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Current discourse swarming online communities over the ethics of traditionally publishing fanfiction.

This summary will attempt to discuss the current discourse swarming online communities over the ethics of traditionally publishing fanfiction. Fanfiction has been around for decades, predating the arrival of the internet with its origins emerging in the 1960’s with fans of Star Trek publishing zines about their favourite characters adventures. However, it can be argued that the concept goes much further back in history, perhaps with ‘Virgil, when he picked up where Homer left off with the story of Aeneas, or Shakespeare’s retelling of Arthur Brookes’s 1562 The Tragical History of Romeus and Juliet’ (Clements, 2018). Which is to say that the concept of fanfiction has existed for a significant time, with fanfiction also having seen huge success within the publishing industry. A key example being ‘Fifty Shades of Grey’ by E.L James, which went on to sell ‘150 million copies sold worldwide, two sequels, and a major film franchise’ (Bailey, 2024). This success raises the question at the heart of the discussion this summary aims to explore: what is the reason for this discourse emerging now?

Currently, the largest perceived threat to the publishing of fanfiction is monetisation. With the whole purpose of fanfiction being a space to allow creative freedom for budding writers without any financial benefit, the surge in popularity of fanfiction being traditionally published in 2025 threatens to jeopardise that independent creative space and freedom. The notion of ‘pulling to publish has been a part of the fan fiction world for a long time, but prior to the past decade, it largely existed in the shadows’ (Minkel, 2024). As stated previously, the publishing of fanfic is not a new practice, with the success of ‘Fifty Shades of Grey’ being a clear example. The difference between then and now, is that publishing companies are now capitalising on the meteoric rise of popularity within fanfiction to market their books. The capitalisation over something that was never intended to be profitable, leaves the fandom ‘unhappy to see community norms violated and fellow fans profiting off the overwhelmingly nonmonetized practice of writing and sharing fic in the gift economy’ (Minkel, 2024). The moral implication that fanfiction should remain accessible and free, while not garnering profit and success off someone else’s intellectual property is also a large part of the discourse within online communities. Monetisation within fanfiction culture has historically received notable backlash from the community. With an example of this being third parties printing/binding fanfictions to sell on websites at an inflated price, leading to authors having to take their work down permanently. The backlash this incident received directly corresponds to the discourse accumulating around fanfiction being published, which is viewed both as an infringement upon and a monetisation of existing IP.

An additional point of contention within the discourse surrounding traditionally published fanfiction is the copyright and legal ramifications. Fanfiction works within the parameters of already established copyrighted material, so within the boundaries of the law, ‘fanfiction should be presumed to comply with fair use unless a specific work suggests otherwise’ (Weiler, 2025). The ‘fair use’ margin that fanfiction typically falls under is pulled into a legal grey area the moment it garners any commercial gain, because of the complexities within copyright law it’s difficult to establish what merits ‘fair use’ within fanfiction being published. Moreover, a central focus of the discourse online stems from the ethics of gaining profit and success from the original author’s source material. For a fanfiction to be published it must go through ‘transformative’ editing where the story is reworked to remove any trace of the original author’s material. An example of this being ‘Manacled’ by SenLinYu, a hugely successful Harry Potter fanfiction that has recently been published under the new name ‘Alchemised’, even before its publication the book had widespread acclaim with it being listed in Penguin Random House’s Most Anticipated Books of Fall 2025 (Gonzalez, 2025). Therefore, while the revised novel had all traces of Harry Potter removed to make it legal to sell from a publisher’s perspective, it still leaves the online community with the question, ‘what does it mean when a story only exists because its literary elements were created by an entirely different person first?’ (Gonzales, 2025)

Both the ethics of monetisation and copyright concerns are intricately intertwined when explaining the discourse surrounding fanfiction being published. A key example supporting this being Amazon’s established ‘Kindle Worlds’, a platform that allowed writers to publish fanfiction to sell. Whilst Amazon never explicitly stated the reason for its shutting down, it’s been heavily theorised online that it was due to copyright and licencing issues. This correlates to the discourse surrounding fanfiction being published as it clearly establishes that fans tend to reject ‘explicitly for-profit, authorized spaces for fanfiction publication, such as Kindle Worlds,’ (Buchsbaum & Kennedy, 2022) as well as the idea of traditional publication. One famous author in particular was ardently against the idea of fans writing fanfiction about her characters. Anne Rice was so against the idea that she would often threaten fans with legal action, with her lawyer stating, ‘even when done on a non-profit and/or amateur basis, such use of [Anne’s] characters without Ms. Rice’s permission constitutes copyright infringement’ (Jackson, 2021). While Rice is an extreme example of an author refusing fans any creative autonomy over her work, there is the underlying suggestion that perhaps with the increasing rise in popularity of fanfiction becoming published, more authors may take a harder, more legal stance when it comes to copywriting their IP’s. This in itself poses a profound threat to fandom communities as they currently stand and could potentially pose a risk to the freedom within these creative spaces. This could explain why the online discourse surrounding this issue is so critical and divisive, as fans do not want their rights to read and write fanfiction to be jeopardised through more fanfictions becoming published and as a result, bringing more awareness to their small community. 

To conclude, the debate around traditionally publishing fanfiction goes beyond legal concerns. It challenges ideas of creativity, ownership and storytelling itself. As fan works move from niche online spaces into the commercial mainstream, tensions between community values and corporate profit are likely to intensify.  As Pineda (2005) explores, ‘dissolution of the boundary between mainstream literature and fan works might spell even more legal trouble for an already embattled community.’ Highlighting fans main concerns over how authorship and creativity are defined in the future with all its ethical implications. 
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