collected, 

however longer term studies, or more in depth surveys, would ascertain an even 

more complete (but never fully complete) history of fannishness for respondents, 

with resultant rich data to analyse within that construct of a fannish 

counterpublic. 

The conflicts of fandom are also evident in my data and research, and this too 

offers significant space for researchers. The construction of these lines of tension 

and discussion are ones that relitigate and rework wider arguments, as I showed 
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in Chapter 5, and as such provide a method for engaging with socio-cultural 

arguments via the identity construction of fandom. 

Most obviously there is the capacity to look at numerous other media properties 

and forms of regendering. I am currently working on a monograph which 

encompasses some of these, but of interest is the ‘once off’ episodes of 

normatively created male-dominated shows where characters are confronted by 

their regendered self, or ‘swapped’ to another sex. There is significant interest in 

regendering at professional levels, as seen in mass market Hollywood remakes 

like Ghostbusters (2016) but also in similarly mass market but indie-inflected Dr 

Who thirteenth season. While most regendering does take place within genre 

works like fantasy, science fiction, and crime, there is a significant amount of 

gender-creative reworkings of classic narratives. Sherlock Holmes obviously 

bridges genre and classic, however the use of regendering as a tool for analysis is 

being used by cinematographers and writers to engage with classics such as 

Frankenstein and Middlemarch using new forms of media.   

Other forms of gender-creative work are also an important site for this re-

othering. In particular the Omega-verse or A/B/O fanworks, with their were-

creature associated erotica counterparts, are a specifically unique facet of gender-

creative work, and one that very much has foundations in taboo eroticism, the 

intriguing abject nature of ‘monstrous’ bodies, and how gender and reproduction 

function at societal levels. In terms of otherness these works are sources of 

intense conflict around the erasure of women alongside the queerly-signified 

bodies of the characters depicted.  

Final Thoughts 

The process of my research involved significant unearthing and acts of 

vulnerability, from me and those who responded to my call for participants and 

shared their stories with me, and those whose works make up the genre of 

regendering. This responsiveness demanded that I both hold a space for those 

stories to be told and to evolve through that retelling, but also that I mirror their 

openness. I have gone on to develop this idea of ‘holding space’ as a 
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methodological process, and presented my initial concepts at the inaugural Fan 

Studies Network Australiasia conference at the University of Woolloongong, 

December 2017. 

The internal conflicts of fan studies between the more sociological and data-

driven work that seeks to quantify and understand the audience, and the critical 

analysis forms within media and literary studies, develops lines of tensions 

between those approaches. I have attempted to combine both styles, as do most 

researchers, however I find my aforementioned mistrust of the kinds of 

quantified data available online to be a problem fan studies needs to approach 

with care. 

My own tendency, and drive, to approach fanworks as an artefact for research 

akin to any other literary or media product is at odds with some methods for 

approaching fan studies but the increasing popularity of fandom as a training 

ground for creatives is crucial to this decision. The prevalence of well-written, 

insightful, and deeply thought out work is matched by the hastily scribbled auto-

erotic fantasies that encompass much of the mainstream view of fandom, but 

both extremes are worthy of research. They form the exceptions, and the outer 

edges, of an enormous body of work that illustrates the intense interest audiences 

have in reworking media to fulfil their own desires, thus neatly demonstrating 

both those desires, and the missing moments of the works from which they 

spring. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Survey Questions 

This research is being conducted to collect data on fans' perception of and 

participation in regendered fanworks (also known as genderbending, sexswap, 

Rule 63). Lucy is currently a PhD candidate and this research will form part of her 

thesis. 

You may NOT participate in this survey if you are under 18 years of age. By 

completing this survey you acknowledge that you are OVER 18 years of age. 

Thank you for clicking over to take this survey! 

Participation is voluntary. You do not need to complete the survey. Participants 

should have some familiarity with fanworks (fanfic, fanart, fanmixes, fanvids) and 

regendered works (in fandom or mainstream media). You do not need to create 

works yourself, or participate in fan communities to participate in the survey 

(lurkers are welcome!). 

This survey consists of between 5 and 17 questions, depending on your decisions. 

You may quit at any time and save your answers if you wish to return, or clear the 

results if you no longer wish to participate. 

The survey is being distributed online through fan-oriented communities; you 

may have received the link via a social network, a community you are involved in, 

or via an email from someone you know. Completed surveys and the data 

collected will only be accessible by the research team. 

You may NOT participate in this survey if you are under 18 years of age. By 

completing this survey you acknowledge that you are OVER 18 years of age. 

Data collected in the survey will be anonymous. Participants will not be 

identifiable in publication. The data collected will be held in password protected 

and/or key-locked environments. 
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Please see this information sheet for further information. 

There are 17 questions in this survey 

These are questions about who you are and how you identify. 

How old are you? 

(Please note that if you are under 18 you will not be able to participate in 

this survey) 

Please choose only one of the following: 

18-25 

26-30 

31-35 

36-45 

45+ 

What gender do you identify as? 

Please write your answer here: 

What is your background? 

Please write your answer(s) here: 

What is your national, racial or tribal identity? 

What is your primary family background language or languages? 

What level of education have you achieved? 

Please choose all that apply and provide a comment: 

School 

Technical/training institution 
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University/College 

undergraduate 

University/College postgraduate 

Other 

If employed or self-employed, what is your paid work? 

Please write your answer here: 

What fandoms are you most active in (creation, reading, lurking, or any 

other activity)? 

Please write your answer here: 

These are questions about the fannish activities you engage in - this could be 

creation of, reading, viewing, reccing or beta-ing. You can answer for any and all 

fandoms. 

What fannish activities do you engage in? This question must have at least 

one answer and you are able to elaborate on your answer in the text box 

provided if you wish. 

Please choose all that apply and provide a comment: 

Fanfic 

Fanart 

Fanvids 

Cosplay 

Fan-crafts 

Meta 

Conventions or conferences 
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Communities 

Academia 

Other 

These are some questions about regendered fanworks (also known as 

genderbending, Rule 63, sexswap, starbucking, genderswap and a number of 

others - fanworks which change the gender of the original character in some way, 

including non-binary gender representations). 

Do you specifically seek out media (including fanworks) that have women 

characters (regendered or original)? 

(You can elaborate in the text box if you would like) 

Yes 

No 

Haven't noticed 

It makes no difference to me 

Make a comment on your choice here: 

Do you consume or create fanworks that change the gender of one or more 

characters? This includes meta (talking about the concept, or fandom's 

response, or mainstream adaptations). 

Yes 

No 

If you would like to, could you please elaborate on why? You are welcome 

to provide links or recs to favourite works as well – please simply paste 

them into your comment. 

(This question is optional) 
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Only answer this question if the following conditions are met: Answer was 

'Yes' at question '9' (Do you consume or create fanworks that change the 

gender of one or more characters? This includes meta (talking about the 

concept, or fandom's response, or mainstream adaptations).) 

Please write your answer here: 

If you would like to, could you please elaborate on why not? 

(This question is optional) 

Only answer this question if the following conditions are met: Answer was 

'No' at question '9' (Do you consume or create fanworks that change the 

gender of one or more characters? This includes meta (talking about the 

concept, or fandom's response, or mainstream adaptations).) 

Please write your answer here: 

Have you watched mainstream adaptations that change the gender of 

original characters (such as Elementary, BSG or Hannibal) or consumed 

any other mainstream media work that changes the gender of an original 

character (comics, TV shows, books)? 

Yes 

No 

If you would like to, could you please elaborate on why? Have you enjoyed 

these works? 

(This question is optional) 

Only answer this question if the following conditions are met: Answer was 

'Yes' at question '12' ( Have you watched mainstream adaptations that 

change the gender of original characters (such as Elementary, BSG or 

Hannibal) or consumed any other mainstream media work that changes 

the gender of an original character (comics, TV shows, books)? ) 
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Please write your answer here: 

If you would like to, could you please elaborate on why not? 

(This question is optional) 

Only answer this question if the following conditions are met: Answer was 

'No' at question '12' ( Have you watched mainstream adaptations that 

change the gender of original characters (such as Elementary, BSG or 

Hannibal) or consumed any other mainstream media work that changes 

the gender of an original character (comics, TV shows, books)? ) 

Please write your answer here: 

Do you consume other adaptations or AUs? 

Yes 

No 

If you would like to, could you please elaborate on why? You are welcome 

to provide links or recs to favourite works as well - please simply paste 

them into your comment.  

(This question is optional) 

Only answer this question if the following conditions are met: Answer was 

'Yes' at question '15' (Do you consume other adaptations or AUs?) 

Please write your answer here: 

If you would like to, could you please elaborate on why not? 

(This question is optional) 

Only answer this question if the following conditions are met: Answer was 

'No' at question '15' (Do you consume other adaptations or AUs?) 

Please write your answer here: 
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Thank you for completing this survey. We hope that this research will provide a 

better understanding of why fans regender characters in their fanworks, and what 

that regendering means to audiences. 

If you would like to participate in a series of interviews Lucy is undertaking with 

fans please click on the link below and fill out the form and she will contact you 

within a week. These interviews will primarily be an elaboration on the survey 

with the option of including your own regendered fanworks (if you create them) 

and discussing your creative/selective process, and about your perceptions of the 

representations of regendered characters (as either consumer or creator), and 

your reading (fannish or original) habits regarding the gender of characters. It is 

expected the interview will take approximately 30 minutes and may take place via 

written (IM or email) or audio/audio visual methods (Skype or in person, location 

permitting). 

You may also contact Lucy with any questions or concerns, or to be put on a list 

of those wishing to obtain a copy of Lucy’s completed thesis. Please contact her 

via email (lucy.baker@griffithuni.edu.au) or skype (ms.lucybaker). 

Thank you for completing this survey. 
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Appendix B: Interview Questions 

• Do you seek out genderbent fanworks? (what kind/how often/why) 

• Do you have favourite genderbent fanworks? Genderbent commercial works? 

• Is there any genderbent fanwork meta that you wish to share? 

• Do you create genderbent fanworks? (what kind/how often/why) 

• What kind of feedback have you gotten? 

• Has your creation of genderbent work changed your relationship to other 

fanworks or to canon? 

• Do you think genderbent fanworks part of AU (Alternate Universe) works or are 

they something else? Why? 

• What do you think makes a successful genderbent character? 

• What are some ways you have seen genderbent characters be less successful? 
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