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Abstract 

 

The worldwide popularity of Japanese comics (manga) and cartoons 

(anime) is significantly dependent on the translation of these texts for local 

contexts, and a number of studies have examined the sociopolitical and 

textual implications of this process. Manga and anime are also notable for the 

fandoms that surround them, as a substantial body of research has 

observed. In this respect, however, the study of fan fiction based on manga 

and anime is as yet an underdeveloped field.  

This thesis argues that the writing of manga and anime fan fiction, 

understood as a process of translation, can elucidate the richness and 

complexity of cross-cultural communication in a globalised context.  By 

analysing responses gathered from an online survey of manga and anime 

fans, and drawing together research concepts from literary theory, translation 

theory and fan studies, this thesis examines the translation of ‘Japaneseness’ 

for English-language fan stories.  

This is achieved through a three-fold approach. Firstly, I draw on ideas 

of genre formation to examine the ‘Japaneseness’ of manga and anime as 

defined by non-Japanese fans. Secondly, I draw on theoretical perspectives 

from the fields of translation studies, reader-response theory and cultural 

studies to show that survey participants prefer more ‘authentically Japanese’ 

translations. Thirdly, I draw on theories of fandom to illustrate how fan 

writers negotiate between ideas of canon and creativity, as well as engage 

with the wider fan community.  

My findings in these three areas are then consolidated in my proposal 

that fan writers can be viewed as ‘partial translators’. This concept describes 

firstly how fan fiction texts are partial translations that negotiate between the 

‘Japaneseness’ of the source manga and anime texts and the English-

speaking skills and contexts of fan writers; and secondly, the partial, or 

subjective, evaluations that fan writers make concerning the incorporation of 

‘Japaneseness’ into fan fiction. This function of translation in fan fiction is 

then illustrated in two case studies. The thesis concludes by affirming that 

fan fiction deserves scholarly attention, and that a translation framework can 

be usefully applied as an approach to analysing it, especially in the case of 

manga and anime fan fiction, which offers fresh insight into ideas of cross-

cultural understanding, fan fiction and fan participation.  
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A Note on the Japanese Language 

 

Japanese names are typically written surname first followed by the 

given name. In this thesis, the names of Japanese artists and animators, and 

Japanese scholars whose academic research I have referenced, are written 

with the given name first and the surname last. However, I have retained the 

traditional Japanese order for the names of any manga and anime characters 

which appear in the thesis. 

 The Japanese words as they are presented in the thesis are romanised 

and italicised (e.g. haori and kabuki). Exceptions have been made for some 

words that are used repeatedly in the thesis; in these instances, the words 

are italicised the first time they are used, and thereafter are printed in roman 

type (e.g. manga and anime to manga and anime). 

 A macron over a vowel in a Japanese word indicates that the sound of 

the vowel is long or drawn out. For example, ō would be pronounced not as in 

the word hot, but in the word soul. When written in English, the ō is thus 

sometimes replaced with ou. Hence, while I have adopted the use of the 

macron in the writing of Japanese words, it should be noted that some of the 

quotes referenced in the thesis employ the latter convention.  
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Introduction 

Manga, Anime and Fan fiction in Context 

 

Manga and Anime Fandom 

 

My love affair with Japanese graphic novels and animation, or manga 

and anime, began towards the end of my pre-teen years. At the time, I was 

content enough to simply absorb the narratives and characters as they 

unfolded. It was several years later that I discovered the existence of fan 

fiction, or amateur stories written by fans which were based on the manga 

and anime series I enjoyed. Suddenly I was exposed to a new dimension of 

fandom that allowed me a higher degree of participation in it. As a mode of 

cultural production, the practice of reading and writing fan fiction afforded 

me a new and alternate way of expressing my interest in and appreciation of 

my favourite series.  

Since my discovery of manga and anime over a decade ago, the 

landscape of fandom has changed significantly. The modernisation of media 

technologies has played a prominent role in expanding the reaches of 

fandom. These days, much of this landscape is characterised by online 

communication, which enables fans around the globe to interact quickly and 

conveniently in a common space. Fan fiction has found an established home 

in this internet landscape as fans engage in ongoing dialogue with each other 

through sharing, distributing and reviewing fan stories. The growing presence 

of fans and fandom has also seen a concurrent development of fan studies in 

academic circles that attempt to analyse fan practices and participation in 

various socio-cultural and political contexts.  

Since the 1990s, fan studies have argued that fans actively participate 

in cultural production by appropriating original subject matter and 

reinterpreting and rearticulating it to create new meaning. As one such 

practice, fan fiction is a salient example of the dynamic and participatory 

nature of the global flows of communication which characterise our 

contemporary society. The study of fan fiction is a rapidly growing field in fan 

studies, and while a goodly amount of literature on fan fiction already exists, 

such studies have mainly been conducted in relation to Western-produced 

media, which have arguably dominated the global media industry. The last 

two decades, however, have witnessed the gradual rise of manga and anime 
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to prominence on the global stage. While they might be Japanese in origin, 

manga and anime have gained the status of transcultural1 artefacts that have 

amassed widespread popularity beyond Japan, resulting in rising numbers of 

non-Japanese fans as well as a further expansion of the field of fan cultural 

production. It is this intersection between globalisation, fandom and popular 

culture which makes manga and anime fascinating subjects of cultural 

analysis. The consumption of manga and anime by non-Japanese fans can 

offer insight into the way ideas of translation and authenticity are configured 

and negotiated within a cross-cultural2 framework. This thesis will thus focus 

on fan fiction based on manga and anime, which is still an underdeveloped 

field of study. 

My research interests stem from the mixed nature of my fan 

background. While I knew very little of the Japanese language, I grew up in 

an Asian multicultural society that offered manga and anime in a variety of 

translated forms – I read Malay and Mandarin translations of manga, and I 

had access to anime subtitled in Mandarin or which was dubbed into Malay, 

English and Cantonese. In later years, I also began to teach myself the basics 

of the Japanese language. I was, however, schooled in an English 

curriculum, and my foray into fan fiction has been limited to English-

language fan stories. There is certainly no lack of fan fiction in English-

speaking fandom, particularly once manga and anime began to experience a 

surge of recognition and popularity in English-speaking nations such as the 

United States. 

The diverse nature of my reading and viewing habits has allowed me to 

enjoy manga and anime in a way that only now am I fully appreciating. 

Growing up as I did in manga and anime fandom, I became fascinated with 

the way translation could enable non-Japanese fans to easily access manga 

and anime but at the same time generate complex questions of cross-cultural 

awareness and understanding. To some extent, this thesis embodies the 

evolution of my simple childhood fascination with the narratives which I had 

encountered in manga and anime into a more developed understanding of 

how my multicultural environment has allowed me to approach manga and 

                                                 
1 The term ‘transcultural’ is defined as ‘involving, encompassing, or extending 

across two or more cultures’ (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary 2008). 
2 While the terms ‘transcultural’ and ‘cross-cultural’ are related, I use them in 

slightly different ways. My ‘cross-cultural’ approach emphasises the contrasts or 
distinctions I will be making between Japanese and non-Japanese cultural views and 
values. In other words, I undertake a cross-cultural analysis to examine how manga 
and anime as transcultural artefacts are received in different socio-cultural contexts. 
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anime from various viewpoints that implicate concepts such as translation, 

authenticity and linguistic appropriation. I don’t believe my position is an 

unusual one, especially given the increased movement of people and ideas 

across national borders as well as the rising frequency of intercultural 

encounters that is a feature of our modern times. It is this notion of cultures 

in inescapable contact with each other which informs my preoccupation with 

fan fiction based on manga and anime texts. 

 

Contextualising Translation 

 

Non-Japanese manga and anime fandom is necessarily dependent on 

processes of translation. The practice of translation is not a new one, and is 

perhaps most commonly defined or understood as the transfer of words or 

text from one language into another. It is only in recent decades, however, 

that the study of translation has developed into a distinct academic field that 

examines the practice from various theoretical perspectives.3 Postmodern 

trends, particularly in cultural studies, have broadened the scope of this field 

so that translation, like postmodernism, is conceived as ‘a site where 

intercultural exchange as well as cultural dislocation takes place, precisely 

because it, too, is a site where the difficult acknowledgement of the divisions 

between texts, languages, traditions, cultures and peoples occur’.4 There are 

two parts to this view of translation which underlie my examination of the 

discourse in this thesis. The first is the understanding that translation 

negotiates ‘the complexity of the differences that exist, not only between 

different languages, but also between different cultures’.5 That is, translation 

does not just involve the communication of information, but also the 

transmission of cultural values, assumptions and contexts that such 

information is derived from. This understanding is symptomatic of the 

cultural studies approach to translation, which examines the ways in which 

considerations of culture can impact on as well as delimit processes of 

                                                 
3 For an overview, see Basil Hatim, Teaching and Researching Translation 

(Essex: Pearson Education Ltd., 2001); and Jeremy Munday, Introducing Translation 
Studies: Theories and Applications (London and New York: Routledge, 2001). 

4 Karin Littau, “Translation in the Age of Postmodern Production: from Text to 
Intertext to Hypertext,” Forum for Modern Language Studies 33.1 (1997): 81. 

5 Michael Richardson, “Translation as a Means of Cultural Transmission,” 
Crossing Cultural Borders: Towards and Ethics of Intercultural Communication: 
Beyond Reciprocal Anthology, eds. Inaga Shigemi and Kenneth L. Richard (Kyoto: 
International Research Center for Japanese Studies, 2001) 273. 
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translation.6 The second component to my discussion of translation in this 

thesis is related to the ‘recognition of … [a] basic asymmetry between … 

languages and the fact that there is always a residue in any utterance that 

cannot be communicated’.7 That is to say, not everything in one language can 

be translated into another, as the cultural systems in which these languages 

are employed develop differently according to local historical and socio-

cultural contexts. Given that any translation must always account for an 

untranslated ‘residue’ of the original language, the translation space from 

which the translator works hence cannot be located within one language or 

culture to the mutual exclusion of the other. Instead, the translator occupies 

an intercultural position from which he or she negotiates the exchange or 

dislocation of cultures that occurs in the process of translation.  

Manga and anime as ‘globalised Japanese popular culture’8 are 

particularly well placed to illustrate and illuminate postmodernist 

approaches to translation. In analysing the challenges which ideas of 

Japaneseness pose for the translation of manga – and which also hold true 

generally for anime – Mio Bryce, Jason Davis and Christie Barber observe 

that 

 

continuing globalisation facilitates profound, fluid and 

discursive intercultural exchanges … and cultural products 

such as manga represent such flows of cultural integration, 

conflict, fragmentation and reintegration … manga’s presence 

and function in today’s society becomes representative of post-

modernism.9 

 

The metaphor of fluid exchanges and flows expressed here is reflected in my 

approach to translation. While the thesis will address specific theories of 

translation, the way in which it engages with the concept is based primarily 

on the larger, more general connotations of translation that inform my 

                                                 
6 Mary Snell-Hornby, Translation Studies: An Integrated Approach (Amsterdam 

and Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 1988); Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere, 
Constructing Culture: Essays on Literary Theory (Clevedon, Philadelphia: Multilingual 
Matters 1998); Lawrence Venuti, The Scandals of Translation (London and New York: 
Routledge 1998).  

7 Richardson 283. 
8 Mio Bryce, et al., “The Cultural Biographies and Social Lives of Manga: 

Lessons from the Mangaverse,” SCAN: Journal of Media Arts Culture 5.2 (2008), 17 
Dec. 2008 <http://scan.net.au/scan/journal/display.php?journal_id=114>. 

9 Bryce, et al. 
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experiences as a manga and anime fan. This understanding of translation is 

embodied in Hodges’ definition of the concept in its broadest sense as ‘the 

bringing of an object from one place to another, with all that entails: shifts in 

language, shifts in format, shifts in audience.’10 Translation in this context is 

characterised by a notion of flows, exemplified through my capacity to move, 

for example, between the manga and anime versions of a particular series, or 

between different language translations of the same text. Such an 

understanding of translation is particularly useful as it is also reflected in the 

view of globalisation as cross-cultural movement, which likewise is an 

underlying theme of my research. 

To some extent, academic analyses of the distribution and reception of 

manga and anime among non-Japanese audiences have revolved around 

issues of translation. Shinobu Price discusses the impact and implications of 

translated anime for American audiences as cross-cultural communication,11 

while Antonia Levi explores the ‘Americanization’ of manga and anime, and 

its implications for American fandom and fan activity.12 Some scholars have 

conducted close comparative analyses between manga and non-Japanese 

comics13 or between different translations of the same manga.14 Also, 

observing that ‘the question of how translation has played its role in 

globalizing [manga and anime] remains underexplored’15 in translation 

studies, the academic journal Perspectives: Studies in Translatology devoted 

one issue exclusively to considerations of the various translation strategies 

used and their impact on the translation of manga and anime.16  

This concept of translation in relation to manga and anime might also 

be seen to operate at another level of discourse in some studies, which draw 

on ideas of translation as general shifts in modes or media. Matt Hills, for 

                                                 
10 Kenneth Hodges, “Drawing on Tradition: Translation, Martial Arts, and 

Japanese anime in America,” Genre 36.1/2 (2003): 189. 
11 Shinobu Price, “Cartoons from Another Planet: Japanese Animation as 

Cross-cultural Communication,” Journal of American and Comparative Cultures 
24.1/2 (2001). 

12 Antonia Levi, “The Americanization of Anime and Manga: Negotiating 
Popular Culture,” Cinema Anime, ed. Steven T. Brown (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006). 

13 Aarnoud Rommens, “Manga Story-telling/Showing,” Image & Narrative 1 
(2000), 23 Sep. 2007 
<http://www.imageandnarrative.be/narratology/aarnoudrommens.htm>. 

14 Simonetta Ceglia and Valerio Caldesi Valeri, “Maison Ikkoku,” Image & 
Narrative 1 (2000), 8 Oct. 2007 
<http://www.imageandnarrative.be/narratology/cegliavaleri.htm>. 

15 Minako O’Hagan, “Manga, Anime and Video Games: Globalizing Japanese 
Cultural Production,” Perspectives: Studies in Translatology 14.4 (2006): 243. 

16 Perspectives: Studies in Translatology 14.4 (2006). 
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example, analyses the translation or ‘transcultural appropriation of Japanese 

representations of fandom’ by Western fans of manga and anime.17 Anne 

Allison also discusses not only the translation of the series Sailor Moon for 

American distribution, but the translation of its characters into action dolls 

as well.18 

Given the prominent role which translation plays in non-Japanese 

manga and anime fandom, my intention in this thesis is to investigate how 

English-language fan fiction based on manga and anime and written by non-

Japanese fans might be viewed as a process of translation. The perception of 

translation as a series of flows or movements allows me to address the 

operation of translation at multiple levels of discourse, providing a framework 

that can account for multiple translation shifts in the writing of manga and 

anime fan fiction: from Japanese into English, from source narratives into 

fan fiction narratives and/or from (audio)visual material into printed text. As 

this thesis will demonstrate, such a view of fan fiction as translation 

reconfigures traditional literary modes of narration or storytelling and at the 

same time reflects the complex nuances of the intertextual relationship 

between the fan text and the fan reader. 

In developing her theory of intertextuality, Julie Kristeva drew on the 

contributions of Ferdinand de Saussure and Mikhail M. Bakhtin to linguistic 

theory. Saussure, who has been described as the founder of modern 

linguistics, attempted to posit language as a methodological science,19 not 

dissimilar to the formalist approach. He argued that, as an object of scientific 

study, it is langue, the system and rules of language, which lends itself to 

proper structural analysis as opposed to parole, vocal utterances or speech. 

Saussure envisioned language as a relational system of arbitrary signs – that 

is, it possesses meaning not in isolation from but in relation to other signs. 

Bakhtin, on the other hand, was critical of this purported scientific 

approach; instead, he argued that the relational quality of the word was 

located not in abstract signs, but in specific instances of utterance and 

reception. According to Bakhtin, language is always used by specific speakers 

                                                 
17 Matt Hills, ‘Transcultural Otaku: Japanese Representations of Fandom and 

Representations of Japan in Anime/Manga Fan Cultures,” conference paper, 
Globalization and Convergence, 11 May 2002, 15 Jan. 2003 
<http://cms.mit.edu/conf/mit2/Abstract/MattHillspaper.pdf>. 

18 Anne Allison, Millennial Monsters: Japanese Toys and the Global 
Imagination (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006). 

19 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin 
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1959). 
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in specific social situations – it reflects the constantly evolving face of socio-

cultural politics or values. By that token language is evaluative – no word or 

utterance can be neutral or objective. It does not ‘belong to “no one” … The 

word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes “one’s own” only when 

the speaker populates it with his own intention, his own accent, when he 

appropriates the word’. 20 Bakhtin argues that language is ‘dialogic’ in that it 

supposes pre-existing patterns of meaning and evaluation – what is being 

said is always a response to previous utterances and in turn invites future 

response.  

Drawing on the above concepts for her own work in the field of 

semiotics and literature, Kristeva was the first to articulate the theory of 

intertextuality. If intertextuality is ‘the study of cultural sign systems 

generally’, 21 we can take the text as the object of study here to consist of a 

set of related signs. Such a concept in turn expands the definition of the text 

to include both literary and non-literary forms.  No longer viewed as an 

autonomous object with a fixed meaning, it is instead comprised of pre-

existing texts, or other sets of signs, for ‘any text is the absorption and 

transformation of another’.22 Any meaning to be discovered in the text is 

dependent on and mediated through these pre-existing signs, which provide 

the necessary contexts through which we recognize or produce these 

meanings in the reading process.  

Since being first introduced in the late 1960s, the term intertextuality 

has gained widespread currency across various academic disciplines. By that 

token, it is notoriously non-transparent,23 and has been borrowed and 

reconstituted in varying degree, from being the very ‘condition of significance, 

of meaning’24 in all language, to a recognition of common motifs or 

discourses, to more specific quotations or instances that are direct references 

to other texts. Whatever the case, it is safe to say that intertextuality 

‘promotes a new vision of meaning, and thus of authorship and reading: a 

vision resistant to ingrained notions of originality, uniqueness, singularity 

                                                 
20 Mikhail M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, trans. Caryl 

Emerson and Michael Holquist, ed. Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1981) 293. 

21 Graham Allen, “Intertextuality,” The Literary Encyclopedia, 24 Jan. 2005. 
30 Apr. 2008 <http://www.litencyc.com/php/stopics.php?rec=true&UID=1229>. 

22 Julie Kristeva, Desire in Language: a Semiotic Approach to Literature and 
Art, trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine and Leon S. Roudiez, ed. Leon S. Roudiez 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1981) 66. 

23 See Kristeva. 
24 Graham Allen, Roland Barthes (London and New York: Routledge, 2003) 82. 
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and autonomy’.25 As this thesis will demonstrate, this new, postmodern 

vision of meaning, authorship and reading which intertextuality advocates is 

amply realised in fan engagement with fan fiction. 

 One of the primary features of fan studies is this preoccupation with 

intertextuality; unlike the literary text, the fan object as a source text is 

comprised of multiple texts that are read in intertextual relation to each 

other,26 as I discuss in more detail in Chapter Three. Fan fiction likewise is a 

manifestation of intertextuality27 – it is a work comprised of other works, 

since it typically appropriates from or adapts a canon, which refers to 

established events or characters of a source text. These operations of 

appropriation and adaptation which characterise the fan writing process in 

turn involve ‘creating new cultural and aesthetic possibilities that stand 

alongside the texts which have inspired them, enriching rather than 

“robbing” them’.28 This is especially true of fan fiction based on manga and 

anime, since the translation of these artefacts for fan stories also involves the 

translation of a Japanese linguistic and cultural system for an English-

language readership. This thesis hence does not just examine how the 

dynamics of fan participation and the concept of intertextuality are reflected 

in the creative processes of writing fan fiction, but also considers the 

communication of cross-cultural information that takes place in the 

translation process. 

 

The Global Fan 

 

Contemporary understandings of globalisation tend to assume 

Appadurai’s famous conceptualisation of the process as a series of 

interconnected cultural flows, which emphasises the movement and 

exchange of people, ideas and goods across national and cultural borders or 

                                                 
25 Graham Allen, Intertextuality (London and New York: Routledge, 2000) 6. 
26 Cornel Sandvoss, “The Death of the Reader? Literary Theory and the Study 

of Texts in Popular Culture,” Fandom: Identities and Communities in a Mediated 
World, eds. Jonathan Gray, Cornel Sandvoss and C. Lee Harrington (New York and 
London: New York University Press, 2007) 19-32. 

27 For a case study of intertextuality in fan fiction, see Mafalda Stasi, “The Toy 
Soldier from Leeds: the Slash Palimpsest,” Fan fiction and Fan Communities in the 
Age of the Internet, eds. Karen Hellekson and Kristina Busse (Jefferson, North 
Carolina: McFarland and Company, 2006) 115-33. 

28 Julie Sanders, Adaptation and Appropriation (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2006) 41. 
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boundaries.29 This process has been further augmented by the rapid 

development of media communications; in contemporary fandom discourse, 

the internet is undoubtedly the most significant medium through which fans 

communicate and share information with each other. Indeed, Coppa observes 

that ‘anime fandoms were some of the earliest adopters of online 

communication’,30 since it has proven an easier and more convenient means 

through which non-Japanese fans can access as well as share anime in non-

Japanese fandom.  

 My own engagement with manga and anime fan fiction has been 

conducted solely in this online space. My interest in the fan stories eventually 

extended to the fans who wrote them, particularly when I became 

increasingly aware of how the Japaneseness of a manga/anime series was or 

was not being translated for a story. I was curious to know if fan writers were 

making conscious decisions in expressing or suppressing this Japaneseness 

in their fan fiction, and to what extent they were doing so. To that end, I 

contacted a number of fan writers to ask if they would participate in my 

research.  

 The fans I approached are prolific fan fiction authors whom I became 

aware of through my involvement in manga and anime fandom, and who 

were still involved in the fandom at the time the field research was performed. 

These are fans whose writings I had encountered at some point on the 

internet, whether it is fan fiction or commentaries on a manga/anime series 

or its fandom. More importantly, they are all non-Japanese individuals of 

different ethnicities and nationalities, but who speak and write English 

fluently. I contacted each fan writer individually, either through email or by 

leaving a message on their personal website. Out of twenty-one fans 

contacted, seventeen were willing to participate in my study. Subsequently, 

participants were sent a survey form to fill in (Appendix One). The survey 

comprised questions I had asked myself at one time or other, as a manga and 

anime fan, in the course of reading fan fiction; it addressed participants' 

reading and viewing habits in relation to manga and anime, and their 

reactions to cultural or linguistic issues implicated in manga and anime fan 

                                                 
29 Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996). 
30 Francesca Coppa, “A Brief History of Media Fandom,” Fan fiction and Fan 

Communities in the Age of the Internet, eds. Karen Hellekson and Kristina Busse 
(Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland and Company, 2006) 56. 
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fiction.  For the purpose of the thesis, all the names of the participants have 

been changed in respect of their online identities. 

 Being a manga and anime fan, I was curious as to whether other non-

Japanese fans shared my sentiments concerning the operation of translation 

not just in these source texts, but also in the fan stories based on them. 

Indeed, the structure of this thesis reflects the progression of my fan 

experiences, from my exposure to manga and anime as a non-Japanese fan 

(Chapter One) and the acknowledgement of the problematic but necessary 

role which translation plays in facilitating this exposure (Chapter Two), to an 

engagement with fan fiction which stems from my interest in manga and 

anime (Chapter Three) and the view that fan fiction itself can be conceived as 

translation (Chapter Four). I don’t believe that this is necessarily a new 

understanding of fan fiction – certainly the participants in my research 

demonstrated an awareness of the workings of translation in their 

consumption and appropriation or adaptation of manga and anime for their 

fan stories. Nevertheless, such an approach has yet to be explicitly 

articulated in studies of fan fiction. It is therefore my intention for this thesis 

to open new avenues for more academic consideration of manga and anime 

fan stories as well as for fandom and fan fiction studies at broader levels of 

discourse. 

  

Dissertation Overview 

 

This thesis argues that the writing of manga and anime fan fiction, 

understood as a process of translation, can elucidate the richness and 

complexity of cross-cultural communication in a globalised context. This 

premise is developed through three research strategies. Firstly, I draw on 

theoretical perspectives from the fields of translation studies, reader-

response theory and cultural studies to inform my study. Secondly, I 

supplement these discussions with an in-depth analysis of survey responses 

collected from a specific participant group comprised of non-Japanese fans 

who both write and read English-language fan fiction based on manga and 

anime. Thirdly, I conduct close, analytical readings of selected manga and 

anime fan stories to demonstrate the function of translation in fan fiction. 

To better appreciate the fan writing process and the fan stories 

themselves, it is prudent to first understand the source texts which they are 

based on. Manga and anime share a close, intertextual relationship, not the 
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least because many series narratives tend to be produced in both forms. For 

this reason, and for the sake of convenience, I refer to the two as a collective 

throughout most of the thesis, while at the same time being mindful of the 

stylistic or technical differences between the two media forms. In the first two 

chapters of the thesis, my examination of manga and anime in translation is 

centred primarily on fan negotiation of ideas of ‘Japaneseness’. Chapter One 

discusses manga and anime as Japanese popular cultural forms attracting 

attention beyond their shore of origin, and reviews commentaries that are 

critical of the framing of Japaneseness in manga and anime. Drawing on 

ideas of genre formation, I argue that a conceptualisation of Japaneseness is 

central to manga and anime fandom, and I examine how fans define the 

Japaneseness of manga and anime for themselves. 

 The link between Japaneseness and translation is further developed in 

Chapter Two, which takes a closer look at the processes of translation which 

are involved in attempts to make manga and anime more comprehensible or 

accessible to non-Japanese audiences. I examine how fans evaluate such 

translations through discourses of language and authenticity, and show that 

survey participants prefer more ‘authentic’ translations, which are perceived 

to come as close to the Japaneseness of the original manga and anime texts 

as possible. 

 After exploring the representation and translation of Japaneseness in 

manga and anime, I shift attention to a consideration of fan fiction discourse 

in the next two chapters. In Chapter Three, I provide an overview of fan 

fiction studies; drawing together theoretical perspectives from literary theory 

and cultural studies, I demonstrate how fan writers creatively rework and 

reinterpret established characters or events of a series for their fan stories, as 

well as how their fan writing and reading practices can be influenced by the 

wider fan community. Chapter Four is the crux of the thesis, consolidating 

my discussions of Japaneseness, authenticity and fan fiction from the first 

three chapters in my proposal that fan writers might be viewed as partial 

translators. This concept describes firstly how fan fiction texts are partial 

translations that negotiate between the Japaneseness of the source manga 

and anime texts and the English-speaking skills and contexts of fan writers; 

and secondly, the partial, or subjective, evaluations that fan writers make 

concerning the incorporation of Japaneseness into fan fiction. 

This function of translation in fan fiction is then illustrated in two case 

studies. Chapter Five considers the operation of translation in its broadest 
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sense. I analyse a multi-chaptered fan fiction text based on the series Rurouni 

Kenshin, and demonstrate how the series has been translated for the fan 

story at the levels of narrative, style and language. This chapter also 

reemphasises the intertextual links between canon, fan fiction and the larger 

fan community. Chapter Six compares two fan stories by the same fan fiction 

author for the series Sailor Moon. Despite being based on the same series, I 

show how the stories read differently given that they are based on different 

versions of canon: the Japanese canon and the English canon created from 

the translation of Sailor Moon for non-Japanese audiences. By comparing the 

Japanese and English canons of Sailor Moon through a focus on the motif of 

romance, I show how fan fiction can express the complex negotiation of 

cross-cultural communication which characterises our current socio-cultural 

climate.  

Having shown how a translation framework can be usefully applied as 

an approach to analysing manga and anime fan fiction which offers fresh 

insight into ideas of cross-cultural understanding, fan fiction and fan 

participation, the thesis finally concludes by revisiting the wider connotations 

of translation as can be formulated for broader research considerations, by 

discussing how the concept of translation might be applied within the 

framework of fan fiction and fan studies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 27

 

Chapter One 

‘Japaneseness’ in Manga and Anime 

 

Manga and Anime in Global Culture 

 

Manga and anime, or Japanese comics and animation, comprise an 

integral part of Japanese visual culture. Japan is a country that has long 

placed especial emphasis on the visual form, as evident in its long history of 

pictocentrism. The origins of manga have been traced back to fūshi-e or 

‘caricature pictures’, some of the earliest identified examples of which were 

discovered on the wooden ceiling planks of Horyūji temple in Nara, which 

was first built in 607 and later underwent reconstruction after a fire in the 

eighth century.1 Bryce et al offer a succinct summary of some of the 

distinctive features of contemporary manga: 

 

Manga comprise story-driven narratives, composed with 

stylised, exaggerated, deformed illustrations, flexible use of 

diverse and discursive frames, and linguistic (mostly spoken 

and onomatopoeic) text. Specific visual designs, font and 

colour schema are manipulated so that they function as 

iconographic, instantly identifiable vocabularies and registers 

and install temporal and spatial relationships, multiple voices 

and perspectives, specific ambience, diverse themes, 

personalities and mental states into the narratives.2 

 

In a similar way, Cavallaro attributes the unique artistic quality of anime to 

factors like its commitment to traditional hand-drawn art even as it engages 

in three-dimensional computer graphics, and to the way it ‘insistently 

                                                 
1 Kinko Ito, “Manga in Japanese History,” Japanese Visual Culture: 

Explorations in the World of Manga and Anime, ed. Mark W. MacWilliams (New York: 
M.E. Sharpe, 2008) 26-47. 

2 Mio Bryce, et al., “The Cultural Biographies and Social Lives of Manga: 
Lessons from the Mangaverse,” SCAN: Journal of Media Arts Culture 5.2 (2008), 17 
Dec. 2008 <http://scan.net.au/scan/journal/display.php?journal_id=114>. 
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problematizes the presumed authority of the real’ as opposed to the 

predilection to render animation as a childish, simplistic form.3 

 As sophisticated cultural art forms, manga and anime engage with a 

vast array of genres and themes, from sports, romance and fantasy to horror, 

erotica and homosexuality. They range from the mundane daily suburban 

Tokyo life depicted in Sazae-san to the synthesis of familiar and fantastic 

elements in series like Naruto, which reinvents the concept of the Japanese 

ninja in a fantasy landscape. This extraordinary scope of subject matter is 

able to cater to all ages and readerships, from children to housewives to 

middle-aged white collar workers, to the extent that it is safe to say without 

exaggeration ‘that almost every Japanese person is a consumer [of manga 

and anime] (at least at some point in life) irrespective of age, gender, 

education, and social class’.4 It is unsurprising then that manga and anime 

have left their mark on Japanese socio-economic trends; in 2004, manga 

made up 22.5 percent of books and magazines sold in Japan.5 Likewise, over 

eighty anime shows are broadcast on Japanese television each week,6 and in 

2006, the domestic anime market was worth over twenty-seven billion 

dollars.7  

 In recent decades, manga and anime have been enjoying increasing 

exposure beyond their nation of origin. While this popularity has been 

bolstered in a large part by the current climate of intense globalisation, the 

transcultural dissemination of manga and anime has been happening since 

the 1960s, when pirated copies of manga started circulating in neighbouring 

Asian regions like Hong Kong, Taiwan and Korea,8 and American television 

began to air a limited number of dubbed anime like Astro Boy and Speed 

Racer. In Italy, Yumiko Igarashi’s 1980s Candy Candy manga was so popular 

                                                 
3 Dani Cavallaro, Anime Intersections: Tradition and Innovation in Theme and 

Technique (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland, 2007) 14. For an overview of the history of 
anime in Japan, see Gilles Poitras, “Contemporary Anime in Japanese Pop Culture,” 
Japanese Visual Culture: Explorations in the World of Manga and Anime, ed. Mark W. 
MacWilliams (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2008) 48-59. 

4 Mark M. MacWilliams, “Introduction,” Japanese Visual Culture: Explorations 
in the World of Manga and Anime, ed. Mark W. MacWilliams (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 
2008) 13. 

5 MacWilliams 13. MacWilliams also notes that despite eleven years of 
declining sales, manga sales in 2006 still totalled an impressive 481 billion yen. 

6 MacWilliams 13. 
7 Jan Krikke, “Computer Graphics Advances the Art of Anime,” IEEE 

Computer Graphics and Applications 26.3 (2006): 14-19. 
8 Wendy Siuyi Wong, “Globalizing Manga: from Japan to Hong Kong and 

Beyond,” Mechademia 1: Emerging Worlds of Anime and Manga, ed. Frenchy Lunning 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006) 29. 
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that Italian producers hired local cartoonists to continue the series even after 

its original completion in Japan;9 and long before the immensely successful 

Dragonball anime series was licensed for American distribution, it was 

already being translated into languages like Malay, Chinese and Portuguese. 

Since the 1990s, manga and anime have been gaining considerable 

recognition globally. In January 2007, for the first time in its 34-year history, 

the annual international comics festival held in Angouleme, France, 

organised a showcase of manga and anime.10 The science fiction anime film 

Ghost in the Shell was the first Japanese animated film to top the American 

Billboard video sales charts in 1996, and renowned Japanese animator 

Hayao Miyazaki’s Sen to Chihiro no Kamikakushi, released as Spirited Away 

in the United States, won the 2002 Berlin Film Festival’s Golden Bear Award 

and the Oscar for best animated feature film in 2003. American retail sales of 

manga surged from 60 million in 2002 to an estimated 170 to 200 million 

dollars in 2006.11 The Japan External Trade Organisation (JETRO) further 

estimated that the European manga market in 2006 in fact exceeded that of 

the American market, making it the largest overseas market for manga.12 

JETRO also reported in 2005 that anime comprised over 60 percent of 

cartoons broadcast worldwide.13 The anime series Pokémon has been so 

phenomenally successful that, since its 1996 debut, it ‘has made Nintendo 

and forty different companies around the world a total of $25 billion – the 

annual GDP of Bulgaria’.14 Manga and anime are now increasingly common 

and available at a local level: in Australia, bookstores like Borders and the 

locally-owned Dymocks chain are devoting more and more shelf space to 

English translations of manga, while the music, movies and electronics chain 

store JB Hi-Fi has vast sections dedicated exclusively to anime DVDs.  

 The global spread of manga and anime is similarly reflected in the 

growing body of literature in English focused on these popular cultural 

forms. Works like Frederik Schodt’s Manga! Manga! The World of Japanese 

                                                 
9 Frederik Schodt, Manga! Manga! The World of Japanese Comics (Tokyo: 

Kodansha International, 1983) 156. 
10 Nicolas Finet, “French Drawn to Japanese Comics,” China Daily (New York 

edition) 29 Jan. 2007: 8. 
11 MacWilliams 14. 
12 “New Report from JETRO on the Manga Market in Germany,” Comi Press: 

Manga News and Information, 4 Sep. 2006. 7 Feb. 2009 
<http://comipress.com/article/2006/09/04/675>.  

13 Japan, Economic Research Department, ‘Cool’ Japan’s Economy Warms Up 
(Japan: Japan External Trade Organisation, 2005) 2. 

14 Roland Kelts, Japanamerica: How Japanese Pop Culture Has Invaded the 
U.S. (New York and Hampshire: Palgrave MacMillan, 2006) 89. 
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Comics and Patrick Drazen’s Anime Explosion: The What? Why? and Wow! Of 

Japanese Animation act as introductory overviews of the history as well as 

the cultural and thematic content of manga and anime.15 More academic 

scholarship has taken an in-depth approach, whether in choosing to focus on 

the works of specific creators16 or by examining particular issues that are 

conveyed in manga and anime, since as representations of Japanese culture, 

manga and anime are able to offer insight into the workings of Japanese 

society. Sharon Kinsella, for example, demonstrates how the production and 

perception of manga has been significantly influenced by changing power 

relations in the Japanese socio-economic landscape.17 Susan Napier’s well-

known study similarly examines particular narratives or tropes in anime 

which reflect deep roots in Japanese history and culture as well as offering 

commentary on contemporary Japanese thought.18 Over the last decade, this 

scope of research has also broadened ‘beyond Japanese studies to include 

education and visual literacy, language learning and translation studies, law 

and copyright issues, girl cultures and representations, video game studies 

and narrative, children’s social lives and media cultures, and sexuality and 

queer identity’.19 Much of this growing academic interest in manga and anime 

is preoccupied with the globalising effects which these cultural forms can 

have beyond Japan. For example, the transcultural influence which manga 

has had on local comic production has been documented in countries from 

Hong Kong and Malaysia to Italy and France.20 Anne Allison’s study is an 

insightful exploration of the impact which toy merchandising, as spawned by 

                                                 
15 Schodt, Manga! Manga!; Patrick Drazen, Anime Explosion: The What? Why? 

and Wow! Of Japanese Animation (Berkeley, California: Stone Bridge Press, 2002). 
16 Brian Ruh, The Stray Dog of Anime: the Films of Oishii Mamoru (New York: 

Palgrave MacMillan, 2004); Dani Cavallaro, The Anime Art of Hayao Miyazaki (North 
Carolina: McFarland & Company, Inc. 2006). 

17 Sharon Kinsella, Adult Manga: Culture and Power in Contemporary 
Japanese Society (Richmond: Curzon) 2000.  

18 Susan J. Napier, Anime from Akira to Howl’s Moving Castle: Experiencing 
Contemporary Japanese Animation (New York and Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2005). 

19 Bryce, et al. 
20 Wai-ming Ng, "Japanese Elements in Hong Kong Comics: History, Art, and 

Industry," International Journal of Comic Art 5.2 (2003): 184-93; Muliyadi Mahmood, 
"Japanese Style in Malaysian Comics and Cartoons," International Journal of Comic 
Art, 5.2 (2003): 194-204; Marco Pellitteri, “Manga in Italy: History of a Powerful 
Cultural Hybridization,” conference paper, Mobile and Pop Culture in Asia, 28-29 Oct. 
2006, 12 Jan. 2008 <http://www.ceri-
sciencespo.com/themes/manga/documents/texte_mpellitteri.pdf>; Olivier Vanhee, 
“The Production of a ‘Manga Culture’ in France: a Sociological Analysis of a 
Successful Intercultural Reception,” conference paper, Asia Forum 2006, Oct. 2006, 
12 Jan. 2008 <http://www.ceri-
sciencespo.com/themes/manga/documents/texte_production_vanhee.pdf>. 
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Japanese popular cultural narratives like manga and anime, can have on 

global economic and cultural flows.21 

 As transcultural commodities, manga and anime pose a unique 

counterpoint to traditional discourses of globalisation. Early literature on 

globalisation had predicted the global dissemination of values associated with 

capitalist modernity, 22 and the instatement of a monolithic American cultural 

homogeneity.23 Implicated in this vision was a common perception of unequal 

power relations between the West and ‘the Rest’ which, when brought to bear 

on Eastern nations, consists of ‘the ineradicable distinction between Western 

superiority and Oriental inferiority’24 that Edward Said famously criticised in 

his landmark book Orientalism.  

The growing worldwide success of manga and anime as non-Western 

cultural products, however, challenges this model of a homogenised global 

industry modelled on American popular culture. Indeed, many aspects of 

Japanese culture have proved eminently exportable in recent decades. When 

its political expansion was abruptly cut short by the atomic bombs, Japan 

rose rapidly in post-war years to become the second largest economy in the 

world. While the nation suffered a prolonged economic and financial 

recession in the early 1990s, it was able to maintain a visible global profile by 

rallying behind an unexpected market that emerged in this period: the surge 

of interest in and consumption of Japanese popular culture worldwide. As 

Douglas McGray observes, ‘from pop music to consumer electronics, 

architecture to fashion, and animation to cuisine, Japan looks more like a 

cultural superpower today than it did in the 1980s, when it was an economic 

one’.25 

 The global dissemination of manga and anime is a significant example 

of ‘soft power’, which ‘co-opts people rather than coerces them’26 – instead of 

being forcefully imposed on or grudgingly received by foreign nations, manga 

                                                 
21 Anne Allison, Millennial Monsters: Japanese Toys and the Global 

Imagination (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006). 
22 Barrie Axford, The Global System: Economics, Politics and Culture 

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995); Tony Spybey, Globalization and World Society 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996). 

23 John Tomlinson, Cultural Imperialism: a Critical Introduction (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991). 

24 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1978) 42. 
25 Douglas McGray, ‘Japan’s Gross National Cool,’ Foreign Policy, May/June 

2002, 15 Apr. 2006 
<http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/~ikalmar/illustex/japfpmcgray.htm>. 

26 Joseph Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics (Cambridge, 
MA: Public Affairs, 2004) 5. 
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and anime as well as other elements of Japanese popular culture have 

conversely been enthusiastically embraced by audiences worldwide. Indeed, 

the Japanese government is well aware of the role which manga and anime’s 

popularity can play in advancing the nation’s diplomatic projects: in 2008, 

the government appointed the title character of the hugely popular, long-

running series Doraemon, a robotic cat, as Japan’s first anime ambassador,27 

in a bid to promote anime and Japanese popular culture in general on a 

global level. 

 What is also intriguing is that manga and anime did not become ‘soft 

power’ through capitalist enterprise. Instead, popular recognition of these 

cultural forms began at a grassroots level, perpetuated in a very large part by 

the dedicated involvement of manga and anime fans who created more 

exposure for these forms by translating and circulating them to a continually 

growing global audience. This is a process that has been boosted by the 

contemporary climate of intense globalisation, and in particular by the rapid 

evolutions of media technologies which have enabled easier and quicker 

means of processing and transmitting information. While foreign corporate 

and media distributors are now endeavouring to create a mainstream, 

capitalist market for manga and anime, fandom and fan activity continue to 

play a crucial role in cultivating interest in as well as expanding the 

popularity of manga and anime.  

 

Fans and Fandom 

 

Fan culture is a phenomenon that has developed a rapidly rising 

profile in recent decades. The fan’s relationship to his or her chosen fan 

object can be described through Sandvoss’ definition of fandom, in its most 

basic sense, as ‘the regular emotionally involved consumption of a given 

popular narrative or text’.28 These fan narratives vary immensely, from comic 

books,29 television shows30 and music31 to sports teams32 and film 

                                                 
27 “Japan Appoints its First Cartoon Ambassador,” International Herald 

Tribune, 19 Mar. 2008, 22 Apr. 2009 
<http://www.iht.com/articles/ap/2008/03/19/asia/AS-GEN-Japan-Cartoon-
Ambassador.php>. 

28 Cornel Sandvoss, Fans: the Mirror of Consumption (Cambridge and Malden: 
Polity Press, 2005) 8. 

29 Jonathan D. Tankel and Keith Murphy, “Collecting Comic Books: a Study 
of the Fan and Curatorial Consumption,” Theorizing Fandom: Fans, Subculture and 
Identity, eds. C. Harris and Alison Alexander (Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press, 1998) 
55-68. 
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celebrities.33 While fandom has been disparagingly described as being ‘a 

consequence of psychological or cultural dysfunction’34 in individuals whose 

‘interests are fundamentally alien to the realm of “normal” cultural 

experience’,35 it is now widely acknowledged that fandom has become a 

commonplace aspect of contemporary society. This is due largely to the 

widespread and transformative impacts of globalising forces: evolving media 

forms and technological advancements have enabled the dynamic spread of 

fan practices as well as the integration of fan consumption and activity into 

our daily lives in unprecedented ways.  

Investigation into the way fan culture has pervaded our societal 

interactions and activities can therefore offer insights into the way we 

negotiate our socio-cultural and political identities in relation to others and 

to the world at large: ‘studying fan audiences allows us to explore some of the 

key mechanisms through which we interact with the mediated world at the 

heart of social, political and cultural realities and identities’, and can further 

‘our understanding of how we form emotional bonds with ourselves and 

others in a modern, mediated world’.36 Such studies of fans and fandom have 

gained considerable ground in recent times – the establishment and 

proliferation of dynamic and highly interactive fan communities across the 

globe around manga and anime has witnessed a concurrent development of 

manga and anime studies in Western academic discourse which explores the 

participation and activity of non-Japanese fans in these fandoms. 

Investigations in this field commonly resonate with the image of the dynamic, 

appropriating fan who, prompted by a personal and emotional affinity with 

the fan object, acts as an active agent of cultural production by reinterpreting 

the pre-existing fan object to articulate new meaning. Norris’ investigation of 

Australian anime fans, for example, shows how anime is used as an 

                                                                                                                                             
30 Ien Ang, Watching Dallas: Soap Opera and the Melodramatic Imagination 

(London: Methuen, 1985) and John Tulloch, Watching Television Audiences: Cultural 
Theories and Methods (London: Arnold, 2000). 

31 Daniel Cavicchi, Tramps Like Us: Music and Meaning among Springsteen 
Fans (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). 

32 Cornel Sandvoss, A Game of Two Halves: Football, Television and 
Globalization (Comedia, London: Routledge, 2003). 

33 Samantha Barbas, Movie Crazy: Fans, Stars and the Cult of Celebrity (New 
York and Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001). 

34 Sandvoss Fans 4. 
35 Henry Jenkins, Textual Poachers: Television Fans and Participatory Culture 

(New York: Routledge, 1994) 15. 
36 Jonathan Gray, et al., “Introduction: Why Study Fans?” Fandom: Identities 

and Communities in a Mediated World, eds. Jonathan Gray, Cornel Sandvoss and C. 
Lee Harrington (New York and London: New York University Press, 2007) 10. 
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empowering tool to create a subcultural identity distinct from mainstream 

culture, through images of a new Asian femininity and a techno-Orient as 

exotic markers of difference.37 Similarly, Jiwon Ahn observes that, until 1998, 

the bulk of Japanese popular culture in South Korea was banned by the 

government in light of the historically tumultuous relationship between the 

two nations. But anime flourished as a subcultural text in underground 

circles during the 1980s Korean dictatorial regime, its original context 

subsumed to be replaced by its new status as an anti-government 

statement.38 Likewise, manga and anime youth subculture in Russia has 

been understood as a form of creative escapism to fill the ideological and 

psychological gap left in the wake of the fall of the Soviet Union, and as a 

means of dealing with the transition to new lifestyles.39 

 The main line of inquiry in critical analyses of manga and anime 

fandoms has thus largely been concerned with the way manga and anime 

have been interpreted and adapted for local socio-cultural contexts by 

particular fan groups. To some extent, this notion can be encapsulated in 

Iwabuchi’s definition of transculturation, which he describes as one process 

of globalisation ‘in which the asymmetrical encounter of various cultures 

results in the transformation of an existing cultural artefact and the creation 

of a new style’.40 Significantly, this approach to fandom and fan culture as 

transculturation is evocative of recent and more sophisticated views of 

globalisation, which reject accounts of globalisation as the homogenisation of 

the world by Western capitalist forces. Rather, Appadurai famously conceived 

of globalisation as a series of movements that exist in relations of disjunctive 

flows41 – that is, they ‘have different speeds, axes, points of origin and 

termination, and varied relationships to institutional structures in different 

                                                 
37 Craig Norris, “Australian Fandom of Japanese Animation (Anime),” 

Alter/Asians: Asian-Australian Identities in Art, Media and Popular Culture, eds. Ien 
Ang, et al. (Annandale, NSW: Pluto Press, 2000) 289-313. 

38 Jiwon Ahn, “Animated Subjects: in the Circulation of Japanese Animation 
as Global Cultural Products,” conference paper, Globalization and Popular Culture: 
Production, Consumption and Identity, 2001, 12 Jan. 2008 
<http://www.umanitoba.ca/faculties/arts/english/media/workshop/papers/ahn/a
hn_paper.pdf>.  

39 Yulia Mikhailova, “Apocalypse in Fantasy and Reality: Japanese Pop 
Culture in Contemporary Russia,” In Godzilla’s Footsteps: Japanese Pop Culture Icons 
on the Global Stage, eds. William M. Tsutsui and Michiko Ito (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006) 181-200. 

40 Koichi Iwabuchi, Recentering Globalization: Popular Culture and Japanese 
Transnationalism (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2002) 40. 

41 Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996). 
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regions, nations, or societies’.42 Hence, ‘what emerges through the process of 

globalization is not a uniform “Global Culture”, but increasing differences 

and complexity of locally inflected meanings due to hybridization and 

indigenization’.43 The transculturation of manga and anime by non-Japanese 

fandoms around the globe for local socio-cultural contexts in turn lends 

weight to, as well as is simultaneously influenced by, the perception of 

manga and anime as hybrid forms. 

  

Japaneseness in Translation 

 

At the level of the cultural products themselves, MacWilliams identifies 

four features of manga and anime that characterise them as mixed or hybrid 

forms.44 The first and most obvious one is that both forms ‘blend the visual 

and the verbal into a unified whole, manga via a synthesis of text and images 

and anime through dialogue in cinematic live action’,45 a practice which 

resonates with Japan’s ‘intrinsically pictographic worldview, [which] 

encompass[es] calligraphy and the constant collusion of image and text, line 

and meaning, painting and poetry’.46 Secondly, built as they are on these 

traditions of Japanese ‘high’ culture, manga and anime as established visual 

art forms can problematise and deconstruct the preconceived distinction 

between high and low art; as MacWilliams argues, ‘these days it is impossible 

to dismiss the finest examples of manga and anime as somehow inferior to 

what is lauded as the “fine arts”’.47  

A third characteristic of the hybrid nature of manga and anime is that 

they are an integral part of a ‘mixed media’ entertainment strategy, in which 

‘a single corporate conglomerate dominates by producing and distributing a 

wide variety of media products to its consumers’.48 Manga, for example, is not 

just turned into anime, but also spawns various other commodities such as 

video games, music CDs, novels and toys. Some series have been turned into 

                                                 
42 Arjun Appadurai, “Grassroots Globalization and the Research Imagination,” 

Globalization, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
2001) 5-6. 

43 Matthew Allen and Rumi Sakamoto, “Introduction: Inside-out Japan? 
Popular Culture and Globalization in the Context of Japan,” Popular Culture, 
Globalization and Japan, eds. Matthew Allen and Rumi Sakamoto (Oxon: Routledge, 
2006) 2. 

44 MacWilliams 6. 
45 MacWilliams 6. 
46 Dani Cavallaro, The Anime Art of Hayao Miyazaki 16. 
47 MacWilliams 6. 
48 MacWilliams 6. 
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live action drama or film, such as the popular television series Gokusen and 

Nodame Cantabile, or the 2006 movie adaptation of the manga Death Note. 

Some series are even turned into musicals – the Tennis no Oujisama or Prince 

of Tennis musical has been running since 2003. Indeed, the musical itself 

also represents the dynamic synergy which characterises the mixed media 

approach: it does not actually play the same story each time, but in fact 

produces new shows each season in conjunction with the continuation of the 

manga storyline as it charts the progress of a school tennis team towards 

winning the championships. 

 Lastly, manga and anime as hybrid forms are ‘inspired by Western 

styles of visual culture while drawing upon Japan’s venerable tradition of 

caricature and sequential art’.49 Manga, for example, has ‘appropriated such 

diverse pictorial sources as Chinese ink-painting, European tableau with its 

central perspective, European caricature, and American superhero comics’.50 

Similarly, the word balloons and the narrative sequence format used in 

modern manga are credited to British and French cartoon styles.51 The first 

Japanese animators in the 1910s were likewise influenced by early American 

and European animation52 – acclaimed Japanese animator Osamu Tezuka, 

seen as the pioneer of anime, was inspired in part by Walt Disney’s style. 

Furthermore, the production of anime is not necessarily contained 

geographically within Japan. Since the 1980s, while pre- and post-production 

work is still performed in Japan, some labour aspects of the production 

process, such as inking, colouring and so on, have been outsourced to 

various Asian countries such as Taiwan, Korea and Thailand at lower 

production costs.53  

Apart from the technical and stylistic production of manga and anime, 

the blending of Japanese and Western elements is also apparent in the story 

narratives themselves, as in the retro anime Samurai Champloo, which is 

characterised by a fusion of hip-hop and samurai culture, or the series 

Tenkuu Tenshou Nazca, which concerns a group of modern day Japanese 

individuals who discover that they are the reincarnations of ancient Incan 

                                                 
49 MacWilliams 6. 
50 Jacqueline Berndt, “Considering Manga Discourse: Location, Ambiguity, 

Historicity,” Japanese Visual Culture: Explorations in the World of Manga and Anime, 
ed. Mark W. MacWilliams (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2008) 299. 

51 Ito 29-30. 
52 Fred Patten, Watching Anime, Reading Manga: 25 Years of Essays and 

Reviews (Berkeley, California: Stone Bridge Press, 2004) 278. 
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warriors. Given the tremendous diversity of manga and anime, it is also 

unsurprising that some of these narratives appear devoid of Japanese 

elements altogether, like the pseudo-European setting premised on the 

medieval art of alchemy in the series Hagane no Renkinjutsushi or Fullmetal 

Alchemist, or the post-apocalyptic landscape of Trigun, with its eclectic blend 

of science fiction and cowboy motifs. 

 This hybrid nature of manga and anime is made more complex when 

these texts are translated for non-Japanese audiences. Translation here 

refers to the transformation of language from Japanese into English as well 

as to the transculturation of manga and anime for non-Japanese contexts. 

Manga and anime fans have long been involved in the process of translating 

and adapting these texts in order to make them more accessible and 

comprehensible for other non-Japanese fans. Ironically, while modern 

processes of globalisation have enabled these translated texts to reach wider 

non-Japanese audiences more easily and rapidly at a grassroots level, the 

increasingly global profile which manga and anime have cultivated has 

prompted foreign companies to take advantage of this popularity by buying 

the rights to and translating these texts themselves for mainstream 

distribution. While fans and mainstream distributors both share the same 

objective of translating manga and anime for non-Japanese audiences, it is 

striking how different or even conflicting economic or socio-cultural forces 

can influence the translation process. Bryce et al’s observation of the 

different motivations at work in the translation of manga is equally applicable 

to anime: 

 

the devoted fan translator may privilege preservation of the 

Japanese original over readability or appeal; the large publisher 

seeks to produce popular culture texts which are sufficiently 

different to provide an alternative to North American or Franco-

Belgian comics, but are also readily accessible to non-Japanese 

readers.54 

 

 The opposing values and considerations which are brought to bear on 

the translation of the same manga or anime text will result in different 

reinterpretations of the original text, and consequently, in different shifts in 

meaning. Indeed,  
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as translations have the power to shape, alter, exclude, 

incorporate and challenge cultures, the boundaries of where the 

authentic text ends and the localised version begins are fluid 

and blurred, and thus the borders of culture are also constantly 

shifting. Manga (and anime) in translation are ideal examples of 

this blurring of culture, as they become hybrid products, the 

integration of Japanese and non-Japanese elements.55 

 

Such is the unstable and subversive nature of translating one language, and 

indeed, culture, into another. As hybrid forms, manga and anime, as well as 

their translations, might thus be seen to occupy a space that signifies neither 

one nor another culture, but is instead ‘stateless’. They exist ‘at a nexus 

point in global culture; this position allows [them] to inhabit an amorphous 

new media territory that crosses and even intermingles national 

boundaries’.56 To that end, some commentators have argued that manga and 

anime owe their appeal to what has been described as their mukokuseki 

quality.  

The term mukokuseki literally means ‘something or someone lacking 

any nationality’, but also implies ‘the erasure of racial or ethnic 

characteristics or a context, which does not imprint a particular culture or 

country with these features’.57 In manga and anime studies, this concept is 

most obviously addressed through the discussion of human characters that 

are decidedly non-Japanese in appearance. Tsukino Usagi, the main 

protagonist of the series Sailor Moon, for example, is a regular Japanese 

schoolgirl who nevertheless has blonde hair and blue eyes. This mukokuseki 

quality becomes further pronounced in series that adapt their narratives 

from non-Japanese texts, like the anime series Watashi no Ashinaga Ojisan, 

which is based on the American novel Daddy-Long-Legs, and Akage no An, 

which is an adaptation of the novel Anne of Green Gables by Canadian writer 

L. M. Montgomery. 

According to Iwabuchi, the acclaimed Japanese animator Mamoru 

Oshii suggests that ‘Japanese animators and cartoonists unconsciously 

choose not to draw “realistic” Japanese characters if they wish to draw 
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attractive characters’58 in order to capture the interest of audiences. 

Furthermore, non-Japanese viewers who are unfamiliar with the visual styles 

employed in manga and anime have been known to ‘cast such 

representations as possessing putatively Caucasian features’.59 Napier 

argues, however, that a more accurate description of these mukokuseki 

characters is not that they look Japanese or Western, but that rather, they 

have been created in a ‘nonculturally specific anime [or manga] style’.60 While 

manga and anime are capable of portraying a diverse range of stylistic or 

narrative elements, Napier points out that there are some common features 

that are ‘virtually standard aspects of “anime style”’,61 which include 

examples such as large, shiny eyes and hair of every conceivable colour, and 

comic or cute ‘super deformed’ characters with small torsos and oversized 

heads. The appeal of this ‘anime style’ for non-Japanese fans might thus be 

that it provides a ‘stateless’ space, neither distinctly Japanese nor distinctly 

Western, for exploring what Napier describes as fluid, ‘postethnic’ identities62 

against the background of a postmodern world. This argument is supported 

by the way fans identify with values or themes that, while embodied in a 

manga or anime character or setting, are universal in the way they relate to 

the human condition: like the determination to never give up, the 

empowerment of women, nostalgia for childhood or the uncertainties of 

adolescence.63  

 Hence, as the example of manga and anime demonstrates, ‘the 

“Japan” in “Japanese popular culture” is always already dislocated, 

contaminated, cross-pollinated and criss-crossed’.64 Indeed, in his study of 

cultural globalisation against the backdrop of Japan’s progressive rise as a 

cultural power in Asia, Iwabuchi observes that Japaneseness as a nationalist 

discourse has historically been addressed through Japan’s perceived 

‘sophisticated capacity to culturally indigenize the foreign, in which terms the 

putative Japanese national essence is imagined’.65 Herein lies a second 

meaning to the term mukokuseki, which also continues to inform the hybrid 
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nature of manga and anime: ‘the mixing of elements of multiple cultural 

origins’.66 Iwabuchi argues that, in response to Western domination, this 

capacity for assimilating the foreign became defined ‘as a unique Japanese 

characteristic’ and was moreover considered ‘evidence of Japanese 

superiority to the West’.67 In the 1990s, the positive reception of Japanese 

popular culture by a growing global audience prompted Japanese 

commentators to confer a distinctive Japaneseness on cultural products like 

manga and anime, by claiming that such worldwide ‘appeal of Japanese 

popular culture lies in its subtle indigenization of American popular 

culture’.68 The mukokuseki quality which informs the hybrid nature of manga 

and anime hence becomes articulated as a key feature of Japaneseness itself; 

the Japanese ‘essence’ of manga and anime is thus ironically derived from 

the blending of cultures to create a ‘stateless’ space that might be viewed to 

be absent of any ostensibly Japanese markers, or indeed, racial or ethnic 

markers of any kind. 

 Yet I would argue that the concept of mukokuseki is challenged even in 

the very utterance of the words ‘manga’ and ‘anime’. While they simply mean 

‘comics’ and ‘animation’ in the Japanese language, the processes of 

globalisation have absorbed and translated these words for an emerging 

global lexicon; as such, they are used in Anglophone discourse, by fans and 

in academia, to refer specifically to ‘Japanese comics and animation’. Such 

an understanding indirectly distinguishes manga and anime from other 

analogous visual media as ‘different’; at the most obvious level, the reasons 

for this difference are naturally linked back to their being ‘Japanese’.  In this 

respect, their mukokuseki quality notwithstanding, the ongoing use of the 

terms ‘manga’ and ‘anime’ confers a Japanese ‘cultural odor’ on these 

products, which Iwabuchi defines as ‘the way in which cultural features of a 

country of origin and images or ideas of its national, in most cases 

stereotyped, way of life are associated positively with a particular product in 

the consumption process’.69 Iwabuchi cites anime as an example of a 

Japanese commodity which is ‘culturally odorless’ in that it does not ‘evoke 

images or ideas of a Japanese lifestyle’.70 But this is a very broad 

generalisation to make, which can be disproved by considering specific series 
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examples as well as audience responses to manga and anime. Just as some 

series take place in markedly non-Japanese settings, like the pirate fantasy 

adventure One Piece, others still are grounded in the Japanese landscape, 

like the portrayal of contemporary suburban Tokyo life in Sazae-san. 

Furthermore, Napier’s empirical study shows how an interest in anime has 

led to an interest in Japanese culture for some fans, such as learning the 

history and language of Japan, cultivating knowledge of contemporary 

Japanese politics, or even cooking dishes depicted in some anime series.71  

 Thus, despite the view of manga and anime as mukokuseki products, 

they cannot be completely dissociated from ideas of Japaneseness. 

Attempting to locate this Japaneseness in manga and anime is a complex 

task, given that it has to take into account the global distribution of the 

products, the Japanese national or cultural backdrop against which they are 

created, and the transculturation or translation of these forms for non-

Japanese socio-cultural contexts. Significantly, the difficulty in articulating 

Japaneseness itself is evocative of the wider contemporary discourse of 

globalisation as it is understood by Appadurai, in terms of fluid, 

interconnected flows72 in a postmodern world: while a fixed definition of 

Japaneseness cannot be determined, it is safe to say that an awareness of 

the concept exists nonetheless, and this ‘notion of Japaneseness 

simultaneously influences, and is altered by, cross-cultural 

communication’.73 This complex negotiation of ideas of Japaneseness at a 

cross-cultural level of discourse can be illustrated in an examination of non-

Japanese fan perceptions of Japaneseness in manga and anime. The 

relevance of this Japaneseness in manga and anime fandom will prove 

significant in later chapters, especially in relation to the workings of 

translation.  

 

Japaneseness as Genre 

 

 My investigation into how non-Japanese fans understand and 

articulate ideas of Japaneseness through their engagement with manga and 

anime at a popular level is informed by the same cultural assumptions which 

                                                 
71 Napier, From Impressionism to Anime 185. 
72 Appadurai 1996; John Tomlinson, Globalization and Culture (Oxford: Polity 

Press, 1999). 
73 Bryce, et al. 



 42

Mary Grigsby adopts for her analysis of the series Sailor Moon.74 Firstly, 

Grigsby argues that while culture ‘has a generational heritage and history as 

well as cultural traditions associated with it,’ it is not rigid or unchanging, 

but is instead ‘constantly being reproduced in a complex web of connections 

to social processes’.75 This dynamic reproduction of culture is inevitable given 

the processes of globalisation which enable multiple cultures to come into 

wider and more frequent contact with each other. Within this framework, 

‘manga and anime are approached not only as a reflection of culture but as a 

part of the dynamic and constant process of the reproduction of culture in 

Japan and elsewhere’.76 Secondly, any investigative analysis, or indeed, the 

pursuit of knowledge of any kind, ‘begins from one’s own location in the 

world’77 – that is, any knowledge gained is mediated through the 

investigator’s own socio-cultural history and values.  

Both these concepts are pertinent to the study of fan culture and fans: 

non-Japanese fans might be seen to perpetuate the reproduction of 

(Japanese) culture through their ongoing consumption and interpretation of 

manga and anime. More importantly, such fan processes produce not 

duplications but translations of these cultural forms for the local non-

Japanese fan context through the process of transculturation, which 

subsequently ‘blurs notions of authenticity and cultural identity as readers 

and/or audiences manipulate and appropriate texts for their personal 

needs’.78 This study proceeds from the understanding that non-Japanese 

fans bring their own cultural orientations to bear on their interpretations of 

Japaneseness as derived from manga and anime. More importantly, I 

demonstrate how the ways in which fans conceptualise this Japaneseness 

can be viewed as a process of genre formation. 

Traditional genre theory has typically offered formalist and generalised 

definitions of genre that are primarily interested in ‘identifying the abstract 

theoretical “essence” of a genre in an idealized form’.79 Such approaches have 

attempted to delimit genres as formal categories that are characterised by 

specific core elements, or to interpret the textual meanings of genres within 
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historical or socio-cultural contexts.80 My analysis of Japaneseness, however, 

draws primarily on Jason Mittell’s cultural studies approach to genre theory, 

which is more concerned with how genre is actually defined and conceived in 

everyday use or cultural circulation. 

In focusing on television studies, Mittell argues that the existing 

theoretical tools for genre analysis, which have been developed primarily in 

literary and film studies, are inadequate for a consideration of television, one 

reason for which being that television ‘rarely has pretensions toward high 

aesthetic value’, unlike literature and film; to apply the same analytical tools 

to television hence ‘dooms television to evaluative failure and misrepresents 

the way the majority of television viewers and producers engage with the 

medium’.81 This argument is just as true for both manga and anime, which 

are similar to television in that they circulate in contemporary culture as 

popular cultural artefacts which fans engage with first and foremost as 

products of entertainment. 

The crux of Mittell’s study is his proposal that genre be re-envisioned 

as ‘discursive practices’: ‘by regarding genre as a property and function of 

discourse, we can examine the ways in which various forms of 

communication work to constitute generic definitions, meanings, and values 

within particular historical contexts’.82 Mittell argues that it is more fruitful 

to view genre as a textual category rather than in terms of textual 

components – that is, genres do not emerge from intrinsic textual features of 

texts, but instead ‘work to categorize texts and link them into clusters of 

cultural assumptions’.83 This is achieved through the processes of definition, 

interpretation, and evaluation, which Mittell describes as ‘the three primary 

ways genres circulate and become culturally manifest’.84 Accordingly, 

considerations of genre in this framework should be less preoccupied with 

‘interpretive readings or deep structural analysis’ than with the ‘surface 

manifestations and common articulations’85 of genre. In other words, cultural 

genre analysis should examine the way discursive utterances of genre are 

articulated across a breadth of generic discourses in order to discern larger 
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patterns of definitions, meanings and hierarchies that in turn constitute the 

larger understanding of genre as a cultural operation. 

The global circulation of manga and anime poses interesting 

complexities for their articulation in genre discourse. While the narratives 

that have taken these forms would in Japan simply be viewed as 

representations of the comic and cartoon genres respectively, elsewhere in 

the world manga and anime have become genres unto themselves within a 

comics and cartoons discourse. Some of the various ways in which this 

distinction has been addressed in Western understanding are encapsulated 

in the definition which The Oxford Dictionary of English gives for the word 

‘manga’: ‘a Japanese genre of cartoons, comic books, and animated films, 

having a science-fiction or fantasy theme and sometimes including violent or 

sexually explicit material’.86 Apart from erroneously including animation 

under the ‘manga’ label, such a definition also ignores the scope of subject 

material that is represented in manga and anime: following the conventions 

of traditional genre analysis, manga and anime as genres are reduced to the 

textual components of ‘science-fiction or fantasy’ and ‘violent or sexually 

explicit material’.  

Western criticism of the uncompromising portrayal of sex and violence 

in anime in particular lends weight to Mittell’s assertion that genres are 

culturally practiced categories. Cartoons in Japan cater to every conceivable 

viewer demographic, and thus express a vast range of subject matter to 

accommodate these various audiences, sex and violence being just two of the 

many facets of this subject matter. On the other hand, cartoons elsewhere 

are ‘culturally defined as a genre whose primary audience [is] children, and 

[are] not legitimate entertainment for adults as part of a mass audience’.87 

Anime has thus been viewed unfavourably by some Western commentators 

because the medium does not adhere to their generic expectations for 

cartoons – the condemnation of sex and violence in anime is based on the 

assumption that anime is targeted primarily at a child demographic in the 

same way that Western cartoons are. 

 Returning to the above definition for ‘manga’, a second way that 

manga and anime in global circulation have been differentiated from other 

comic and cartoon forms is in their description as a ‘Japanese genre’. I have 
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argued that the very utterance of the words ‘manga’ and ‘anime’ by worldwide 

audiences and fan groups, in industrial practices and academic literature – 

to use Mittell’s terms, as ‘surface manifestations and common articulations’ 

across cultural discourses – acts to confer a putative ‘Japaneseness’ on 

manga and anime. In the same way that the claim to a national Japanese 

‘essence’ has been constantly redefined and reinterpreted to accommodate 

the changing historical and political landscape of Japan,88 Japaneseness in 

manga and anime is often less a textual essence than it is a manifestation of 

the cultural practices of definition, interpretation and evaluation which 

foreign audiences, industrialists and social and academic commentators 

bring to bear on these media artefacts.  

Iwabuchi’s demonstration of the ongoing reinterpretation of 

Japaneseness to accommodate the historical transformation of Japanese 

nationalist discourse is also a reflection of another important understanding 

of genres: they are not ‘ahistorical and static’ but ‘shift and evolve in relation 

to their cultural contexts’.89 At the same time, Mittell argues that ‘although 

genres are constantly in flux and under definitional negotiation, generic 

terms are still sufficiently salient that most people would agree on a similar 

working definition for any genre’.90 This is the underlying idea of my 

argument that Japaneseness as one such term can and does constitute a 

categorical frame of reference for manga and anime fans.  

To accommodate this understanding of Japaneseness as a ‘stable’ 

category in flux, Mittell stresses that genre analysis must shift from simply 

‘asking what a genre means’ to ‘what a genre means for specific groups in a 

particular instance’.91 In this respect, my study is focused on manga and 

anime fans as one specific cultural group. More particularly, I am interested 

in what non-Japanese fans view as representations of Japaneseness in 

manga and anime. According to Mittell, although ‘genres are not defined by 

textual elements, cultural practices constituting generic categories through 

definitional discourses typically focus on textual features’.92 Extrapolating 

from this notion, I asked fans to identify features in manga and anime which 

they felt were specific to Japanese culture.  
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Japaneseness in (Fan) Perspective 

 

Respondents defined Japaneseness across a range of discourses. This 

is most clearly illustrated in the way two of the respondents structured their 

answers through the use of titled sections, with each section representing a 

facet of cultural discourse and listing various corresponding Japanese 

examples. Yolanda, for example, categorised her answers using headings like 

‘Everyday life’, ‘History’ and ‘Mythology/religion’. In addition to 

‘Religion/Mythology/Magic’, Olivia has other sections like ‘Traditional 

culture’, ‘Food and drink’, and even ‘Plants with symbolic meaning’.  

Some of the Japaneseness as defined by fan respondents is 

straightforward enough – Olivia lists food that originated in Japan, like sushi, 

tempura and the popular treat Pocky. Also frequently expressed were 

religious practices and folk beliefs, like Japan’s Shinto religion, with its 

associated shrines and miko, or shrine priestesses, and the supernatural 

creatures of Japanese folklore, like the yukionna (literally ‘snow woman’), 

kitsune (fox) and youkai (demon). Olivia’s formulation of two sections titled 

‘Traditional culture’ and ‘Modern culture’ respectively is particularly 

noteworthy. Under the former she lists, among other things, examples of high 

cultural traditions, like Noh plays and the Japanese tea ceremony, and iconic 

Japanese images such as the samurai, the ninja and the geisha. Her 

examples of Japaneseness for ‘Modern culture’ are an eclectic blend of 

features, from the practice of ‘cramming for university entrance exams’ to the 

shinkansen, which is a high-speed railway system, and even Tokyo Tower, 

which features prominently in many manga and anime series.  

 In a similar way, other fan respondents define Japaneseness as 

‘spirituality’, ‘rituals’ and ‘festivals’ alongside more contemporary phenomena 

like ‘technology’ and the gambling game ‘pachinko’.93 Olivia’s visible use of 

categories acts to reinforce this fan awareness of the multifaceted nature of 

Japanese culture. At the same time, however, the distinction which Olivia 

makes between traditional and modern Japanese culture should not be taken 

to mean that the two are mutually exclusive – contemporary Japanese society 

continues to engage with rituals and traditions that have deep historical 
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roots. Indeed, some fan respondents demonstrated a perception of 

Japaneseness as being in transition, evolving alongside Japan’s historical 

and social landscape. Carol, for example, cites a ‘wrapped and layered style of 

clothing, sewn in squares’ as a Japanese feature ‘that started around the 

Heian [era] and currently survives as the kimono’. Likewise, Freda traces ‘the 

use of swords’ in series like X and Bleach, which take place in contemporary 

Japan, back to Japanese ‘samurai tradition’. 

Fan definitions of Japaneseness here reflect what they perceive to be 

the dominant cultural trends and commentaries of Japan at a given point in 

time, which resonates with Mittell’s argument that genre is constituted 

through an examination of the meanings it has for specific groups in a 

particular instance. This idea feeds into the broader discourse of the history 

of Japan’s interaction with the West, demonstrating how Western perceptions 

of Japan have shifted from an image of ‘a nation of ascetic artists living in 

harmony with nature’ to ‘a brutal horde of suit-wearing executives intent on 

destroying the American economy’ to ‘most recently, a world of techno and 

pop culture innovation that is synonymous with the word “cool”’.94 As 

Iwabuchi points out, ‘Japanese hyper-real culture, in which comics, 

animation, and computer games feature, has simply replaced Western 

Orientalist icons such as the geisha or the samurai in the complicit 

exoticization of Japan’.95 

 Most prominent amongst these definitions of Japaneseness was the 

frequent allusion that most of the fan respondents made to the prevalence of 

Japanese language conventions in manga and anime narratives. Of these 

linguistic practices, fans most commonly listed two types: ‘set phrases that 

you always say at certain times’ (Naomi) and the use of honorifics in speech. 

The former refers to phrases that some respondents describe as ‘rituals’ or 

which are formulaic in that they are always used according to particular 

settings, such as in leaving or returning to a place: ittekimasu is used by 

someone who is leaving, and itterashai is said to see someone off. Tadaima is 

said by someone who has returned to a place, and okaeri nasai is used to 

greet someone who has returned. Another common example cited by 

respondents is the use of itadakimasu, which is said before one partakes of a 

meal, and gochisousama deshita after one has finished eating. What is 

notable is that these linguistic features are defined not through the literal 
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translations of these phrases, but through the Japanese socio-cultural 

contexts in which they are used. Even if ‘phrases like tadaima, itadakimasu, 

okaeri nasai … have no real English translation’ (Freda),96 they have become 

significant ‘institutionalized term[s] that [have] ritual connotation[s]’,97 ones 

which fan respondents demonstrated they were familiar with. 

 On the one hand, the fact that such institutionalised phrases exist at 

all might also be viewed as a feature of Japaneseness. But while the phrases 

are certainly specific to the cultural contexts in which they are used, some 

fan respondents point out that the concepts they communicate are not. Marie 

says, ‘I don’t think tadaima and itadakimasu are really that specific to 

[Japanese] culture because I say hello to the dog when I get back home and 

grace before I eat’.  This sentiment is revealing in what it has to say about 

fans’ negotiation of cross-cultural awareness in their engagement with manga 

and anime, which I will consider more fully in later chapters of the thesis. 

The ubiquitous use of honorifics in Japan allows for a ‘clear definition 

of relationships in forms of speech and address’ (Tarla), and in turn points to 

a larger discourse of socio-economic hierarchies and cultural networking in 

Japanese society. The use of ‘different honorifics (–san, –sama, –kun, etc.) … 

indicate[s] social ranks’ (Yolanda) or ‘formality levels in speech’ (Susan) as 

well as ‘levels of seniority’ (Mabel). The suffix –san as attached to a name is 

perhaps the most commonly used honorific, as a term of polite respect or 

common courtesy, which applies to both men and women. The suffix –sama 

is a more formal version of –san, and is used to address individuals of a very 

high social status, while –kun is typically used to address someone who is 

more junior, whether in terms of age (usually in reference to younger men) or 

experience. Similarly, another common Japanese tendency is to address 

individuals by their title or position: in a school or workplace setting, juniors 

typically call their seniors sempai, while familial labels like oniisan (brother) 

and nee-san (sister) are used, not just within the nucleus family, but also as 

terms of respect or endearment that imply the sense of a similar relationship 

with non-family members.  
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The nature of whole relationships in Japanese culture hence can be 

mapped out through an understanding of these sociolinguistic practices, 

thus reaffirming how language is intimately bound up with culture: 

 

Cultural premises and rules about speaking are intricately tied 

up with cultural conceptions of persons, agency, and social 

relations – that is, rules and beliefs about speech articulate 

with a larger cultural code defining the nature of persons, 

whether and how it is that humans can act efficaciously in their 

world of practice, and what are the possible and appropriate 

ways in which individuals are linked together in social units.98 

 

The Japanese language is thus a crucial feature of Japaneseness in a way 

that, for the non-Japanese fan, transcends simple, dictionary translations to 

encompass wider cultural discourses. I have implicated this notion in the 

way the words ‘manga’ and ‘anime’ in a global cultural vocabulary do not 

refer simply to comics and cartoons as they do in Japan, but instead signify a 

complex discourse in which their distinctiveness is derived from their being 

Japanese comics and cartoons.  

This link between language and cultural practices or assumptions is 

reinforced by fan survey responses. Olivia, for example, lists genki as a 

prevalent word that is used frequently in manga and anime narratives, and 

which generally translates to an indication of physical health or the 

possession of a lively or upbeat personality. Naomi further expands the 

definition of genki to signify the Japanese cultural ‘need to be enthusiastic 

and energetic’ (my italics). In a similar way, the use of the phrase shou ga 

nai, which can variously mean ‘can't be helped’, ‘nothing you can do about it’ 

or ‘I don't have a choice’99 embodies a specific Japanese attitude in response 

to ‘dealing with trouble’ (Carol) – it is the cultural acceptance that ‘some 

things are inevitable and you just have to shrug and accept them … except 

that Japan sees inevitability in situations where a westerner doesn’t’ (Naomi). 

To quote another example, the word kawaii, which just means ‘cute’, might 

be construed in further discourse as ‘a blanket positive’, and which has 
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become ‘a feminine goal’ (Carol). Naomi’s observation that kawaii is ‘the 

central aesthetic principle of modern Japanese society’ echoes scholarly work 

that has discussed the emergence of a kawaii cultural phenomenon in 

Japan.100 

 In the tradition of Japan’s rich pictocentric history, manga and anime 

have elevated visual art to a level of expression that, among other things, is 

well-known for its symbolism and iconography, which requires sophisticated 

interpretation. Specific visual techniques used in manga and anime include 

examples like ‘the eye-wobble of strong emotion’, the use of ‘background 

flowers and pastel sparklies’, particularly in romantic situations, or ‘sweat-

dropping’, which is when a large bead of sweat appears on a character’s head 

to indicate bemusement or embarrassment (Olivia). There are also more 

subtle visual cues which are employed in the narratives, such as two 

individuals sharing an umbrella being an indication of a romantic inclination 

towards each other, or the act of drinking from the same bottle representing 

an indirect kiss. Unlike the more straightforward features of Japaneseness 

discussed previously, fan respondents have interpreted these examples as 

Japanese because they accrue these specific meanings in a Japanese context 

– to put it another way, it is the way these examples are coded as symbols 

and propagated in Japanese culture which enables them to produce 

meaning. This is made evident when such examples are viewed in contrast to 

non-Japanese fan cultural perceptions of these features. The sakura or 

cherry blossom flower, for example, features prominently in manga and 

anime, whether as a seasonal marker to indicate spring or symbolically to 

mark the bittersweet or nostalgic passage of time. Additionally, another 

meaning of the sakura, according to Susan, is that it is ‘a symbol of 

masculinity in Japan’; despite knowing this, Susan says that it ‘still make[s] 

[her] laugh whenever a “manly” character is associated with [the sakura]’. 

This is a reflection of typical Western perceptions that have ascribed feminine 

connotations to flowers and the sakura’s pink colour. Conversely, the 

sakura’s association with masculinity in Japan is implicated in a complex 

discourse of Japanese war nationalism.101  

                                                 
100 Sharon Kinsella, “Cuties in Japan,” Women, Media and Consumption in 

Japan, eds. Brian Moeran and Lise Scov (Honolulu: Hawaii University Press, 1995) 
220-54. 

101 Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney, Kamikaze, Cherry Blossoms, and Nationalisms: The 
Militarization of Aesthetics in Japanese History (Chicago and London: University of 
Chicago Press, 2002). 
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 There are also certain story tropes used in manga and anime 

narratives which some fan respondents define as Japanese, such as ‘the 

importance of friendship and not doing everything alone but succeeding with 

others’, ‘the importance of protecting others as the key to being strong’, or 

‘the idea of personal redemption, and redeeming one’s past guilt with present 

acts’ (Yolanda). Significantly, while these tropes are defined as features of 

Japaneseness, this is differentiated from the notion that they are specific to 

Japanese culture – for fan respondents, these story tropes are Japanese 

simply because they recur prominently in manga and anime. Freda, for 

example, points out that ‘the concept of being defeated and steadily growing 

stronger as a result’ is a theme which ‘seems to be common’ in manga and 

anime, though she ends with the caveat ‘I’m [not] sure whether this is 

specific to anime/manga’. Yolanda likewise explains that ‘most of these 

themes occur in Western/English stories as well, but the prominence of them 

in anime and manga is one of the things that drew me to the genre originally’. 

In another example, Dev cites ‘the breaking down of school order’ as a feature 

of Japaneseness, and although she acknowledges that this practice is ‘not 

specific to Japanese culture’, she defends her opinion by arguing that ‘the 

Japanese take [this breaking down of school order] to extremes’ in manga 

and anime narratives.  

 Some fans questioned the attempt to identify themes or elements 

specific to Japanese culture. Teresa, for example, opted not to give any 

examples at all, since ‘insofar as anything can be said to be specific to 

Japanese culture, there’s a chance it will appear in anime/manga, as 

anime/manga is entirely a product of Japanese culture. The scope is just too 

big. It’s like trying to list the elements of American culture that appear in 

Hollywood films’ (Teresa). Yet even as she articulates the difficulty of defining 

Japaneseness, Teresa’s comment draws attention back to Napier’s 

observation that manga and anime are, first and foremost, ‘original 

product[s] of the concatenation of circumstances that have created the 

culture of modern Japan’,102 which reaffirms the link between manga and 

anime and Japanese culture. 

Heidi’s response to my posed question was likewise a succinct 

disinclination to specify examples of Japaneseness: ‘Sorry.  Themes of 

honour and duty and loyalty and group obligation are hardly specific to 

Japanese culture’. Yet her response is telling in that she obviously identifies 
                                                 

102 Napier, Anime from Akira to Howl’s Moving Castle 27. 
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‘honour and duty and loyalty and group obligation’ as features of 

Japaneseness, even if they are not specific to Japanese culture. Other fans 

adopted a similar approach in negotiating the idea of specific Japaneseness. 

Barb notes that the equivalent of ‘shonen ai’, or ‘boys’ love’, in manga and 

anime, would be ‘slash in English fandoms’, but she contends that ‘there’s 

something really unique about how the Japanese treat [shonen ai]’. Similarly, 

while the practice of using family terms to address non-relatives ‘is hardly 

unique’ to Japan, ‘[no] more than calling your older sister “older sister” is 

especially Japanese’ (Naomi), some fan respondents argue that ‘the Japanese 

usages (onii-chan, ane-san, aniue, nee-san, etc.) are certainly specific to 

Japan’ (Carol). As another example, while Japan is not unique in articulating 

a ‘warrior concept and ethos’, this concept is specific to Japanese culture 

where it is embodied in the image of the samurai (Carol). Such an approach 

to Japaneseness is grounded in the way language, as an intrinsic part of 

culture, can become representative of broader cultural discourses. For 

example, a samurai is not just a soldier, he is a Japanese soldier, identifiable 

as such because the word ‘samurai’ originates in, and is used exclusively in a 

Japanese context.  

Many of the survey responses reinforced the assumption that all 

cultures are structured on similar institutionalised systems of values and 

practices – what is different is how each culture develops these cultural 

elements according to the different lived contexts or experiences of their 

specific cultural environments. One respondent in fact argues that ‘trying to 

list “themes or elements that are specific to Japanese culture” misses the 

point’ because even if such a feature is ‘central and has a significance to 

Japanese culture, it isn’t something so specific that other cultures can’t 

grasp it’ – in other words, ‘if it can be translated and grasped by another 

culture, then it can’t be entirely specific to that culture in that we’d still have 

the materials in place to understand it’ (Ida). Thus, most Japanese elements 

will ‘have some sort of English equivalent’ – ‘even “itadakimasu” can have 

some vague equivalent like “Thanks, it looks great, I’m gonna dig in!”’ (Ida). 

Nevertheless, having said that, Ida still goes on to list ‘themes and tropes in 

Japanese culture’ which she defines as such based on the assumption that 

‘[all] culture[s] [have] their own things important to them, after all’. 

Some fan responses demonstrated an approach to the idea of 

Japaneseness which located it against a backdrop of perceived ‘Asianness’. 

Nic found it difficult ‘to think of something that’s wholly Japanese’; however, 
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she put forward the notion of ‘Asian-specific ideas, such as the hierarchy that 

shows in family scenes or in the work-centric anime and manga’. Similarly, 

while both Carol and Olivia cited Buddhism as a feature of Japaneseness, 

they are careful to point out that they are referring to forms of Buddhism 

‘that have assimilated into Japan’ (Carol) – hence they are not ‘necessarily 

exclusively Japanese’ but are ‘non-Western elements that play a large role in 

anime/manga’ (Olivia). 

Finally, some survey responses also reflected a notion of Japaneseness 

which is related to Japan’s perceived ability to absorb and indigenise foreign 

culture. Several fan respondents, for example, identified the celebration of 

Valentine’s Day as being specifically Japanese (Marie, Naomi, Olivia). This 

has to do with the way Valentine’s Day, while the original context and 

subsequent evolution of the concept came out of Europe, has been reinvented 

by contemporary Japanese society as an occasion for girls to give gifts of 

chocolates to the boys they like on February 14. Furthermore, Japan has 

added to this tradition by celebrating White Day on March 14, when boys 

reciprocate with their own gifts of chocolate for the girls.  

 Mittell uses the term ‘discursive cluster’ to describe the way genres 

exist as ‘stable’ categories in flux – that is to say, ‘a generic cluster functions 

as a stable cultural convenience, a shorthand label for a set of linked 

assumptions and categorized texts, yet these discourses (and associated 

texts) are bound to shift meanings and definitions as a genre’s history 

transpires’.103 This notion is exemplified in my analysis of fan responses to 

my survey, which demonstrated a conceptualisation of Japaneseness that is 

characterised not by ‘essentialist’ textual components, but by the discursive 

and fluid practices of definition, interpretation and evaluation which fans 

engage with. These processes are reflected in the diverse ways by which fans 

defined Japaneseness on multiple levels of discourses – as textual features or 

an evolving concept, according to their frequency or prominence in manga 

and anime narratives, or in comparison to Western cultural paradigms – as 

well as in fan responses that explicated the difficulties of delimiting a 

discourse of Japaneseness. In Mittell’s terms, Japaneseness here can be 

constituted as a genre through the way these individual fan interpretations 

are linked into ‘clusters of cultural assumptions’104 in manga and anime 

fandom.  

                                                 
103 Mittell 17. 
104 Mittell 16. 



 54

The sense of fluidity which characterises this discourse of 

Japaneseness is similarly reflected in ideas of translation, in the movement of 

one language or cultural system into another. My emphasis on Japaneseness 

as a concept central to manga and anime is particularly significant for a 

consideration of these media within a translation framework. The next 

chapter explores this link between Japaneseness and the processes of 

translation through an analysis of fan reactions to the translation of the 

Japaneseness in manga and anime for non-Japanese audiences. 
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Chapter Two 

Manga and Anime in Translation 

 

As Japanese popular cultural artefacts, the widespread circulation of 

manga and anime in the global industry is undeniably dependent on 

processes of translation. The beginnings of manga and anime fandoms in 

Anglophone countries like North America in particular were rooted in fan 

dedication to translating and freely distributing these texts in order to make 

them more accessible for other fans. This grassroots movement has 

subsequently been taken up by commercial distributors, whose translations 

of manga and anime in turn are able to reach larger mainstream audiences. 

Manga and anime hence are exceptionally well-placed to exemplify the 

workings of translation, in the broadest sense of the concept, as ‘the bringing 

of an object from one place to another, with all that entails: shifts in language, 

shifts in format, shifts in audience’.1  

While some scholars have stressed the mukokuseki quality of manga 

and anime,2 the Japaneseness that is represented in and by these texts 

should not be understated. Manga and anime are created first and foremost 

for local Japanese audiences; as part of a ‘culturally distinctive narrating 

culture’,3 they possess their own visual conventions and idiosyncratic tropes 

that, while familiar to a Japanese reader or viewer, can challenge the 

expectations of non-Japanese audiences. At the same time, compared to 

Western media like Disney animated films, for example, which ‘[set] out to 

exploit the interplay between the alien “narrated culture” and the Western 

“narrating culture”’ or ‘the culture portrayed in the film and the culture that 

“packages” the animated product’,4 manga and anime can be more readily 

regarded at once as both the narrating as well as narrated culture. Defining 

narrated culture in relation to anime, Pérez-González explains that ‘in this 

form of cinematic expression, language is imbued in cultural values; in turn, 

                                                 
1 Kenneth Hodges, “Drawing on Tradition: Translation, Martial Arts, and 

Japanese Anime in America,” Genre 36.1/2 (2003): 189. 
2 Koichi Iwabuchi, Recentering Globalization: Popular Culture and Japanese 

Transnationalism (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2002). 
3 Luis Pérez-González, “Fansubbing Anime: Insights into the ‘Butterfly Effect’ 

of Globalisation on Audiovisual Translation,” Perspectives: Studies in Translatology 
14.4 (2006): 261. 

4 Pérez-González 261. 
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the comprehension of … “anime-specific” references denoted by language 

require the viewer’s familiarity with the culture that embeds them’.5  

The overlap which occurs between the narrating and narrated cultures 

in anime, as well as manga, emphasises the intrinsic link between language 

and culture that is embodied in the discourse of Japaneseness, a familiarity 

with which leads to a better understanding and appreciation of manga and 

anime. By focusing on the Japanese language as a specific constituent of 

Japaneseness, this chapter will consider how Japanese is or is not made 

manifest in varying translations of manga and anime, and more importantly, 

how fans evaluate such translations through discourses of language and 

authenticity. 

 

The Cultural Turn in Translation: Domestication and Foreignisation 

 

 Studies of translation have historically been concerned with the 

transference that takes place in/between language and text, and have given 

rise to various linguistic-oriented theories of translation.6 More recently, 

Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere argued that translation studies must 

take a ‘cultural turn’7 – that is, theoretical approaches to translation need to 

move beyond the preoccupation with language to consider how processes of 

translation are influenced by or impact on ‘the larger issues of context, 

history and convention’8 that comprise discourses of culture.  

Translation is inevitably bound up with ideas of language, and while 

the linguistic transfer of meaning is important, language itself exists in a 

complex relationship with culture. If culture is viewed as a shared system of 

ideas or experiences which enables a social collective of individuals to make 

sense of as well as adapt to their environment, this mutual sharing can only 

be mobilized and sustained through communication. Language thus is one of 

the chief communicative means of transmitting culture. In turn, culture 

‘exerts an enormous influence on language because culture teaches not only 

the symbols (of language) and rules for using those symbols, but, more 

                                                 
5 Pérez-González 262. 
6 For an overview, see Jeremy Munday, Introducing Translation Studies: 

Theories and Applications (London and New York: Routledge, 2001). 
7 Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere, eds. Translation, History and Culture 

(London and New York: Pinter, 1990). 
8 Bassnett and Lefevere, “Introduction” 11. 
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importantly, the meaning associated with the symbols’.9 When we consider 

the concept of communication between cultures, we encounter the 

probability that these symbols take on different meanings in different 

cultures. Translation thus calls ‘for an understanding of the complexity of the 

differences that exist, not only between different languages, but also between 

different cultures’.10 More than a simple cross-linguistic transfer, translation 

can be viewed as a ‘translingual act of transcoding cultural material’.11 

 Communication in translation can be seen as the transmission of the 

perceived invariant, which is ‘that which must remain intact in order to 

establish effective communication on a basic level’, and the negotiation of the 

remainder, which is ‘left out or changed in order to facilitate the transmission 

of the [invariant]’.12 The invariant in the translation of novels, for example, 

can refer to narrative elements which are typically left unchanged, like the 

plot and the sequence of events, or names and dates. Less easily retained in 

translation, however, are language variations such as dialects, neologisms, 

puns and the like – these comprise the remainder of translation, which 

‘exceed communication of a univocal meaning and instead draw attention to 

the conditions of the communicative act, conditions that are in the first 

instance linguistic and cultural, but that ultimately embrace social and 

political factors’.13 The remainder in this context can refer to the original 

authorial intentions or the socio-historical context of the original text; in 

translation, such remainders are either excluded or replaced with perceived 

‘domestic analogues’ or textual effects that ‘signify only in the history of the 

receiving language and culture’.14 In other words, to make a foreign text 

accessible to a domestic audience, the translator replaces the foreignness of 

the text with domestic values, discourses or styles that the audience can 

relate to or is familiar with. In doing so, the foreign text is stripped of its 

                                                 
9 Larry A. Samovar, et al., Communication between Cultures, 6th ed. (Belmont, 

California: Thomson, 2007) 173. 
10 Michael Richardson, “Translation as a Means of Cultural Transmission,” 

Crossing Cultural Borders: Towards and Ethics of Intercultural Communication: 
Beyond Reciprocal Anthology, eds. Inaga Shigemi and Kenneth L. Richard (Kyoto: 
International Research Center for Japanese Studies, 2001) 273. 

11 Douglas Howland, “The Predicament of Ideas in Culture: Translation and 
Historiography,” History and Theory, 42 (2003): 45. 

12 Thomas LaPlante, From Manga to Comic: Visual Language in Translation, 
Senior Honors’ Thesis (Department of East Asian Languages and Literatures: The 
Ohio State University, 2008) 32. 

13 Lawrence Venuti, “Translation, Community, Utopia,” The Translation 
Studies Reader, ed. Lawrence Venuti, 2nd ed. (New York and London: Routledge, 
2004) 484. 

14 Venuti 485. 
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original context, and what might be produced instead is a work that is 

different in terms of its style, intention or significance. 

A culture-oriented approach to translation thus stresses the value-

laden nature of the discourse: ‘[t]ranslation never communicates in an 

untroubled fashion because the translator negotiates the linguistic and 

cultural differences of the foreign text by reducing them and supplying 

another set of differences, basically domestic, drawn from the receiving 

language and culture to enable the foreign to be received there’.15 In doing so, 

however, the process of translation risks becoming invisible, a concept which 

has been famously critiqued, along with the associated notions of 

transparency and fluency, by translation scholar Lawrence Venuti:  

 

a translated text, whether prose or poetry, fiction or nonfiction, 

is judged acceptable by most publishers, reviewers, and readers 

when it reads fluently, when the absence of any linguistic or 

stylistic peculiarities makes it seem transparent, giving the 

appearance that it reflects the foreign writer’s personality or 

intention or the essential meaning of the text – the appearance, 

in other words, that the translation is not in fact a translation, 

but the “original”. The illusion of transparency is an effect of 

fluent discourse, of the translator’s effort to insure easy 

readability by adhering to current usage, maintaining 

continuous syntax, fixing a precise meaning.16 

 

The processes of translation become invisible when a translated text is so 

fluent or transparent to the domestic audience that it appears not as a 

translation, but as an original text in the domestic culture. According to 

Venuti, this domesticating strategy runs the risk of undermining the original 

intentions of the foreign text, since it seeks to reduce foreignness by 

inscribing pre-existing domestic values and intelligibilities onto the text.  

Instead, Venuti advocates a foreignising translation strategy which 

resists prevailing linguistic and cultural norms and deliberately reproduces 

or intensifies the very linguistic and cultural differences of a foreign text that 

domesticating translation elides or hides. To this end, Venuti draws on Philip 

                                                 
15 Venuti 482. 
16 Lawrence Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility (London and New York: 

Routledge, 1995) 1. 
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Lewis’ concept of abusive fidelity,17 a strategy which exploits or ‘abuses’ the 

discursive structures or patterns of language to produce a translation ‘that 

values experimentation, tampers with usage, seeks to match the 

polyvalencies or pluralivocities or expressive stresses of the original by 

producing its own’.18 

 Foreignising translation hence is at its most visible when it departs 

from the domestic norms and discourses which typically inform the 

domesticating strategy of translation. At the same time, however, Venuti does 

acknowledge that this foreignisation of a translated text nevertheless can 

only be formulated in domestic terms – that is, the foreignness of the text can 

nevertheless only be defined by a translator through his or her own domestic 

values and sensibilities. This slant towards domestication is inevitable; 

consequently, a translation is only able to communicate a partial 

understanding of the foreign text as it is received by foreign audiences, 

though Venuti argues that foreignising translations ‘do tend to flaunt their 

partiality instead of concealing it’.19 This notion of partiality is particularly 

useful in that it does not refer simply to an incomplete translation, but also 

points to the preferential attitude a translator adopts in selecting what can or 

cannot be translated from the original text, a stance which is inevitably 

influenced by subjective or partial social and cultural motivations. A fan 

translator, for example, may choose to preserve the foreignness of a manga or 

anime text at the expense of reducing its accessibility or intelligibility to the 

reader or viewer. Commercial translators, on the other hand, would perhaps 

favour a domesticating strategy that reduces or excludes the foreignness of 

manga and anime to produce a fluent and transparent translation that can 

be easily accessed by domestic audiences. The next section considers such 

translation strategies in more detail. 

  

The (Audio)Visual Language of Manga and Anime 

 

The operation of translation has been crucial in creating and 

reinforcing the global recognition which manga and anime currently enjoy. 

The translation of manga and anime points to the way translation practices 

                                                 
17 Philip E. Lewis, “The Measure of Translation Effects,” Difference in 

Translation, ed. Joseph Graham (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1985) 
31-62. 

18 Lewis 41. 
19 Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility 34. 
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have evolved, particularly in light of prominent global technological 

advances,20 beyond their traditional association with literature and literary 

studies to find more widespread and sophisticated expression in other forms 

of media. The translation of manga involves not just a consideration of 

written language, but must also take into account the visual properties of the 

medium. In anime, moreover, the written form takes a backseat to yet 

another dimension of communication: in addition to its visual nature, anime 

also communicates information through an auditory channel. Attempts to 

domesticate a manga or anime text, on the one hand, or foreignise it on the 

other, have resulted in the development of different translation strategies that 

involve an intricate and creative negotiation of these audiovisual properties.  

The visual language represented in manga possesses its own grammar, 

which is comprised of the picture, the written word, the word balloon and the 

picture frame.21 These elements are used in various combinations that, when 

presented in a sequential pattern, create a visual narrative intelligible to the 

reader. In translating manga, or comics in general, the pictorial element of 

the text must be considered the invariant, since altering the nature of the 

picture would mean changing the visual language of the text. But it is 

precisely because the picture is treated as an inviolable or permanent 

inscription of the text that cultural remainders will inevitably make 

themselves known, whether in the image itself or in close association with a 

textual remainder.22  

 Replacing the Japanese text in manga with English, for example, is not 

as straightforward as it appears. Japanese text is written in vertical lines that 

read from top to bottom and right to left. Manga word balloons hence tend to 

be thin or vertically elongated, which poses a problem for the insertion of 

horizontal English text and subsequently can act to alter the impact of the 

visual narrative. While the text could be made smaller to fit the balloon, the 

excess space that is left could give the inaccurate impression that the words 

are being said in a quiet voice. One strategy that has been used to address 

this difficulty involves redrawing the shape of the balloons to accommodate 

English text. But as integral components of the visual language in manga 

                                                 
20 Michael Cronin, Translation and Globalization (London and New York: 

Routledge, 2003). Cronin’s work is an insightful analysis of the socio-economic 
changes perpetuated by globalisation, and the concurrent adaptation of translation 
practices to this climate. 

21 Masami Toku, “What is Manga?: the Influence of Pop Culture in Adolescent 
Art,” Art Education 54.2 (2001): 11-17. 

22 LaPlante 36. 
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themselves, the balloons’ ‘shape and rendering contribute to the quality of 

the speaker’s voice’,23 so the latter is at risk of being mistranslated if the 

balloons are altered. At the same time, changing the shape of the balloons 

can also interfere with or cover important visual elements in a manga image. 

Furthermore, the representation of the Japanese language in manga is 

itself an integral constituent of the visual narrative. Japanese consists of 

three different writing systems: kanji (which is derived from Chinese 

ideograms), hiragana and katakana. Sometimes the Roman alphabet is also 

used. The deliberate use of each system conveys a particular narrative 

context which Japanese readers have familiarised themselves with. Katakana, 

for example, is typically used for foreign words imported into the Japanese 

language; similarly, it is used to signify that a character is speaking in a 

foreign language. The depiction of this foreign language is visually reinforced 

by the horizontal arrangement of the katakana text, the same as the English 

reading sequence, as opposed to the usual Japanese vertical style. In the 

translation to English, however, such nuances in the narrative context tend 

to be lost. The English language comprises a single writing system that is 

written horizontally, and which cannot adequately convey the subtle impact 

which the Japanese language has in the original text. 

Language in manga also finds expression in the onomatopoeia it uses. 

Japanese onomatopoeia is used to describe a diverse array of sounds, such 

as the sheathing of a sword (kachin) or the closing of a book (patan). At the 

same time, its use extends even wider to encompass moods, the condition of 

things, and emotions:24 guzuguzu, for example, refers to a sulky mood, and 

pou is when a character’s face goes red with embarrassment. Even the 

condition of silence can be expressed through onomatopoeia (shiin). In manga, 

Japanese onomatopoeia tends to be visually rendered in such a way that it 

becomes part of the visual narrative, whether through the use of sharp or 

soft lines to indicate the intensity of a sound, or through size to indicate its 

volume. In Figure One, for example, the sound of rapid gunfire is represented 

by thin and sharp lines in black font. This is differentiated from the sound of 

the van’s engine in the middle panel, which uses thicker font and is white in 

colour. The decreasing size of this sound effect also indicates that the van is 

reversing away from the gunmen. 

                                                 
23 LaPlante 49. 
24 For an introduction to Japanese onomatopoeia, see Susan Millington, 

Nihongo Pera Pera! A User’s Guide to Japanese Onomatopoeia (Tokyo: Tuttle 
Language Library, 1993). 
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Figure One. The manga image is able to convey a 
sense of dramatic noise through the use of 
stylistic onomatopoeia. 

In many cases, the 

translation of onomatopoeia 

can simply be a direct 

transliteration of the 

Japanese sound, like doki 

doki in place of 
����

, the 

sound of a heartbeat used in 

moments of anticipation, love 

or fear. While ‘ideally, when 

used in conjunction with the 

picture, even [such] 

unfamiliar expressions will be 

easy for the domestic reader 

to understand’,25 not all non-

Japanese readers will 

necessarily find this 

translation accessible – some 

onomatopoeia arguably 

‘cannot be obvious, nor 

intuitively understood by a 

foreign reader, but must be 

seen from within the 

language’.26 In place of the 

onomatopoeia, some translations will use an English substitute that will be 

familiar to English-language readers, like the thump of a heart. The way this 

translation is presented in the manga in turn has to take into account the 

visually expressive nature of the onomatopoeia used, as replacing or 

redrawing this visual component can affect the quality of the remaining 

pictorial elements and hence alter the visual message of the image. In erasing 

and redrawing the onomatopoeia, some translations take care to emulate the 

visual styles of the original work as much as possible, as demonstrated in 

Figure Two. At the same time, however, these sound effects are not a direct 

transliteration of the Japanese sounds, but have been domesticated for the 

                                                 
25 LaPlante 44. 
26 Simonetta Ceglia and Valerio Caldesi Caleri, “Maison Ikkoku,” Image and 

Narrative, Issue no. 1, Aug. 2000, 15 Apr. 2005 
<http://www.imageandnarrative.be/narratology/cegliavaleri.htm>. 
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English manga translations. For example, the Japanese sound in the top left 

panel, shyuu, has been translated into whoosh which, as the sound of 

moving air, is more familiar to English-language readers.

 

Other translators leave the onomatopoeia untouched, and instead add 

the translations as small notes into the images or in between the picture 

frames. Figure Three is a particularly interesting example of the mixed and 

flexible nature of the translation strategies employed in translating manga. In 

the top left corner, the rooster’s kokeko has been translated into the more 

recognisable cockadoodle for English-language readers. On the other hand, 

the wan in the top right corner has been translated into bark as a description 

of the sound a dog makes rather than something like woof, which would be a 

translation of the sound itself. Furthermore, while these sound effects have 

not been edited in the image and are instead explained in the margins of the 

Figure Two. The translation on the right attempts to mimic the visual styles and effects of the  
original Japanese onomatopoeia on the left.  
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Figure Three. An example of the mixed nature of 
translation. 

picture frame, this is 

not the case in the 

lower left corner of 

the image, where 

snort has been used 

to replace the 

original 

onomatopoetic 

noises of the pig. 

Additionally, not all 

the onomatopoeia in 

Figure Three have 

been translated, 

such as the background dododo which runs through the middle of the left 

picture frame and is the sound of the stampeding animals. 

A further difficulty which arises from the translation of manga into 

English stems from the fact that manga is drawn and read from top right to 

bottom left of a page, which is the complete opposite of the top left to bottom 

right that is the norm in English-language texts. Thus, in translating manga 

into English, the translator can choose to either preserve this Japanese 

reading sequence, or alter it to conform to the English reading sequence. 

Early translations produced by Western publishing companies typically 

adopted the latter strategy, by flipping the manga layout in a mirror-

reflection style known as ‘flopping’27 so that it could be read from left to right. 

While flopping appears straightforward enough, it can lead to the 

misrepresentation of Japanese cultural images in the visual narrative. In 

looking at the flopping of a manga with a samurai motif, for example, ‘there 

are people that study the way of the sword that are quick to point out that 

there were never left-handed samurai and they never wore the sword on the 

right side of their sash’.28  

 Other forms of domesticating translation might involve the 

replacement of Japanese names and cultural markers with content 

recognisable to the recipient culture, or even the editing out of elements of 

Japaneseness that are perceived to be untranslatable altogether. But with 
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the increasing popularity of manga worldwide, it has become more apparent 

that ‘the Japaneseness of manga is a powerful attraction for global 

audiences’,29 and non-Japanese readers are now more appreciative of or 

amenable to reading manga on its own terms as much as possible. Put 

another way, many readers now actively seek to experience the foreignness of 

manga. For readers who prefer to read unflipped manga, for example, ‘the 

peculiar enjoyment of reading something from another culture is made more 

exotic because it's un-flipped’.30 Indeed, such predilections are now 

expressive of a larger discourse of fan identity and participation in fan 

culture: reading unflipped manga, for example, ‘created a new trend. 

Knowing how to read your manga marks you as a member of [an] in-group’31 

that is privy to ‘a subculture which is not easily understood or digested by 

the uninitiated’.32  

Consequently, commercial manga translators have revised their 

domesticating strategies in more recent years to instead preserve as much of 

the foreignness or Japaneseness of manga as possible, by retaining the right 

to left Japanese reading sequence, preserving Japanese names, and leaving 

untouched the visual expressivity of onomatopoeia. In this regard, 

commercial publishing companies echo the translation strategies that are 

commonly used by fan translators in their scanlations, which refer to manga 

that is translated, formatted and distributed online by fans for other fans. 

Rather than distorting the visual language of manga more than is necessary, 

both commercial and fan translations in this respect might instead foreignise 

the text by allowing for the inclusion of captions or glosses, whether on the 

same page or as an appendix, to identify and explain cultural remainders 

that are present in the translation. Nevertheless, it has to be stressed that 

while such translation choices ‘may indeed help to preserve qualities present 

in the original text … they also reflect a domestic judgment as to what 

constitutes the “Japaneseness” of these manga’.33 That is to say, the 

foreignisation of any manga translation is unavoidably imbued with domestic 

perceptions of Japaneseness. 
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 As with manga, Japaneseness is likewise an integral characteristic of 

anime. Pérez-González describes anime as ‘a conglomerate of culturally-

centered filmic genres’34 which, as both narrating and narrated culture, 

emphasises the intrinsic link between culture and language. The growing 

popularity and dissemination of anime beyond Japan, however, has required 

anime to undergo processes of translation, which in turn have ‘opened up 

faultlines that, for the first time, split the language-cum-culture conglomerate 

underpinning Japanese animation’.35  

Anime as an audiovisual text can be translated for non-Japanese 

audiences in two ways: through dubbing, which is ‘the replacement of the 

original speech by a voice track which attempts to follow as closely as 

possible the timing, phrasing and lip movements of the original dialogue’,36 

and subtitling, which involves transcribing dialogue and superimposing it as 

written text on the screen. Dubbing has generally been the preferred 

translation method of American distribution companies, a choice which feeds 

into the generic assumption that the animated form is for children, which is 

the demographic that early American anime imports were aimed at. Dubbing 

‘does not require a high level of literacy from its users’,37 and thus is suitable 

for children whose ‘reading skills may not be up to subtitles’.38 Compared to 

subtitling, dubbing ‘constructs a more homogeneous discourse (it is an oral 

translation of an oral source text), so that the viewer does not have to divide 

his or her attention between the images and the written translation’.39  

However, because dubbed anime is targeted at a child demographic, 

these translations have also tended to ‘alter the stories and characters to 

suit ... perception[s] of the tastes of American children and their parents’.40 

Despite a growing consideration and awareness of the complex issues that 

anime addresses, as well as the broad age spectrum of its fans, the medium 

continues to fall victim to censorship in dubs, with elements like religious or 

race-related content, the use of alcohol and tobacco products, violence and 
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the use of weapons, profanity, and sexual innuendo41 being erased or edited 

out. The English dubbing of the series One Piece, for example, is a relatively 

recent offering that suffers from the type of heavy-handed editing which has 

traditionally characterised dubs, to the extent that fans of the series – which 

is immensely popular in Japan – have blamed its failure to perform well in 

America on the dubbing process.42 In such cases, it is not uncommon for 

entire scenes considered inappropriate for young viewers to be omitted 

altogether, which then involves a further restructuring of the narrative to 

accommodate this alteration – on one occasion, a completely new narrative 

was created by fusing three different and separate anime series together.43 

English dubbed anime also frequently replaces Japanese cultural 

markers with socio-cultural icons that would be familiar to an American or 

Western audience. In early dubs, for example, Japanese food that was round 

in shape was referred to as doughnuts and characteristically flat food was 

termed pancakes or pizzas,44 though visually they looked nothing of the sort. 

Similarly, Japanese writing is replaced with the English alphabet, or 

Japanese names are changed to English ones. Anime dubs characteristically 

make such ample use of these domesticating strategies that the foreignness 

of the original is completely domesticated, and the translation is 

unidentifiable as Japanese in origin.  

Apart from dubbing, anime is also translated through subtitling. There 

are two kinds of subtitled anime in circulation among anime viewers: those 

licensed and distributed by foreign production companies, and those 

commonly known as fansubs, which are unofficial versions of anime that are 

translated and distributed by anime fans.45 Nornes accuses commercial 

subtitling of completely domesticating the original text, like anime dubs, and 
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describes it as a ‘corrupt’ mode of translation in that it, like early commercial 

manga translations, ‘conforms the foreign to the framework of the target 

language and its cultural codes. All that cannot be explained within the 

severe limits of the regulation subtitle gets excised or reduced to domestic 

meanings which are often irrelevant or inappropriate’.46 Nornes strongly 

argues that instead of erasing or masking the ‘moments of untranslatability’ 

or cultural remainders that are inevitably present and are ‘a nearly constant 

condition for the subtitler’, such moments ‘are times for celebration, for not 

only are they privileged encounters with the foreign, but they are also 

opportunities for translators to ply the highest skills of their craft. They are 

moments crying for abuse’.47 Nornes borrows the term ‘abuse’ from Philip 

Lewis’s concept of ‘abusive fidelity’, and like Venuti, advocates a foreignising 

translation approach – for Nornes, abusive subtitling avoids ‘the erasure of 

difference, seeking to intensify the interaction between the reader and the 

foreign’, and is characterised by ‘an inventive approach to language use and a 

willingness to bend the rules, both linguistic and cinematic’.48  

Nornes celebrates the practice of fansubbing anime as a particularly 

pronounced example of abuse – ‘fansubbers intervene in the traditional 

dynamics of the audiovisual industry by acting as self-appointed translation 

commissioners. Moreover, being fans themselves, their linguistic and cultural 

mediating task is informed by their familiarity with the needs and 

preferences of their target audience’.49 Certainly, for Nornes, the way in 

which fansubbers develop ‘their own subtitling standards and practices is 

widely regarded as subversive of consolidated practices in mainstream 

subtitling’.50  

Commercial subtitles tend to be standardised in font and colour for 

the duration of the audiovisual text, and adhere to a convention of not more 

than two lines of subtitles per display running along the bottom of the screen. 

Fansubs, on the other hand, are not constrained by the norms of commercial 

subtitling. Fansubs make deliberate use of varying font styles and colours 

within the same anime text in order to complement its visual aesthetics – 

fansubbers ‘produce episodes that are “sympathetic” to the general style and 

colour of the show by matching the fonts and colours of the original material 
                                                 

46 Abé Mark Nornes, “For an Abusive Subtitling,” The Translation Studies 
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47 Nornes 462. 
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wherever possible’,51 and different coloured text might also be used to denote 

different characters speaking in the anime.  

Fan subtitles are also not restricted in their length or their positioning 

on the screen. This allows for the inclusion of glosses and translators’ notes 

to explain or elaborate on culturally specific references during the 

corresponding moments in the anime narrative, often in a different colour or 

smaller font running along the top of the screen. While glosses tend to mimic 

the tone of a dictionary definition or an encyclopaedia entry, translators’ 

notes are self-conscious, textual manifestations of the fansubbers’ visibility 

as translators. Alternately, these glosses and translators’ notes are 

sometimes included at the beginning or the end of an episode.  

The distinctive qualities of fansubbing as contrasted with commercial 

subtitling are demonstrated in episode 38 of the anime One Piece, a pirate 

fantasy series which is fansubbed by the group Kaizoku-Fansubs.52 The 

episode does not begin with the usual opening credits, but with a translator’s 

note announcing several changes in the way the group would be translating 

the One Piece anime. Previously, the group had adopted the standard 

subtitling strategy used in commercial subs, which involved translating 

everything to fit into the subtitles. But, as the fansubbing group explains, 

‘[w]e feel that certain key words or terms lose their meaning once they are 

translated, and by leaving them in Japanese rather than English, it helps the 

viewer to become more involved in [One Piece]’. Kaizoku-Fansubs thus 

decided to preserve certain Japanese words in their subtitles: ‘terms, phrases 

and nicknames that are difficult to translate, or that have a special or 

sentimental meaning to either the series itself or its hardcore fans’. The group 

would continue to use these Japanese words in the subtitles, explaining their 

meanings in a translator’s note whenever they first appeared in the series. 

One such term of significance which Kaizoku-Fansubs referenced in 

its translator’s note to episode 38 was the word nakama, which is frequently 

used in One Piece. Kaizoku-Fansubs notes that ‘a dictionary would translate 

it as “a company, set, group, party, circle, gang, companion, fellow, mate, 

colleague, associate, etc”’. But nakama has especial significance in One Piece, 

as it is used to describe the tight bond among the members of the pirate crew 

and encompasses the emotions, trials and triumphs which they experience in 
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their adventures together. As Kaizoku-Fansubs explains, ‘throughout the 

entire series, to talk about a nakama is to talk about someone who is both 

cared deeply for and who shares the same road in life. It has a double 

meaning of “best friend” and “partnership”, and is, therefore, difficult to 

translate’. For this reason, Kaizoku-Fansubs chose to leave the term 

untranslated in its subtitles: ‘[w]e have chosen to not translate nakama in the 

future, and we hope that you take note of its significance to the story’. In 

other words, by preserving the word nakama and the foreignness which it 

embodies, the fansubbing group was able to highlight the importance of the 

term in a way that English substitutes like ‘company’ or ‘mate’ could not 

have achieved. 

The attention paid to such workings of translation reflects the 

fansubbers’ appreciation of ‘the wide range of cultural references that find 

their way into the plot as well as the dramatic significance of linguistic (e.g. 

dialect- or register-based) variation’.53 According to Cintas and Sánchez, ‘one 

of the main reasons why translators tend to stay close to the original text and 

to preserve some of the cultural idiosyncrasies of the original’ is that they 

know that ‘they are addressing a rather special audience made up of people 

very interested in the world of anime and, by extension, in Japanese 

culture’.54 As Venuti notes, ‘the domestic inscription in translating … 

however indirect or wayward … creates a domestic community of interest 

around the translated text, an audience to whom it is intelligible and who put 

[sic] it to various uses’.55 

The aim of fansubs then, according to Pérez-González, is to ‘provide 

fellow fans worldwide with the fullest and most authentic experience of anime 

action and the Japanese culture which embeds it’.56 Kaizoku-Fansubs affirms 

this notion in the translator’s note to episode 68 of One Piece:  

 

[Kaizoku-Fansubs’] goal is to provide the highest quality and 

most accurate translation of One Piece … We feel that, by 

keeping a few things in their native Japanese, it helps you as a 

viewer get a true feel for the series. 
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The group’s conscious, direct address to the fan viewers here is another 

distinctive feature of fansubs, which serves to enhance the visibility of the 

fansubbing group as translators. In the translator’s note, Kaizoku-Fansubs 

cites its responsibility as translators (‘we’) to the fan viewers they are 

translating for (‘you’) as the basis for the group’s translation strategies. By 

highlighting and alerting the fan viewers to this translation process, Kaizoku-

Fansubs demonstrates an awareness of the way the community of fans which 

surrounds anime (as well as manga) tends to be ‘a particularly self-conscious 

kind’ in that fans are ‘highly aware that they are participating in activities 

surrounding a culture very different from their own, which may well be one of 

anime’s central attractions’.57 As an example of abusive translation then, 

fansubbing intensifies the foreignness of and draws fan attention to the 

original anime text: ‘rather than smothering the film under the regulations of 

the corrupt subtitle, rather than smoothing the rough edges of foreignness, 

rather than convening everything into easily consumable meaning, abusive 

subtitles always direct spectators back to the original text’.58 

 

Language and Authenticity 

 

 Translators’ attempts to preserve the foreignness of the manga or 

anime text resonate with many fans’ preference for what they identify as 

more ‘authentic’ translations, which do not just avoid eliding, but go so far as 

to highlight the foreignness of the original text. The foreignness, or 

Japaneseness, as it were, which fans most commonly respond to is the one 

that is specific to all manga and anime texts: the Japanese language itself.  

For example, manga reading preferences among the fans who 

responded to my survey are dependent on the extent to which fans are fluent 

in Japanese. Fans who prefer to read English translations of manga indicated 

that they understand little to half of the Japanese language, while fans who 

prefer to read the original Japanese manga understand at least half to all or 

most of the language. In other words, the more fluent fans are in Japanese, 

the more likely they are to read manga in its original Japanese form. Many of 

the survey participants noted that the reason for this preference is that there 

are elements or nuances in the original text which are inevitably lost in the 
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translation into English (Freda, Marie, Yolanda). Tarla, who is fluent in 

Japanese, prefers to read the original Japanese versions of manga for 

reasons of ‘being suspicious of the quality of translation[s] and knowing 

certain things are untranslatable’. And while Marie indicated that she only 

understands around half of the Japanese in manga, she prefers to read the 

original Japanese versions since ‘there [are] things lost in translation’. 

However, she is not completely averse to English translations: ‘[i]f something 

is out in English I am about fifty-fifty in what language I buy it in’. In this 

case, Marie’s preferences are guided by a consideration of a further level of 

complexity – she will ‘read a good translation over a copy of something 

without furigana’, which is hiragana or katakana printed in a smaller font 

size next to any kanji that is used, to indicate its pronunciation. Presumably, 

Marie’s fluency in Japanese has not advanced enough for her to fully 

comprehend kanji without furigana, hence her preference for English 

translations.  

Naomi’s account of the difficulties in translating manga into English is 

particularly significant given that it is informed by her own experiences in 

translating: 

 

I’ve done enough translating to know that Japanese translates 

only approximately into English so in a way I find translations 

harder to read than Japanese. Often the dialogue doesn’t make 

sense as an English sentence, frequently the English 

approximations for Japanese words are jarring and misleading, 

and too often I end up trying to figure out what the original 

Japanese might have been saying in order to understand what 

the English is saying.  

 

Naomi represents not just the reader who receives the translation, but also 

the translator who produces it – as such, she is able to approach the 

translation process from both angles in a highly self-conscious manner. Here, 

she demonstrates the reader’s critical expectations of the translation but at 

the same time acknowledges the translator’s difficulty in communicating a 

matching level of meaning when translating from Japanese into English. 

 Fans who are less fluent in Japanese are necessarily more dependent 

on manga translations: in Barb’s words, ‘I don’t read Japanese, and while the 

pictures are pretty, they don’t tell the whole story. I like to know exactly 
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what’s going on’. Before English translations of manga became much more 

readily available, some fans were forced to rely on fan-translated scripts that 

were meant to be read alongside the original Japanese manga: ‘I used to buy 

untranslated Japanese manga and try to pick up fan-translations on the 

internet, but it made the reading process significantly more difficult. These 

days, there’s so much coming out in English … I don’t really feel the need to 

struggle with the Japanese versions anymore’ (Olivia). Similarly, while Nic, 

who understands half of the Japanese in manga, has attempted to read 

untranslated versions, she finds it a habit difficult to maintain when it is 

much easier and quicker for her to read the English versions: ‘I’ve tried 

reading manga straight from Japanese, using a dictionary or two to help with 

vocabulary and kanji, but it’s hard to stick with it when I can pick it up in 

English and read it a lot quicker’. Hence, no matter how willing fans might be 

to read manga on its own terms, this is not possible without a more than 

passing familiarity with the foreignness that is the Japanese language. 

Yolanda, who is aware that ‘nuance is lost in translation’, is similarly 

keen to learn more Japanese by practising reading the original versions of 

manga. On the other hand, given that she only understands half the 

Japanese she reads, it is more expedient for her to read the English versions: 

‘[i]deally I would prefer to read manga in Japanese; in practice, it is much 

faster and easier for me to read English translations’. Yet, rather than being 

forced to make do with one version or the other, Yolanda instead has elected 

to acquire both the Japanese and English-translated versions of the same 

series, and uses both to inform and enrich her understanding of Japanese. 

 Yolanda’s willingness to shift between different versions of the same 

manga text is echoed in the way some fans prefer to read translations in 

languages other than English. Despite being fluent in English as well as the 

given availability of English translations, both Dev (who doesn’t understand 

Japanese at all) and Jessica (who knows only a little Japanese) prefer to read 

Chinese manga translations. In explaining this choice, both express a 

partiality to the language which is based on their feeling that manga 

translated into Chinese makes for a more authentic rendering of the original 

Japanese text, a notion that is rooted in a historical and regional 

commonality. Dev feels that Chinese translations offer a more accurate or 

authentic account of the original Japanese, ‘with Chinese being much more 

similar linguistically to Japanese’. Freda shares a similar sentiment: ‘I started 

with manga translated into Chinese, because the nature of the language 
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meant that it was usually a more faithful translation than English ones’. Be 

that as it may, the translation can never completely match the original – as 

her own fluency in Japanese developed, Freda’s reading preferences shifted 

to the original Japanese manga, ‘to avoid the hefty lost-in-translation vibes 

that happen’. 

Notably, when fans do have access to other non-English versions of a 

manga, other conditions can influence reading preferences. Jessica, for 

example, prefers to read Chinese translations not only because she doesn’t 

understand Japanese, but also because they are cheaper to purchase than 

English ones. Heidi, who understands only a little Japanese, reads both 

English and French translations of manga. She is more inclined to acquire 

French-translated manga, however, because ‘some series have come out 

faster in French’, and ‘the French editions can be cheaper’.  

While it is understandable that fans who are less than fluent in 

Japanese are necessarily reliant on translations, it is interesting that fans 

who are fluent in Japanese do not always limit their reading preferences to 

the original Japanese versions, but can also be influenced by other factors. 

For example, Teresa’s manga reading practices are as follows: 

 

 French manga official releases are good quality and cheap 

compared to the English releases, and readily available at the 

bookstore … Before there was a wide selection of French manga 

I read imported Chinese-language releases. If I read manga in 

English it’s usually because I was provided with it in the form of 

scanlations. If I’m following a series that’s currently running in 

Japan I will end up reading downloaded “raw” chapters, if such 

exist, or import Japanese [volumes]. 

 

Teresa is not only fluent in Japanese and English, but also in Chinese and 

French. Though she is able to read the original manga without needing to 

resort to translations and contending with associated concerns of loss and 

authenticity, her reading preferences are instead guided by socio-economic 

factors like lower prices and availability, as well as the progress status of a 

manga series in Japan. This is similar to Naomi’s case: ‘I’ve read French 

translations of Hikaru no Go because, well, someone gave them to me; and 

English translations of Death Note because it was cheaper buying them than 

the Japanese versions’. Nevertheless, Naomi remarks that ‘[i]f I like a series 
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I’ll read it in Japanese, period’ – this assertion is particularly evocative of how 

the more emotionally invested fans are in their favoured fan object, the more 

committed they are to a fuller or more authentic experience of the fan object. 

Above all, the choices which fans make in their manga reading 

preferences are rooted in their ability to evaluate the texts they engage with. 

Another reason Heidi tends to acquire manga in French is because 

‘sometimes the French translation is better than the English one’. 

Nevertheless, she adds, ‘[i]f I had a choice between buying it in French or 

English, though, and both translations were at the same point in the series, 

I’d probably buy it in English unless the translation was really bad’. Heidi’s 

inclination to draw comparisons between the French and English 

translations is understandable, given that she is fluent in both languages 

and has access to both forms of translations. Susan, on the other hand, 

indicated that she only understands around half the Japanese in manga, yet 

she expresses a confidence that her degree of fluency in Japanese is enough 

to enable her to evaluate ‘official translations of manga’ in comparison to the 

original Japanese versions: ‘[there are] usually at least four or five aspects I 

feel would have been translated better as X instead of XX. And while I’m not 

the greatest Japanese student, I can understand enough that I feel better 

with my own readings’ (Susan). 

Carol acknowledges that she is ‘not at all fluent in written Japanese, 

and must rely on translations’, but ‘if the only translation available is a very 

bad one ... I may fall back on summaries written by someone I know is fluent 

and make out the untranslated edition as well as I can’. In other words, Carol 

is willing to resort to less direct and arguably more difficult ways of reading 

manga for the sake of more authentic translations. Even if Carol does not 

make clear how she judges these ‘bad’ translations as such, her response is 

indicative of the way fans appear to define this authenticity for themselves. 

By demonstrating a preference for their ‘own readings’ in evaluating manga 

and their translations, fans begin to adopt the role which the translator plays 

in communicating information across different languages. In the same way 

that translators imbue their translations with domestic judgements about 

what constitutes the foreignness of a text, fans’ evaluation of manga 

translations likewise judge the ‘authenticity’ of translations based on their 

own domestic circumstances and understandings. 

 The debate about authenticity and loss takes on a further level of 

complexity in the case of translated anime. All the fans surveyed indicated 
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that they prefer to watch anime in Japanese with subtitles, though two fans 

also indicated a predilection for watching anime in its original unsubbed form. 

Although one fan was not completely averse to watching English dubs, the 

others generally expressed a firm preference for subtitles over dubbing, 

suggesting that Annie Manion is correct in noting that anime fans ‘are not 

only seeking quality, they are looking for a purer form of Japanese culture … 

fans can feel that something is being lost when they watch anime in 

English’.59 In short, fans perceive subtitled anime as representing a more 

authentic translation of the foreignness or Japaneseness in anime than dubs. 

 The preference for subtitled anime over dubs is partially determined by 

socio-economic factors, like the fact that ‘dubs tend to come out later than 

the subtitled Japanese versions’ (Freda). Both ‘fan- and official-release subs 

are freely available these days’; thus, while Teresa ‘can understand most 

original-language anime without subtitles’, she is ‘rarely called upon to make 

the effort’.  Barb also admits that it is cheaper to acquire fansubs, since they 

are freely distributed online, at least until the anime in question becomes 

licensed by American distribution companies.60 

One of the reasons fans disdain dubbed anime is the way foreignness 

is edited out or erased in commercial English dubs, through the stylistic or 

editing decisions as well as linguistic and cultural misappropriations that 

commercial translators make in domesticating anime for English-language 

viewers. Mabel is critical of the way ‘American dubbing tends to dumb down 

the story or censor dialogue and issues that are perceived as offensive or 

questionable to western sensibilities’, and Carol likewise dislikes the way 

‘many commercial translators make “cultural translations” as well as 

linguistic ones”’ which conceal the foreignness of the original text. As Jessica 

notes, retainment of the original Japanese voices in subtitled anime enables 

viewers to ‘get a better sense of little details like honorifics and the terms of 

address’ used in the Japanese language. 

In the survey responses, fans expressed a partiality for subtitled over 

dubbed anime. They were critical of the constraints involved in maintaining 
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Explosive Growth of Japanese Animation,” UCLA Entertainment Law Review 12.2 
(2005): 189-266. 
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lip synchronisation in dubbing. The voice actors need to match the lip 

movements of the characters on screen, but the number of syllables used to 

impart information in Japanese will not necessarily use the same number of 

syllables in English, since ‘the mouth movements in anime are made to 

match up with the Japanese script’ (Teresa). The result is either the English 

voices don’t fit the face and mouth movements of the characters, or some 

verbal material is omitted and alterations are made to the information 

communicated through the dubs in order to allow for better lip 

synchronisation.  

In defence of dubbing, Henrik Gottlieb argues that while ‘subtitling 

retains the original dialogue, which allows the target audiences to enjoy the 

voice quality and intonation of the original actors, the authenticity gained in 

this way is partly lost when it comes to reconstructing the [audiovisual text 

as a] polysemiotic whole’.61 In other words, because subtitling involves 

shifting the attention of the audience from the original spoken language to 

the textual translation on the screen, this in itself becomes a loss of 

authenticity. The fans in my survey, however, located their ideas of 

authenticity in the original Japanese voice acting in anime. They posited the 

replacement of the Japanese spoken language with English as an aggressive 

domestication of foreignness and subsequently, as a forceful removal of 

authenticity. Nic ‘couldn’t stand the voices picked for English dubs. They 

didn’t fit the faces or the characters and they seemed “too American”’, while 

Freda has ‘always disliked English dubs. The voices tend to lose a lot of the 

feel of the original, and sound too American’. As Carol explains, ‘I enjoy the 

taste and texture of Japanese stories, and when I’m in the mood for that I 

don’t want an American story instead’.  Such critiques exemplify the 

domesticating tendencies of dubbing: ‘[r]evoicing characters makes them 

“belong” to the new national viewing context … the sound of the voice is an 

audible “lens” through which the programme may be interpreted within a 

different national culture and context’.62 Subtitled anime, on the other hand, 

enables fans to experience the original spoken Japanese while at the same 

time derive comprehension from the subtitles. 

Fans also judged the quality of the Japanese voice acting to be more 

superior to English voice dubbing: ‘[v]ery few English dubs sound natural; 

                                                 
61 Henrik Gottlieb, “Subtitling,” Routledge Encyclopedia of Translation Studies, 

ed. Mona Baker (London, New York: Routledge, 1998) 245. 
62 Karen Lury, Interpreting Television (London: Hodder Education, 2005) 69. 



 

 78

the voice actors usually sound stiff or awkward, as though [the English voice 

actors are] trying too hard, or not hard enough’, whereas the ‘Japanese voice 

actors convey stronger and more natural emotions in their performances’ 

(Olivia). Yolanda attributes this to the understanding that voice acting is ‘a 

more popular and acknowledged profession in Japan, so there’s more 

training for it, and more competition for roles’, and Japanese voice actors and 

actresses can enjoy varying degrees of popularity on a par with that of drama 

or movie stars. One survey respondent did acknowledge that ‘English dubs 

have improved in recent years, but the Japanese [voice actors’] acting ability 

is still generally superior’ (Teresa).  

Fans also view spoken Japanese as a constituent of the ‘original 

directorial intentions’ that shape the narrative of an anime, which include 

‘script related issues and … [things] such as tone and pitch and patterns of 

diction’ (Ida). Teresa, for example, conceives of ‘the Japanese script and 

voice-acting as part and parcel with the original artistic vision of the creators’ 

of the anime; ‘[a]nime is made for a Japanese script ... [and] most of the time 

also the characters are Japanese, so it’s far preferable to watch anime the 

way it was conceived by the creators’ (Mabel). Similarly, Dev prefers the 

original Japanese voice acting as she feels that ‘their interpretations of 

character personalities are more likely to mesh with the original creator’s 

intent’. Subtitled anime, by virtue of being able to retain the original 

Japanese voices, are thus judged to be more authentic translations than the 

English dubbed versions.  

As with manga translations, fans who engage with anime and its 

translations evince an awareness that there are some things that just ‘don’t 

translate readily into English’, cultural remainders that ‘you can [only] catch 

in Japanese’ (Marie). Carol is critical of commercial translations, and would 

like to watch anime in its untranslated form without subtitles, but is unable 

to because of her low proficiency in Japanese: ‘As yet, I am not fluent enough 

in spoken Japanese to dispense with subtitles, but once I can I intend to. I 

trust the fluency of fan subtitles about as much as I trust the integrity of the 

commercial ones’. Carol’s comment is a reminder that any translation 

process – dubs, fansubs or commercial subs – inevitably runs the risk of loss 

in meaning and information, ‘caught as it is between … the demand to make 

familiar that which is other and to do justice to the other as other, to mediate 
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meaning and negotiate the very instability of signification’.63 To put it another 

way, processes of translation are always negotiating the tensions that exist 

between domesticating and foreignising a translated text, and any attempts 

to foreignise a translation are still always imbued with a domestic inscription 

of what constitutes foreignness. Viewed in this framework, no translation can 

match or preserve the authenticity of the original text. But it is obvious that 

this has not deterred both fan translators and fan audiences from utilising a 

concept of authenticity in producing or consuming translations.  

In this instance, it is important to note that it is the fans who define 

the ‘authenticity’ of their reading or viewing experiences for themselves. This 

understanding is at the heart of fan studies, and indeed, of the postmodern 

cultural studies project, which aims ‘not to posit the inherent value of value, 

nor to ascribe positive value to any particular entity … but rather to vindicate 

the activity of evaluation’.64 The capacity of the translated text to convey an 

authentic experience of the original is shaped and determined by the 

interpretative and evaluative activity of fans. This preoccupation with 

authenticity in turn is also evident in the translation of a source manga or 

anime text for fan fiction, which is the focus of the next two chapters. 
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Anthology, ed. Niall Lucy (Oxford and Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 2000) 347. 
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Chapter Three 

Fans and Fan Fiction 

 

Fan Fiction and Fan Studies 

 

Fan fiction is a body of written, fictional works produced by fans and 

based upon pre-existing source texts. Melissa Herzing’s description of fan 

fiction as ‘creative writing within an already existing context’1 is particularly 

evocative in the way it juxtaposes the fan’s creative abilities as a writer 

against an established framework of reference. While the history of fan fiction 

closely associates it with the advances that have been made in 

communication technologies and the effect which the latter has had on the 

dissemination of media information,2 a long tradition of creating new stories 

using pre-existing material has always existed. Examples include John 

Lydgate’s fifteenth-century poem The Siege of Thebes as a ‘continuation’ of 

Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, ‘uncommissioned sequels’ of Jane Austen’s 

Pride and Prejudice,3 Milton’s Paradise Lost as a rewriting of Biblical canon,4 

and William Gillett’s 1899 rewriting of a Sherlock Holmes play by Conan 

Doyle.5 Fan fiction might even have older roots in the telling and retelling of 

myths and legends: ‘[h]ero-figures like Robin, Arthur and the characters of 

ancient myth have always accreted stories to themselves through the 

generations and their legend grows and changes according to what each set 

of new readers and listeners needs from it’.6  

According to Derecho, it wasn’t until the 1960s that the term fan 

fiction gained currency.7 This is almost certainly linked to the emergence of 

                                                 
1 Melissa J. Herzing, The Internet World of Fan fiction, Masters’ Thesis 

(Richmond, Virginia: Virginia Commonwealth University, 2005) 1. 
2 See for example Kristina Busse and Karen Hellekson, “Introduction: Work in 

Progress,” Fan fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet, eds. Karen 
Hellekson and Kristina Busse (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland and Company, 
2006) 13-17. 

3 Super Cat, “A (Very) Brief History of Fanfic,” The Fanfic Symposium, 1999. 
11 Aug. 2008 <http://trickster.org/symposium/symp5.htm>. 

4 Juice817, “A History of Fan Fiction,” Livejournal.com, 2004. 11 Aug. 2008 
<http://juice817.livejournal.com/44115.htm>. 

5 Sheenagh Pugh, The Democratic Genre: Fan fiction in a Literary Context 
(Bridgend: Seren Press, 2005) 18. 

6 Pugh 9. 
7 Abigail Derecho, “Archontic Literature: a Definition, a History, and Several 

Theories of Fan fiction,” Fan fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet, 
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science fiction fandom in this decade. The Star Trek fandom in particular has 

become a recognised landmark in contemporary fan studies. The widespread 

popularity of the series, the depth and intensity of fan participation, and the 

substantial volume of fan material that was produced in relation to the series 

arguably highlighted the profile of the fan and the phenomenon of fandom, 

albeit not always favourably,8 in mainstream consciousness. During this time, 

fan fiction (predominantly inspired by the Star Trek series) attracted growing 

recognition as it experienced an upsurge in volume and circulation, enough 

so that Pugh claims ‘it is undeniable that a new era [of fan fiction] began in 

the late 1960s’.9 Since then, the expansion of fan fiction has been inexorable, 

especially given the growing prevalence of fandom in contemporary society. 

The spread of fan fiction as a dynamic fan practice has in large part been 

influenced by the widespread and transformative impacts of globalising forces 

– evolving media forms and technological advancement have enabled the 

rapid expansion as well as further integration of fan consumption and 

activity into our daily lives. Now more than ever, studies of fan writers and 

fan fiction within the larger discourse of fandom enable us ‘to explore some of 

the key mechanisms through which we interact with the mediated world at 

the heart of our social, political, and cultural realities and identities’.10 

Henry Jenkins’ Textual Poachers is one of the earliest investigations of 

fans and fandom which continues to exert significance influence on fan 

studies. Jenkins drew heavily on Michel de Certeau’s concept of ‘poaching’ in 

his attempt to redress stereotypes of fans in the mass media as ‘a scandalous 

category in contemporary culture’ whose ‘interests are fundamentally alien to 

the realm of “normal” cultural experience’.11 In his work, Jenkins argued that 

fans, through their personal and emotional affinity with their chosen fan 

texts, act as active and dynamic agents of cultural production in their 

appropriation and reinterpretation of raw material from dominant cultural 

forms to articulate new meaning. While the field continued to evolve, it is this 

concept of the active, appropriating fan that has persisted, and which is the 

                                                                                                                                             
eds. Karen Hellekson and Kristina Busse (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland and 
Company, 2006) 63. 

8 For a concise discussion of Star Trek fandom, see Henry Jenkins, Textual 
Poachers: Television Fans and Participatory Culture (New York: Routledge, 1994). 

9 Pugh 19. 
10 Jonathan Gray, et al., “Introduction: Why Study Fans?” Fandom: Identities 

and Communities in a Mediated World, eds. Jonathan Gray, Cornel Sandvoss and C. 
Lee Harrington (New York and London: New York University Press, 2007) 10. 

11 Jenkins 15. 
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underlying assumption that informs a substantial number of later fan 

studies. 

Rebecca Black, for example, invokes this role of the fan when she 

observes, in her concise overview of fan fiction studies, that  

 

[f]or the most part, what these studies all share is continuous 

movement toward some understanding of the many ways in 

which fans are taking up elements of pop culture and then 

redistributing them in new forms that are imbued with 

meanings that are grounded in the lived realities and social 

worlds of fans.12 

 

The analytical framework which Black describes here is also a fundamental 

concern which drives the cultural studies project. Very broadly speaking, 

theoretical work in cultural studies considers the patterns of cultural 

consumption and the cultural practices which we engage with in order to 

produce meaning in our daily lives.13 Already we have seen this analytical 

approach demonstrated in Chapter One, in my discussion of the way fans are 

able to conceptualise a discourse of Japaneseness through their 

consumption and interpretation of manga and anime texts. In the case of fan 

fiction, Busse and Hellekson assert that ‘the history of fan fiction studies, for 

the most part, is a history of attempting to understand the underlying 

motivations of why (mostly) women write fan fiction, and in particular, 

slash’.14 Fan fiction studies hence have tended overwhelmingly towards 

critical investigations of the slash phenomenon, which is fan fiction that 

portrays same-sex relationships. Slash fiction that focuses on same-sex male 

relationships in particular has received an inordinate amount of attention in 

fan fiction studies.15 Most research in this vein explores common themes 

such as ‘the concept of poaching, the subversiveness of women writing erotic 

                                                 
12 Rebecca W. Black, Adolescents and Online Fan Fiction (New York: Peter 

Lang Publishing, 2008) 13-14. 
13 For an introductory overview to the field, see Lawrence Grossberg, Cary 

Nelson and Paula A. Treichler, Cultural Studies (New York: Routledge, 1992); and 
Simon During, The Cultural Studies Reader, 2nd ed. (London: New York: Routledge, 
2003). Other well-known studies of popular culture include John Fiske, 
Understanding Popular Culture (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989); and David Morley, 
Television, Audiences and Cultural Studies (London: Routledge, 1992). 

14 Busse and Hellekson 17. 
15 While slash is an umbrella term which refers to all same-sex relationships 

in fan fiction, it is now commonly used in reference to male slash, as opposed to 
femslash, which is fan fiction that explores same-sex female relationships. 
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fiction against the mainstream media, and the contentious relationship of 

slash to romance fiction’.16 

Following the advent of the internet, the transition of fan fiction from 

printed amateur fan magazines or fanzines to online spaces opened fresh 

inroads for studies that explored the new possibilities offered by a growing 

cyberculture as well as the impacts it can have on the fan writing process 

and the dissemination of fan fiction. Rhiannon Bury, for example, examines 

the ways in which female fans negotiate the social structures of online spaces 

when they write and share fan fiction on the internet.17 Elsewhere, Sharon 

Cumberland argues that the paradox of the internet as a public forum that 

affords personal privacy allows women to freely and safely articulate 

subversive ideas of sexuality and gender identity through fan fiction in a 

supportive community of other, like-minded fans.18  

Some scholars have also drawn attention to other areas of study that 

have otherwise been overshadowed by the predominant focus on the motives 

of fans and the workings of the fan community in the production of fan 

fiction. Anne Kustritz, for example, adopts a literary approach to slash fan 

fiction, and demonstrates how women construct subversive narratives by 

‘rewrit[ing] stereotypical masculine ideals and reconfigur[ing] the normative 

romance narrative’.19 Sheenagh Pugh also examines fan fiction from a literary 

perspective – in The Democratic Genre, Pugh contrasts fan fiction with other 

forms of literary texts through concepts commonly explored in literary 

discourse, such as the nature of canon and genre, the construction of 

characters, and narrative modes and methods.20 

In recent years, one of the most significant contributions to fan fiction 

studies has been the collection of essays compiled by Kristina Busse and 

                                                 
16 Busse and Hellekson 20. See for example Patricia Frazer Lamb and Diane 

Veith, “Romantic Myth, Transcendence, and Star Trek Zines,” Erotic Universe: 
Sexuality and Fantastic Literature, ed. Donald Palumbo (Westport: Greenwood Press, 
1986) 236-55; Constance Penley, “Feminism, Psychoanalysis, and the Study of 
Popular Culture,” Cultural Studies, eds. Lawrence Grossberg, Cary Nelson and Paula 
A. Treichler (New York: Routledge, 1992) 479-500; and Mirna Cicione, “Male Pair-
bonds and Female Desire in Fan Slash Writing,” Theorizing Fandom: Fans, Subculture 
and Identity, eds. C. Harris and Alison Alexander (Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press, 
1998) 153-77. 

17 Rhiannon Bury, Cyberspaces of Their Own: Female Fandoms Online (New 
York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2005). 

18 Sharon Cumberland, “Private Uses of Cyberspace: Women, Desire, and Fan 
Culture,” Rethinking Media Change: the Aesthetics of Transition, eds. David Thorburn 
and Henry Jenkins (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2003) 261-79. 

19 Anne Kustritz, “Slashing the Romance Narrative,” The Journal of American 
Culture 26.3 (2003): 382. 

20 Pugh. 
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Karen Hellekson.21 On the whole, the volume either revises existing 

theoretical notions or addresses research areas that are underdeveloped. 

Divided into four main sections, the first proposes new ways of 

contextualising fan fiction, and the second highlights an impoverished area 

in fan fiction studies – that is, close textual analysis of fan fiction texts. The 

third section reviews reader-writer interaction and the prominence of the fan 

community in modern online spaces. The final section of the volume 

introduces the idea of storytelling as performance beyond the literary form 

embodied by fan fiction.  

Busse and Hellekson suggest that fan fiction, and the entirety of a 

particular fandom, might be viewed as a work in progress. The term is used 

in fandom typically for an ongoing fan story that has not yet been completed. 

Busse and Hellekson point out that while this work in progress is eventually 

finished by the fan writers, there continues to be ‘progress’ made in the way 

fan readers engage with the fan story in question by providing comments and 

feedback through their various readings. The sum of all fan interpretations 

here constitutes the larger body of the fantext, which is ‘the entirety of stories 

and critical commentary written in a fandom (or even in a pairing or genre)’, 

and which ‘is a work in progress insofar as it remains open and is constantly 

increasing; every new addition changes the entirety of interpretations’.22 The 

concept of the work in progress is at the heart of all fandom discourse, and 

one which informs my study at all levels. Fandom is comprised of multiple, 

fragmented readings, both of canon and of the fan stories based on it, which 

are not static but are constantly evolving, thereby forcing fans to constantly 

revise or re-evaluate their readings. The notion of a ‘work in progress’ 

encapsulates this textual fluidity, where borders are not fixed in place but are 

constantly in flux.  

The bulk of analytical work conducted in fan fiction studies has 

tended to rely on specific source texts to inform investigations of fan fiction, 

from media texts like Star Trek, The X-Files, and Buffy the Vampire Slayer to 

books such as the Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings series to, in more recent 

years, manga and anime. The field of research in the case of the latter is as 

yet very new. Interestingly, studies that have used for their analyses fan 

fiction which is based on manga or anime source texts evince a common 

preoccupation with ideas of literacy and learning among modern generations 

                                                 
21 Hellekson and Busse. 
22 Busse and Hellekson 7. 
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of technology-savvy youths. Chandler-Orcott and Mahar, for example, refer to 

anime fan fiction in their literacy-based investigation into the ways 

adolescent girls use multiple modes of design technology to engage with 

anime in order to create new intertextual and hybrid texts.23 Similarly, in 

exploring the new forms of literacies24 that are becoming prevalent in 

contemporary society, Lankshear and Knobel identify the notion of remix as 

one such form of literacy, and posit fan fiction as an example of remixing, 

which at its most basic level, is mixing together various components drawn 

from an array of sources to create a new artefact: 

 

The character of fanfic as remix is often most richly apparent in 

the writing of younger authors as they move across an array of 

media and cultural genres to combine their own stories and 

characters with existing ones in new narratives that may be 

complex and require the reader to have read widely and/or 

viewed or played a range of anime-related shows or games in 

order to fully appreciate the warp and weft of each story.25 

 

Lankshear and Knobel’s particular section on manga/anime-based fan fiction 

proposes a view of fan fiction as ‘a context and a medium for reflection, for 

imagination, for accountability, for experimentation’ that allows fan writers to 

perform new identities, for ‘contemplating how “one” could be different, for 

trying out various “ones” that could possibly be’.26  

In the vein of all academic inquiry, the value of these projects is that 

they construct a theoretical framework for a consideration of fan fiction at a 

broad level of discourse. The flip side to this, however, is that the few studies 

related to manga/anime-based fan fiction which currently exist, given their 

focus on literacy and learning, do not have as much to say about the ways in 

which manga and anime, as source texts for fan fiction, might make different 

and specific contributions to a field of research otherwise dominated by 

                                                 
23 Kelly Chandler-Orcott and Donna Mahar, “Adolescents’ Anime-inspired 

‘Fanfictions’: an Exploration of Multiliteracies,” Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy 
46.7 (2003) 556-66. 

24 Literacies are ‘socially recognized ways of generating, communicating and 
negotiating meaningful content through the medium of encoded texts within contexts 
of participation in Discourse’. From Colin Lankshear and Michele Knobel, New 
Literacies: Everyday Practices and Classroom Learning (Berkshire and New York: 
Open University Press, 2006) 64. 

25 Lankshear and Knobel 115. 
26 Lankshear and Knobel 121-22. 
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studies of fan fiction based primarily on Western media texts. In her 

empirical analysis of adolescent English language learners who engage with 

fan fiction in online communities, Rebecca Black is one scholar who perhaps 

comes closest to explicating this particular value of examining fan fiction 

based on manga and anime. Black closely links manga and anime and fan 

fiction together when she points out that all three phenomena ‘provide salient 

examples of how new [information and communication technologies] have led 

to the development of literacy and social practices that traverse accustomed 

national, cultural, linguistic, temporal, and producer-consumer boundaries’ 

and have ‘facilitated the global dispersion of a range of fan-produced, cultural 

and intellectual products via circulation in online communities’.27 For Black, 

the sense of transcultural movement evinced in these phenomena in turn 

creates a framework for an exploration of fan writers as ‘learners and users of 

multiple social languages and discourses’ who participate in a community of 

fans with a ‘shared appreciation for multiple languages, different cultural 

perspectives, and alternative forms of text’.28 Black demonstrates, for 

example, that fan writers practice ‘transcendent’ uses of language in their fan 

fiction – that is, ‘their uses of text go beyond the limitations of traditional 

print-based, standard language to represent the realities of living and 

communicating in globalized and networked on- and offline spaces’.29 This is 

manifest in examples such as mixing Asian and Western elements of 

discourse or utilising several different languages in a fan story. For the 

English language learners who are the focus of Black’s research, such 

literacy practices enable them to ‘develop a powerful transcultural identity 

that is discursively constructed through the distinct cultural and linguistic 

perspectives’30 which fan writers bring to the manga/anime fan fiction space. 

In other words, the transcultural quality of manga and anime is 

likewise represented in fan fiction that draws on these popular cultural texts. 

Antonia Levi briefly addresses this notion in her essay on the reception of 

manga and anime by American fans; she observes that many manga and 

anime fan stories appear to minimise or ignore the Japaneseness of the 

source texts to instead emphasise other themes which they can relate to, like 

                                                 
27 Black 2. 
28 Black 79. 
29 Black 71. 
30 Black xv. 
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love, friendship and angst.31 Nevertheless, Levi also notes that there are other 

fan writers who are attentive to the portrayal of these Japanese cultural 

elements in their fan fiction; through the negotiation of this Japaneseness, 

series canon and creative storytelling, such fan stories act as ‘example[s] of 

intercultural adaptation in action’.32   

My thesis is an expansion of Levi’s discussion through two main 

considerations. The first is my contention in Chapter One that manga and 

anime as transcultural artefacts convey a sense of Japaneseness that informs 

fan perceptions of manga and anime discourse. The second considers how 

processes of translation are implicated in the incorporation of this 

Japaneseness into English-language fan fiction, which I will address more 

fully in Chapter Four. In order to better explicate how manga and anime as 

source texts for fan fiction can offer new ways of examining the fan writing 

process, it is necessary at this juncture to first understand the nature of fan 

fiction writing and its intertextual links to both the source canon which a fan 

story is based on and to the fan community which the story is written for. 

 

Reading the Fan Text 

 

The process of writing fan fiction does not begin only when a fan writer 

puts pen to paper (or as the case is more likely to be now, fingers to 

keyboard). It starts the moment a fan begins to make meaning out of the 

source text, since it is the interpretation gleaned from this process which 

subsequently informs the body of the fan story. The fan’s relationship to his 

or her chosen fan object here can be understood thorough Sandvoss’s 

definition of fandom as ‘the regular emotionally involved consumption of a 

given popular narrative or text’.33 While it is easy to treat fan studies as a 

relatively young field of research, the way a fan makes meaning out of the fan 

object is arguably derived from traditions of literary criticism, particularly 

where the fan’s relationship to the fan object has been likened to a reader’s 

relationship to a literary text.34 This section examines in more depth the link 

between literary theory and fan studies: that is, the practice of reading as a 

                                                 
31 Antonia Levi, “The Americanization of Anime and Manga: Negotiating 

Popular Culture,” Cinema Anime, ed. Steven T. Brown (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2006) 43-63. 

32 Levi 55. 
33 Cornel Sandvoss, Fans: the Mirror of Consumption (Cambridge and Malden: 

Polity Press, 2005) 8. 
34 Sandvoss. 
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fundamental strategy in our attempts to derive meaning in and from our 

environment.35 

As a focus of academic study, reading is undoubtedly rooted in the 

discipline of literary theory. This field provides an understanding of the 

reading process as a form of meaning constitution involving three primary 

elements: an author, a text and a reader. Historically, literary criticism has 

tended to stress one or another of these elements at the expense of the others. 

In this regard, we might thus very roughly chart the development of modern 

literary criticism in three phases – the Romantic and nineteenth century 

focus on the author, the especial emphasis on the text in later theories of 

formalism and New Criticism, and, more recently, the trend towards reader-

response criticism, which stresses the reader and his or her experience of the 

literary text.  

The theory of authorship arguably found its most significant 

expression in the period known as Romanticism. The Romantic author is 

typically posited as ‘original, autonomous, and fundamentally expressive of a 

unique individuality’.36 The text as composed by the author is seen to be the 

linguistic embodiment of this originality and genius37 – ‘[t]he act of 

composition is seen as a way of representing in language an original, pre-

linguistic work, an idea of a work that is constituted in – and as – the 

author’s consciousness’.38 Furthermore, since the text is viewed as an 

exclusive expression of the author’s intentions, the author hence is ‘authority 

for and limitation on the “proliferating” meanings of the text’.39 In other words, 

the text is equated with as well as bound by the author’s presence as its 

creative and original source. 

While the Romantic theory of authorship eventually gave way to a 

growing privileging of the text itself, the concept of closed textuality persisted. 

A preoccupation with the text during this time is most commonly associated 

                                                 
35 In his introduction, Habib argues that the act of ‘close, critical and 

comprehensive reading’ is necessary in order for us to avoid ‘the dangers of 
misunderstanding and inadequate education’ which lie at the heart of many of the 
struggles or conflicts of our current world. From M.A.R. Habib, From Plato to the 
Present: A History of Literary Criticism (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005) 1-2. 

36 Andrew Bennett, The Author (Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2005) 54. 
37 Edward Young, Conjectures on Original Composition: 1759 (Leeds: Scolar 

Press, 1966); William Duff, An Essay on Original Genius (New York: Garland Pub., 
1970). 

38 Andrew Bennett, “Expressivity: the Romantic Theory of Authorship,” 
Literary Theory and Criticism, ed. Patricia Waugh (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2006) 49. 

39 Bennett, The Author 55. 
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with the New Criticism movement and related theories of earlier formalism. 

New Critics viewed the literary text as ‘a free-standing, autonomous object, 

containing meanings that are specific to the context provided by the text’.40 

This was based on a perception of literature as a system of language 

governed by a unique set of criteria. Because this language is exclusive to 

literature and thereby not used elsewhere,  

 

we need to acknowledge that there are clear boundaries 

between the text and the world. When approaching the text, 

readers need to focus on the ‘system of relationships’ that are 

operating within the text, rather than on those that may 

operate between the text and the world beyond its boundaries.41  

 

New Criticism thus advocated a closed reading strategy which emphasised an 

objective interpretation or evaluation of the text itself. It considered any 

extraneous information, such as the author’s background or intentions, the 

reactions of the reader,42 as well as the historical or anthropological contexts 

in which the text was produced, irrelevant to a critical reading of the literary 

text. 

The corpus of literary theory broadly defined as reader-response 

criticism might be seen to have developed in almost direct opposition to the 

strategy of objective analysis favoured by the New Critics. It is with this 

branch of literary theory which fan studies can be most closely identified. The 

reader was no longer viewed simply as a passive recipient of what the author 

or the text has to offer; instead, reader-response criticism stressed the 

                                                 
40 Stephen Matterson, “The New Criticism,” Literary Theory and Criticism, ed. 

Patricia Waugh (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006) 171. 
41 Matterson 170-71. 
42 Wimsatt and Beardsley’s controversial essay “The Intentional Fallacy” 

famously opposed the Romantic theory of authorship by claiming that authorial 
intentions were irrelevant in literary criticism, ‘because meaning and value reside 
within the text of the finished, free-standing, and public work of literature itself’, and 
the mistake of making reference to the author ‘distracts us to “external” matters of 
the author’s biography or psychological condition or creative process, which we 
substitute for proper critical concern with the “internal” constitution of the literary 
product’. From M.H. Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms (New York: CBS 
Publishing Japan, 1981) 83. Similarly, in a later essay “The Affective Fallacy”, 
Wimsatt and Beardsley argued that the error of evaluating the literary text based on 
the reactions, particularly the emotional effects, which it produces in the reader, 
results in impressionism and relativism, and is thus unreliable as a criterion for 
objective literary criticism. Both essays have been reproduced in W. K. Wimsatt, The 
Verbal Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Poetry (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 
1954). 
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importance or the validity of a reader’s individual and subjective response to 

a text, as well as the active role he or she plays in the production of meaning. 

Literary theorist Stanley Fish43 famously claimed that, rather than the text 

containing elements or structures that a reader identifies and interprets, it is 

the reader’s interpretive act within one or more communities of readers which 

brings a text into existence. In this framework, meaning is not to be found in 

the text, but is produced in the reader, or more accurately, the ‘interpretive 

community’44 which the reader belongs to. 

In contrast to Fish’s radical argument, literary critic Wolfgang Iser 

posited a reader-response theory which stressed the agency of the reader but 

at the same time acknowledged the influence of the text. Iser envisioned a 

literary work as having two poles: the ‘artistic’ pole, which is the text created 

by the author, and the ‘esthetic’ pole, which is the realisation accomplished 

by the reader. The literary work cannot be identified with either one or the 

other, but must lie ‘halfway between the two’.45 For Iser, it is ‘the convergence 

of text and reader [which] brings the literary work into existence’.46 Integral to 

this argument is Iser’s assertion that a literary text contains ‘gaps’ or ‘blanks’ 

that constitute ‘empty space which both provokes and guides the ideational 

activity’47 of the reader. These gaps and blanks are indeterminate by nature, 

which allows for a multiplicity of readings as readers are encouraged to fill 

them by drawing on their own creativity or experience, since ‘one text is 

potentially capable of several different realizations, and no reading can ever 

exhaust the full potential, for each individual reader will fill in the gaps in his 

own way’.48 

The status given to the reader in reader-response criticism resonates 

with the image of the dynamic, creative fan so vigorously defended in many 

studies of fans and fandom. In later years, the scope of study evolved to 

produce new lines of discourse, including the notion that the reader’s 

response is also governed by personal or psychological needs, or is 

                                                 
43 Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class?: The Authority of Interpretive 

Communities (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980). 
44 Fish. 
45 Wolfgang Iser, The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose 

Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1974) 274. 
46 Iser 275. 
47 Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading (Baltimore and London: The Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1978) 194-95. 
48 Iser, The Implied Reader 280. 
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determined by the environment or community which the reader is part of.49 

These emerging trends of thought have undeniable parallels in studies which 

view fandom as a form of self-reflection50 and of course, in the concept of the 

fan community which underlies all studies of fandom. 

While the emphasis in literary criticism has been on the literary text as 

a closed and written form, the definition of a text in fan studies draws on 

cultural studies, which is concerned with the meanings inherent in or 

attached to our socio-cultural practices or values. The text as understood in 

cultural studies is any cultural artefact or practice which gives meaning to 

our daily lives. In fan studies, for example, insomuch as the fan’s relation to 

the fan object might be likened to the reader’s relation to a (literary) text, the 

fan object encompasses a broad spectrum of forms, from comic books, 

television shows and music to sports teams and film celebrities.51 As Cornel 

Sandvoss argues, 

 

[w]hether a given fan object is found in a novel, a television 

program, or a popular icon, fan objects are read as texts on the 

level of the fan/reader. They all constitute a set of signs and 

symbols that fans encounter in their frames of representation 

and mediation, and from which they create meaning in the 

process of reading.52 

 

Such expanded understandings of the nature of a text call traditional ideas of 

textual boundaries into question. The concept of a single, original author is 

untenable in relation to fan objects such as film stars or sports teams, nor do 

                                                 
49 This changing field of reader-response theory has been summarised in 

Reader-Response Criticism: from Formalism to Post-Structuralism, ed. Jane P. 
Tompkins (Baltimore and London: The John Hopkins University Press, 1980). 

50 Sandvoss. 
51 Jonathan D. Tankel and Keith Murphy, “Collecting Comic Books: a Study 

of the Fan and Curatorial Consumption,” Theorizing Fandom: Fans, Subculture and 
Identity, eds. C. Harris and Alison Alexander (Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press, 1998) 
55-68; Ien Ang, Watching Dallas: Soap Opera and the Melodramatic Imagination 
(London: Methuen, 1985); John Tulloch, Watching Television Audiences: Cultural 
Theories and Methods (London: Arnold, 2000); Daniel Cavicchi, Tramps Like Us: 
Music and Meaning among Springsteen Fans (New York and Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1998); Cornel Sandvoss, A Game of Two Halves: Football, Television and 
Globalization (Comedia, London: Routledge, 2003); Samantha Barbas, Movie Crazy: 
Fans, Stars and the Cult of Celebrity (New York and Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001). 

52 Cornel Sandvoss, “The Death of the Reader? Literary Theory and the Study 
of Texts in Popular Culture,” Fandom: Identities and Communities in a Mediated 
World, eds. Jonathan Gray, Cornel Sandvoss and C. Lee Harrington (New York and 
London: New York University Press, 2007) 22. 
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fan objects comprised of non-literary forms conform easily to the New Critic 

idea of strict divisions between the written text and the rest of the world. 

Consequently, scholarship has evinced a turn to the reader, or the fan, as a 

means of determining the boundaries of the fan object as text, drawing on the 

emphasis which reader-response criticism places on the reader as an active 

maker of meaning.53 

Sandvoss argues, for example, that fan activity draws attention to the 

various ways in which the fan object can be constituted and reconstituted 

across a variety of media forms. To use the example of an anime fan, he or 

she will not only watch the series but also read the manga. Fans will also 

read anime magazines and official series fanbooks, or browse online fan 

shrines54 as part of their fandom. These various texts 

 

form a field of gravity, which may or may not have an urtext in 

its epicentre, but which in any case corresponds with the 

fundamental meaning structure through which all these texts 

are read. The fan text is thus constituted through a multiplicity 

of textual elements; it is by definition intertextual and formed 

between and across texts as defined at the point of 

production.55 

 

To put it another way, all these texts have meaning in relation to other texts 

in the same ‘field of gravity’, thereby creating the sum of what Sandvoss calls 

‘the fan text’. It must be emphasised that this ‘fan text’ is different to the term 

‘fantext’ employed by Busse and Hellekson. While the latter refers to the fan-

produced material that comprises a particular fandom, the former refers to 

the source text which the ‘fantext’ is based on. Both, however, share the 

same fluid nature that allows for dynamic and ongoing processes of 

(re)interpretations and (re)evaluations. 

The act of reading a fan text hence involves moving past a closed focus 

on the independent text to consider reading as ‘a process of moving between 

                                                 
53 See Wolfgang Iser, The Implied Reader; and The Act of Reading. 
54 Fan shrines are websites created by fans that can be dedicated to a 

manga/anime series as a whole, to a specific character, or to a particular character 
pairing. Such websites typically offer a wealth of information in the form of anime 
screencaps or manga scans and series synopses as well as fan-produced material 
such as fan essays, fan fiction, fan vids and so forth. 

55 Sandvoss, “The Death of the Reader?” 23. 
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texts’,56 which involves participation in a wider network of textual relations. 

The traditional literary text thus has given way to an intertextual fan text 

which is not an absolute or autonomous entity, but one that comprises 

multiple, fragmented readings. 

The field of fan studies is characterised by this growing preoccupation 

with intertextuality, the slant towards the creation of multiple meanings, and 

the shift in attention away from the author to the role of the reader, as 

encapsulated in the oft-quoted work of Roland Barthes: 

 

A text is made of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures 

and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, 

contestation, but there is one place where this multiplicity is 

focused, and that place is the reader, not, as was hitherto said, 

the author. The reader is the space on which all the quotations 

that make up a writing are inscribed without any of them being 

lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but in its destination.57 

 

Much, if not all, work in fan studies is built on these concerns. Sandvoss, for 

example, argues that the reading of fan texts is a self-reflective process which 

draws on or challenges each individual fan’s expectations, knowledge or 

experience in order to produce meaning from the text.58 While analyses have 

predominantly been centred on English-speaking fans in Western media 

fandoms, a consideration of manga and anime fandom in relation to non-

Japanese fans introduces a new level of discourse which examines ideas of 

cultural difference and translation. This is amply demonstrated in Veruska 

Sabucco’s discussion of Western fans and their readings of june or ‘boys’ love’ 

manga in its original, Japanese form. 

Sabucco’s investigation is based on the assumption that most Western 

fans understand little to none of the Japanese in the original versions of 

manga. Subsequently, the Western fan reads the manga through a process 

which Sabucco intriguingly defines as ‘guided fan fiction’, which is ‘the 

process of making up the story of a manga from the sequence of pictures and 

pages and from the few words and sentences each fan is able to 

                                                 
56 Graham Allen, Intertextuality (London and New York: Routledge, 2000) 1. 
57 Roland Barthes, Image – Music – Text, trans. Stephen Heath (London: 

Fontana, 1977) 147. 
58 Sandvoss, Fans. 
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understand’.59 This act of ‘creative reading’ is reminiscent of Barthes’s notion 

of the ‘writerly text’. Barthes rejects the readerly text, infused with fixed 

expectations and conventional signifying practices which the reader passively 

accepts, in favour of the writerly text, which involves ‘ourselves writing’,60 or 

the reader making meaning by creating his or her own stories from the text. If 

meaning, as Iser asserts, is created from the convergence between the reader 

and the text, in the case of Western readings of manga, there is a larger 

dependence on the active and creative agency of the fan to produce meaning, 

as the fan is presumably much less familiar with the language or the visual 

and cultural conventions inherent in the manga.  

At the same time, fans rely more heavily on the visual art as opposed 

to the printed text in manga to guide their readings. But without any 

cognizance of manga or Japanese cultural conventions, fans fall back on 

their own Western socio-cultural knowledge and experiences to inform their 

readings of the sequential images presented in the manga. This reflects Iser’s 

proposal that the act of filling ‘gaps’ and ‘blanks’ which are present in the 

text is driven by the reader’s attempt to assemble the textual structures or 

elements of a text into a consistent pattern which he or she can make sense 

of. This consistency does not arise from the text itself, but is instead 

projected onto the text by the reader – it is a ‘meeting between the written 

text and the individual mind of the reader with its own particular history of 

experience, its own consciousness, its own outlook’.61 

Sabucco’s analysis of fan attempts to decode and comprehend the 

original Japanese manga also resonates with Venuti’s formulation of 

domestication and foreignisation in processes of translation. Unfamiliar with 

the foreignness of untranslated manga, fans in this instance imbue the 

original text with their own domestic values or understandings to create 

meaning. In other words, Western fans translate the manga in such a way 

that it reflects their own socio-cultural views and experiences: as Sabucco 

argues, 

 

 

                                                 
59 Veruska Sabucco, “Guided Fan fiction: Western ‘Readings’ of Japanese 

Homosexual-themed Texts,” Mobile Cultures: New Media in Queer Asia, eds. Chris 
Barry, Fran Martin and Audrey Yue (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
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60 Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans. Richard Miller (New York: Noonday Press, 1974) 
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[t]he “guided fan fiction” is a creative (mis)reading produced by 

Western readers of … manga. I argue that this new reader-

produced manga recreated by Western eyes and minds is more 

a Western than a Japanese text. This recreated manga probably 

resonates with the reader at a social, cultural, and personal 

level more than the manga that the fan would encounter if he 

or she knew how to read all its codes and cultural conventions. 

The decisions the characters take, their motivations, their inner 

thoughts, and the nature of their relationships are more 

Western than Japanese because they are ascribed to the 

characters by their Western readers.62 

 

Writing Fan fiction: Expanding Within the Boundaries of Canon 

 

The nature of fan fiction is that it is always produced in relation to the 

canon of a source text, which is ‘the events presented in the media source 

that provide the universe, setting, and characters’.63 Stasi observes that the 

use of the word ‘canon’ can have the undesirable effect of reinforcing ‘the 

superficial but still prevalent notion that slash is a second-rate, marginal 

product’, which can subsequently result ‘in a narrow view of a binary set of 

the “good” (official and original) text and the “bad” (amateurish and derivative) 

one’.64 While her analysis is focused on slash fan fiction, the statement can 

hold true for fan fiction in general. Even when more nuanced understandings 

of canon and the fan writing process might go some way towards dispelling 

some of these negative connotations, the fact remains that fan fiction is 

always created in relation to a pre-existing canon; canon ‘is regarded as 

normative by most authors and readers: even when it is turned on its head or 

flouted, it is hardly escapable’.65 

If fan fiction’s relation to canon is to be cast in a more positive light, it 

is necessary to highlight the complex task which fan writers set for 

themselves in negotiating the tensions of canon and creativity in their fan 

stories. Stein illustrates this point through the concepts of ‘expansiveness 

                                                 
62 Sabucco 79. 
63 Busse and Hellekson 9. 
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and limitation’, which are central not just to fan fiction, but to most forms of 

fan creativity:  

 

On the one hand, fannish imaginings and creativity both draw 

on and create a sense of expandability. Fan creative texts 

expand the world of the source text in potentially infinite 

directions … On the other hand, fannish authorship is also 

driven by a sense of limitation and restriction, as fannish 

storytelling plays out in relation to the original source text on 

which it is based. This negotiation between limitation and 

expansiveness shapes fan creativity.66 

 

The fan creative process which Stein describes above echoes Iser’s emphasis 

on the role of the reader in creating meaning from a text, which involves 

filling what he describes as gaps and blanks which exist in the text. At the 

same time, Iser is careful to emphasise that this process is nevertheless 

guided by textual elements or forms which are present in the text – the 

variation of responses which the reading process engenders, happens ‘only 

within the limits imposed by the written as opposed to the unwritten text’, 

much like when two individuals view the same constellation of stars, and one 

sees the image of a plough while the other sees a dipper: ‘[t]he “stars” in a 

literary text are fixed, the lines that join them are variable’.67 In other words, 

the presence of textual structures acts to constrain the seemingly infinite 

interpretations that can be derived from the text. Certainly, Iser’s ideas are 

borne out in the way that the canon of an original series guides fan 

responses to it, which subsequently will vary as fans fill in the ‘blanks’ of the 

series in their own way. Aptly enough, we might thus regard fan fiction as a 

textual manifestation of such meaning production – a literal filling in of the 

‘blanks’, where there are ‘holes fanwriters can fill’ (Barb) or ‘fan fic can fill in 

the missing details’ (Yolanda).  

Henry Jenkins conceptualised such processes with reference to a 

different metaphor, borrowing from Michel de Certeau when he described fan 

fiction as ‘writing in the margins’. Jenkins here was primarily concerned with 
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the way ‘popular readers attempt to build their culture within the gaps and 

margins of commercially circulating texts’,68 but hierarchical and power 

structures aside, Jenkins’ s fan writer, on a fundamental level, is similar to 

Iser’s reader: both creatively negotiate the spaces – the margins and the 

blanks – in or around the text.  

The most obvious reason for fans to write fan fiction is that they enjoy 

the series or develop an interest in the characters. Fans typically ‘want more 

out of a series than what canon provides’ (Yolanda). Some fan writers create 

stories that can be integrated into canon spaces which do not disrupt the plot 

or characterisations already depicted: ‘I write explorations of the characters 

or moments in time that did not appear in the original but are somehow 

implied’ (Carol). Other writers rework canon by concocting alternative 

outcomes to canon events, such as when ‘the canon does terrible or at least 

unsatisfying things’ (Olivia) to the characters. Ida addresses both approaches 

in her description of how fans might be inspired to write fan fiction: 

 

[i]t’s a compliment to the original creator, that their creation 

interested us enough [that] we’re thinking about what [the 

characters) were doing in between the events the story’s shown 

us, or after things ended, or what they might do if things had 

gone differently. I think everyone who reads a good story thinks 

these things and wonders; a fanfiction author tries to spell out 

what they’ve thought and [show] it instead of telling it. 

 

In conceiving fan fiction as a compliment to the original creator(s) of a series, 

Ida in fact challenges the view of fan fiction as inferior to the canon which it 

is based on. If fans typically write fan fiction for series that they are more 

emotionally invested in, it could be argued that, from a writer’s point of view, 

only series that offer a ‘good story’ are worth writing for. Even when writers 

completely rework unfavourable canon events to produce more satisfactory 

outcomes in their stories, the fact that they make the effort is because they 

like a series or its characters enough to do so: ‘in writing fanfiction I would 

have the power to give the characters I held so much affection for a happier 

ending’ (Mabel).  
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While fan writers find such fan fiction writing fulfilling and rewarding, 

some also acknowledge the challenge of using pre-existing characters or 

events to create new narratives: 

 

[w]hen a character you like may not have a fully developed 

backstory, there is some freedom to create one for that 

character – which doesn’t make them “your original character”, 

but it does put a new spin of originality on things, even in fic … 

Just because it’s fanfiction doesn’t [mean] that the characters 

come free. Some writers take the time to twist and pull the 

characters into something new … To take something familiar, 

twist it around, and hand it back believably is hard (Susan).  

 

In this respect, fan fiction might be viewed as an ‘original’ (different or new) 

take on the ‘original’ (canon) character. An approach to fan fiction in this 

context borrows some ideas from adaptation theory; fan fiction as viewed 

within this framework might be seen as an ‘extended intertextual 

engagement’ with the source text, and is ultimately ‘a work that is second 

without being secondary. It is its own palimpsestic thing’.69 Fan fiction thus 

should be viewed not as inferior to the canon, but as a legitimate textual 

artefact worthy of analysis in its own right.  

In considering how canon might be creatively utilised for fan fiction, 

one of the most important elements of fan fiction writing is the portrayal or 

interpretation of pre-existing characters in fan stories. This is particularly 

true of alternate universe or AU fan fiction, in which characters are rescripted 

in contexts or settings that are completely removed from canon. When this is 

the case, the characters become the most recognisable link to canon. 

Consequently, the negotiation between canon and creativity in fan fiction has 

typically centred on the way writers handle characterisations in their stories. 

The characters in fan fiction will already be known to fan readers from their 

reading of the canon: ‘[t]he readers already have an affection for the 

characters being written about; you don’t need to “win” the reader[’s] initial 

interest (although keeping their interest is another matter entirely)’ (Mabel). 
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In other words, though fan fiction characters don’t have to be created from 

scratch since canon has already accomplished the task of establishing them, 

this means that the writer’s ‘own characterization comes under keener 

scrutiny’ (Jessica). This is because fan writers have to convincingly 

demonstrate ‘that their versions of the characters obey canonical 

characterizations’ (Teresa). At the same time, fan writers must use these pre-

existing settings or characters to create ‘new’, compelling stories: ‘you have a 

character and you know he or she behave[s] in such and such a way, and 

you have to both express a vision you have and keep within the bounds that 

the original writer has set up’ (Marie). 

On the one hand, then, the boundaries of canon delineate what fan 

writers are able to convey in their stories: ‘since you’re working with an 

existing universe and existing characters, you have less freedom to tinker 

with them. A lot of the groundwork’s been done for you, but you also face a 

lot of constrictions you need to be able to work with’ (Dev). As Ida notes, ‘if 

you go outside these boundaries, every other fan will notice, and will call you 

on it’. Perhaps the main challenge in writing fan fiction is the understanding 

that readers will come to the story ‘with expectations or understandings 

already in place’ (Ida). A good deal of consideration has to go into the 

depiction of canon characters or background in fan fiction, since ‘fanfiction 

readers read it for some kind of familiarity, require some kind of connection 

with the world and the characters they are familiar with’ (Freda), and are 

thus very likely to identify and critique any perceived discrepancies in a fan 

story. For example, fan fiction ‘requires you to get into the head of a 

character that’s not yours, and if there is [a] deviation from the norm, it has 

to be explained or risk criticism of being out of character’ (Freda). 

On the other hand, without being burdened by the onus of 

worldbuilding in their story narratives, some fan writers feel that there are 

more opportunities to experiment with different writing methods or tropes in 

fan fiction that are not typically used in conventional fiction narratives. This 

is evident in the way fan fiction runs a gamut of genres, such as alternate 

universes or AUs, and crossovers in which characters come into contact with 

characters from other fandoms. Fan writers regularly make use of atypical 

plot tropes, enough so that different subsets of fan fiction genres can be 

identified, such as mpreg fan stories, in which a male character becomes 

pregnant, or genderswap stories in which the gender of a character is 



 

 101

reversed. Likewise, fan fiction narratives can vary immensely in structure 

and style, from brief 100-word drabbles to multi-chaptered novellas.70  

To put it another way, because fans are already familiar with the 

characters and the setting, the inspiration for fan writers and the appeal for 

fan readers in fan fiction is the extent to which a fan story can skilfully or 

creatively appropriate or rewrite these given factors: ‘because the characters 

and the setting are established in fanfiction, there is wider acceptance of 

various genres, styles, plotline[s], and even the length of a story’ (Jessica). As 

a fan writer, you are free to ‘launch into the story right away without much 

setup and be confident your readers will be able to follow along – and be 

willing to follow along, as they already love the [characters] and [are] 

interested in reading more about them’ (Yolanda). Fans thus can ‘be more 

forgiving as to form of expression and subject matter’; for example, even 

when a fan story could simply ‘have one of the characters sitting on a rock 

and reflecting’ (Freda), the story will resonate with the reader because the fan 

writer is confident of the reader’s ability to recognise and understand the 

source text which the fan story draws on. This bears out Iser’s argument that 

meaning is produced not just in the text or the reader, but in the interaction 

between the two. 

Fan fiction thus is a sophisticated art of storytelling which must 

account for canon and fan expectations. The fan writer demonstrates astute 

choices and creative skill in crafting a story that acknowledges canon yet is 

its own textual artefact. And ultimately, as with any other form of creative 

writing, fan writers are moved to create the best story they can: ‘[w]riting, 

whether it’s original or fanfiction, is still art. It’s still a craft that takes a lot of 

work and a lot of time. Whether the piece is original or not, there’s a sense of 

obligation to oneself and to the readers to make it the best thing you can 

produce’ (Nic). In the end, ‘you’re trying to tell a story, whether it’s with your 

own world/characters, or those borrowed from someone else. And you want 

to tell the best story you can with them’ (Susan). 

 

Fan fiction, Canon and Community 

 

The translation of canon for a fan story is arguably the most important 

consideration in writing fan fiction, since fan writers ‘are judged on how well 
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they stick to or depart from canon’.71 But canon is not so easily determined if 

it is understood to be polysemic; in fan studies, it has become something of a 

truism to view the fan object as polysemic in nature – that is, it allows for 

different interpretations and meanings to be derived through different fan 

readings.72 In other words, while canon may present preconceived or 

acknowledged events and characters, ‘the way in which such information 

becomes contextualized within the object of fandom is subject to the fan’s 

appropriation and construction of meaning’.73 Since the textual boundaries of 

the fan object as text is determined by fans themselves, what constitutes 

canon is rarely unanimously agreed upon. Henry Jenkins’ discussion of the 

Beauty and the Beast fandom, for example, demonstrated how some fans of 

the television series drew specific boundaries that included some storylines 

and excluded others, most famously from the third season of the series, 

which failed to meet fan expectations. Disappointed fans rejected this canon 

and instead turned to fan fiction for alternative interpretations of the series, 

whereby fan writers ‘do not so much reproduce the primary text as they 

rework and rewrite it, repairing or dismissing unsatisfying assumptions, 

developing interests not sufficiently explored’.74 

Considerations of canon are made even more complex by the nature of 

the fan object itself, understood to be a network of highly intertextual texts 

which possess meaning in relation to each other within Sandvoss’s shared 

‘field of gravity’. Manga and anime texts are particularly apt examples, given 

that anime is more often than not adapted from pre-existing manga series, 

with the result that some plot or narrative elements might be changed or 

excluded altogether in the translation from manga to anime. In the 

Cardcaptor Sakura manga, for example, the character Clow Reed was a 

sorcerer who was reincarnated into two separate individuals: Kinomoto 

Fujitaka, father of the series’ protagonist, and Hiiragizawa Eriol, the 

protagonist’s male classmate. However, this plot element was modified in the 

anime version of Cardcaptor Sakura to remove Fujitaka’s role as one half of 

this reincarnation and instead present Eriol as the sole reincarnation of Clow 

Reed. By the same token, an anime series can also contain what is commonly 

described as fillers, which are additional episodes that do not otherwise exist 

in the manga. Filler episodes can act as brief, light interludes in between 
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major story arcs that don’t usually advance the plot, or can take the form of 

new story arcs altogether.  

Sandvoss’s definition of fandom as the ‘emotionally involved 

consumption’ of a fan object assumes that fans will engage with the range of 

intertextual texts which comprise the fan text. This is not to say, however, 

that fans will necessarily engage with all these intertextual forms. A viewer 

might be a fan of an anime series without having read the manga it is based 

on, while a reader who enjoys the manga might never watch the anime. This 

is further complicated by the translation of manga and anime into other 

languages, which can result in a modified version of a canon in which 

linguistic or cultural nuances of Japaneseness have been lost in the 

appropriation of a series to accommodate non-Japanese fans. Thus, while 

fans might profess to enjoy the same series, the canon of the series as each 

individual fan perceives it will vary. At the same time, interpretations of 

canon are dependent not just on individual fan readings of a source fan text, 

but also on the presence of the fan community or fandom that surrounds the 

text; the relationship between fan and fan text, while it forms the base of fan 

studies, constitutes just one dimension of fandom. There are other texts and 

forms of interaction beyond these individual fan readings – dialogue with 

other fans, online discussion groups, fan meetings and conventions, 

academic literature on fandom, and of course, fan-produced material such as 

fan fiction – which also make up the body of fandom. The negotiation and 

renegotiation of meanings or interpretations thus are not always dependent 

solely on the fan object as the source text, but also on ‘the experiences and 

interactions that surround the relationship between fan and fan text – in 

other words in fandom as “interpretative community”’.75 It should be 

emphasised that Sandvoss’ understanding of the ‘interpretative community’ 

here is based on Iser’s reading model in which meaning is produced from the 

interaction between the reader and the text; this is in contrast to Fish’s 

conceptualisation of ‘interpretive communities’, which argues that it is the 

reader’s interpretive act within one or more communities of readers which 

brings a text into existence. 

As an example, this link between canon and fandom is highlighted in 

the phenomenon known as fanon. Fanon is certain story elements and events 

or character portrayals that are created and perpetuated by fans in fan 

fiction, and which are not completely supported, or are even contradicted, by 
                                                 

75 Sandvoss, Fans 147. 



 

 104

canon. Fanon develops when such a fan interpretation as it appears in fan 

fiction is ‘appropriated by later writers, either because they share the same 

interpretation or because they are not yet completely steeped in the original 

text and thus take the fanonical elements as canon’.76 A consideration of 

fanon in relation to canon is important since it also contributes to the 

collective understanding of a fandom, and the sum of both these canon and 

fanon interpretations, or ‘the combined, flexible whole of the fan 

imagination’,77 are brought to bear on fan fiction. 

Canon thus is not ‘a fixed and unproblematically shared set of 

references’.78 The open nature of the source or canon text and the fan’s 

participation in a dynamic interpretative community that is constantly 

making meaning ‘invites fan fiction as an expansion to the source universe 

and as interpretive fan engagement where the fan not only analyses the text 

but also must constantly renegotiate her analyses’.79 Fan fiction hence acts 

as a dynamic site of (re)reading and negotiation, its interactive nature 

augmented by modern technologies and a flourishing online media culture: 

‘in the current day, fanfiction is highly interactive and can change the 

reader[‘s] (and the author’s!) understanding of a situation’ (Ida). 

This sense of an interpretative community at work is distinctly 

expressed in fan interaction with canon, fan fiction and the fandom at large. 

Jessica, for example, enjoys reading fan fiction for Hikaru no Go because it is 

‘one of the best series I have ever come across’, but ‘it also helps that the 

fandom for Hikaru no Go, while pretty small, is extremely talented and the 

fans are very welcoming’. Barb expresses a similar sentiment towards this 

particular fandom and the fan writers in it: ‘(Hikaru no Go) is a series that I 

simply love the characters in, and I also feel very comfortable with the 

fandom … It’s a tight, intimate group of people who tend to be fairly talented. 

I think this might come from the difficulty the series has had in translation – 

since Go is a very Asian concept. It’s hard for laypeople to just “pick up”’. 

Barb links these attributes which both she and Jessica ascribed to the 

Hikaru no Go fandom, to the (translated) canon which the fan fiction is based 

on. Go is a traditional Asian board game with its own unique rules and 

terminology. For Barb, accurate depictions of Go in Hikaru no Go fan fiction 

requires more sophisticated research of the series, and perhaps a more 

                                                 
76 Stasi 121. 
77 Stein 247-48. 
78 Stasi 120. 
79 Busse and Hellekson 6. 



 

 105

mature and discerning attitude on the part of the fan writers, especially in 

translating the canon for English-language fan fiction. The assumption here 

appears to be that only a moderate number of fan writers will be regularly 

successful in producing well-written fan fiction based on this canon.  

On the other hand, while it is taken for granted that fans will look for 

or write fan fiction only after developing an interest in a series, there are 

instances where the reverse can happen – some fans might be compelled to 

seek out the source text only after they have read fan fiction based on it: ‘[f]or 

both Weiss Kreuz and Gundam Wing, I started reading fic because a friend 

was writing it, even though I hadn’t seen the series yet. In each case, I got 

interested in the series because of the fan fiction’ (Olivia). It was Olivia’s 

relationship with her friend and not the source text itself that motivated her 

to first read the fan fiction which her friend had written, before she became 

familiar with and more involved in the Weiss Kreuz and Gundam Wing 

fandoms.  

Thus, in some cases, fan fiction reading choices are linked to 

familiarity with a particular fan writer, despite the fan reader having no 

knowledge of or interest in the series which the stories are based on: 

 

…there’s someone I know who writes JoJo’s Bizarre Adventures 

fic and I’ll read her JoJo fic despite zero interest in JoJo (Marie).  

 

Fairly frequently I’ll also start reading fanfic for a series that I 

haven’t actually seen yet – usually because I enjoy the writing 

of that fanfic author (Olivia). 

 

…certain authors I like well enough that I will read almost 

anything they write, at least if I know the series; sometimes 

even if I don’t (Yolanda). 

 

Significantly, it is the communal aspect of fandom and not the source text 

here which compels some fan readers to seek out fan fiction: they are 

motivated to do so not by a particular series, but by recognition of a 

particular writer and his or her works. The more fans read fan stories in a 

favourite fandom, the more likely they are to identify certain fan writers that 

they might like enough to read fan stories the writers might have written for 

other fandoms.  
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This interplay between reader and writer activity lies at the heart of 

fandom understood as an interpretative community. The majority of survey 

participants, for example, will read fan stories on the recommendation of 

other fan readers; additionally, Olivia indicated she would ‘occasionally read 

fanfiction for an unknown series just because I’ve read a good 

recommendation for it’. Likewise, Carol finds fan fiction not just by following 

the works of her favourite fan authors, but also ‘by observing who my 

favourite authors seem to be reading’. 

The fandom and fan activity which surrounds a particular series thus 

can have bearing on a fan’s reading preferences in relation to fan fiction, in 

ways that extend beyond a consideration of the series itself. Dev attributed 

her reading practices in some manga/anime fandoms to the fact that ‘they 

were the series with the most fanfiction around when I was most interested in 

reading animanga fanfiction’. When she first started to read fan fiction, ‘I was 

reading anything I could get my hands on; there was simply more GW 

[Gundam Wing] fic out there than anything else, so I read more GW fic than 

anything else’. 

Likewise, fan writing preferences can be influenced by the fandom 

which surrounds it. Writers will not necessarily always attempt to write fan 

fiction for a series that they like. Barb observes that in some series, the 

canon is ‘too tightly tied together to really work in’, or does not have as many 

‘holes fanwriters can fill’. There are also some smaller fandoms that Barb 

‘would love to write for, but without feedback or other writers creating their 

own stories, I can’t. I don’t write in a void – I see writing as communication, 

and it’s pointless if no one’s reading’ (Barb). Significantly, Barb’s fan writing 

here is motivated less by her interest in a series than in the presence of an 

interpretative community. In this case, she feels that some fandoms are too 

small to adequately provide the interpretive environment which fuels her 

writing. Fan fiction for Barb is meant to be shared with like-minded fans who 

can provide critical commentary and who in turn write their own fan stories: 

‘I like series that contain a lot of other fan writers, especially ones I consider 

competent. I tend to feed off … other writers – they spark ideas, and also my 

competitive edge, since I want to prove I can do it just as [well]’ (Barb). 

Thus, apart from an emotional attachment to a source text, another 

reason that can prompt fans to write fan fiction is the presence of the fan 

community or fandom which surrounds the text. Marie expresses thoughts 

similar to those of Barb when she says that she has considered writing for 
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fandoms she is not so invested in because of the sense of community which 

motivates her writing: ‘I’ve actually considered writing fic for fandoms [I’m] 

not particularly interested in because my friends-list was gaga about it. I 

write a lot of fic because, I don’t know how to express this well, because I 

want an audience’ (Marie). The friends list, or flist for short, is a concept 

central to the popular blogging network Livejournal.com. A Livejournal user’s 

flist is defined by the user him- or herself, and usually comprises ‘people with 

similar interests’.80 Like Barb, Marie’s writing is prompted by the presence of 

the interpretative community – she is willing to consider the possibility of 

writing fan fiction for series that she is not particularly interested in because 

she is almost certainly guaranteed an audience that will read her fan stories.  

For Naomi, this sense of being part of a community is a powerful 

impetus to write fan fiction, even if no one else will read it. This sentiment 

was highlighted by her circumstances at one particular point in her life, as a 

non-Japanese fan fluent in the language and living in Japan who participated 

primarily in Japanese fandoms because  

 

[t]here’s a social aspect to fanfic … It’s not just the sharing and 

the feedback and whatever. Even in Japan when I wrote only 

for myself – because there was no one who could or who’d want 

to read my English stories – I liked the sense that I was part of 

fandom, doing what the fans were doing, looking at the source 

and doing my own things with it. I was a member of a totally 

invisible community, or perhaps I was a totally invisible 

member of the Japanese community, but I had a sense of 

community anyway. 

 

While some fan writers draws on the notion of a widespread 

interpretative community as an impetus for their fan writing, Yolanda cites 

the reverse as a motivation to write fan fiction – the fact that smaller fandoms 

have less to offer in the way of fan fiction, or fan works as a whole, is the very 

reason Yolanda writes fan stories in such fandoms: ‘I often am specifically 

inspired to write for a fandom because I want to read more than the fandom 

is providing at the time. For this reason, I tend to get involved in small 

fandoms where there is so little fic written, if I want to read anything I must 

write it myself’. This attitude extends to fan fiction in larger fandoms that do 
                                                 

80 Busse and Hellekson 12. 
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not explore certain aspects of the series which Yolanda is more interested in: 

‘[o]n the other hand, the Yu-Gi-Oh! community is huge, but the specific 

relationship I was interested in – the familial bonds of the Kaiba brothers – 

[was] not a focus in much fic, so I started writing stories about that’. 

Yolanda’s approach to fan fiction – that to read anything she must 

write it herself – encapsulates her fan position as both writer and reader; she 

writes the sort of fan stories she would like to read herself in the fandom. To 

put it another way, while she does participate in the fan community, Yolanda 

as writer mainly writes for Yolanda as reader: ‘I post and share my fanfic to 

contribute to the online fandom community, to interact with other fans and 

to get feedback, but I usually write the stories for myself’. In analysing the act 

of reading, Barthes conceives of the writerly text as ‘ourselves writing’, or 

imposing our own interpretations onto the text to create meaning. Yolanda’s 

disposition might be viewed as a more literal manifestation of this idea, 

thereby demonstrating the reflexive nature of the writer-reader relationship 

which underlies fan fiction.  

This dynamic interplay between the fan writer, canon and fan fiction is 

not restricted to specific series or fandoms, but also plays out on the broader 

level of discourse which is my focus in exploring fan fiction based on manga 

and anime. In Chapter One, I demonstrated that Japaneseness as a 

culturally practiced genre evinces particular motifs and tropes which fans 

identify as being common to manga and anime. This idea of Japaneseness in 

turn can impact on the fan fiction produced, as exemplified in Teresa’s astute 

observation that ‘anime/manga fanfiction will – this is a very broad 

generalization – read differently from Western original fiction of the same 

genre, or Western media fanfiction. This is because they intend to reproduce 

the tropes and palette of their canon, which is Japanese’. That is to say, the 

‘Japanese canon’ which manga/anime fan fiction is based on comprises 

tropes and motifs which fans have identified as both Japanese and different 

to the generic elements found in Western media texts. Barb, for example, 

feels that ‘there’s a lot of room’ to do whatever she wants in manga/anime 

fan fiction, a notion which she traces back to her view that ‘animanga worlds 

tend to push the envelop more – their endings aren’t always entirely 

predictable’, as opposed to ‘American writing, [where] there’s usually a 

formulaic denouement that reassures readers “everything’s gonna be alright”’. 

In a similar way, Naomi alludes to the immense range of subject material and 

genres that manga and anime have come to be known for, when she notes 
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that writing manga-based fan stories can be ‘operatic, romantic, self-

indulgent, borderline hysterical … but the joy is that you can often do all that 

in a fanfic and still be in canon. This is a touch difficult with western TV 

shows, you must admit’.  

While some fan stories reproduce these manga and anime tropes, 

others rework the canon of a series to highlight different generic 

considerations. Shōnen series, for example, are typically aimed at young male 

audiences, and ‘being concerned with action, often show only small glimpses 

of a character’s past; fanfic can fill in the missing details’ (Yolanda). What 

these missing details might be are dependent on the fan writer’s creative 

impetus. For example, ‘in a shounen series, two boys will never become 

involved romantically, so if I want to see them together, I have to go to fanfic’ 

(Yolanda). In this case, elements of the shōnen series are appropriated and 

reworked to produce a shōnen ai or yaoi fan story, the terms referring to 

same-sex male relationships. These labels in turn come with their own set of 

cultural clichés or fan expectations; for Barb, for example, ‘the idea of shonen 

ai/yaoi is a particular fascination of mine, since it can equalize the power 

dynamics in a relationship’. These fan considerations of the various motifs 

and tropes to be found in manga and anime in turn feed into the fantext of a 

series as well as the larger discourse of Japaneseness as a generic discourse 

of manga and anime. 

Such understandings of manga and anime as are expressed in fan 

fiction are further complicated by ideas of translation. Considerations of 

language and translation as they apply to the canon of a series can influence 

the way fan fiction is written or read by fans. Dev, for example, feels that ‘you 

can get away with stilted dialogue in animanga fic, because translations are 

often stilted, and most people read canon in translation – so, in a way, it’s 

canonical for the characters to speak in a stilted fashion!’ On the other hand, 

Naomi finds fan fiction that is based on translated canon ‘rarely satisfactory 

because, I think, it’s written from translations and dubs, so the voices 

usually sound off to me and the characters too often conceived from a 

western viewpoint’. 

Thus, while fans typically attempt to keep their characterisations as 

consistent with canon as possible, it is nevertheless a canon that has been 

translated in order for non-Japanese fans to be able to comprehend it, and 

fan writers in turn extend this act of translation into their fan stories. An 

analysis of manga/anime fan fiction within the framework of translation, can 
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therefore offer a fresh look at ideas of canon and the role of the fan writer in 

producing fan fiction based on these media. This is the premise of the next 

chapter.  
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Chapter Four 

Fan Fiction as Translation: The Partial Treatment 

 

The development of non-Japanese manga and anime fandoms is 

bound up with processes of translation, since non-Japanese fans are reliant 

on translations to inform their understandings and interpretations of manga 

and anime as their chosen fan object or narrative. One of the concerns of fan 

engagement with translated manga and anime is the way the foreignness or 

Japaneseness of such translations might be preserved or highlighted in order 

to allow for a more authentic experience of the narratives; the concept of 

‘authentic translation’ here is grounded not in an inherent or absolute value 

of authenticity, but in the way fans define, interpret and evaluate this 

authenticity for themselves. 

Fans’ commitment to a notion of authenticity is also manifest in the 

practice of writing fan fiction: while fan writers creatively expand on the 

original text in their stories, fan fiction is at the same time limited in the 

sense that a fan story is always written in relation to the text which it is 

based on. Just as fans value the fidelity of a translation to the original text, 

the creation of fan fiction likewise is not intended to compromise fidelity to 

the source canon. In examining these patterns, this chapter proposes that 

the incorporation of Japaneseness into fan fiction based on manga and 

anime can be viewed as an act of translation in which fans negotiate ideas of 

cross-cultural adaptability and authenticity. 

While there is a noticeable difference between the transference of a 

text from one language into another and writing new stories based on an 

existing source text, my consideration of fan fiction as both the product and 

practice of translation is grounded in an approach to translation in its 

broadest sense, ‘as the bringing of an object from one place to another’, 

physically or otherwise, ‘with all that entails: shifts in language, shifts in 

format, shifts in audience’.1 This understanding of translation is useful in 

that it also addresses the workings of appropriation and adaptation that 

underlie my discussion, whether in the appropriation of Japaneseness for 

English-language fan fiction, or the adaptation of audiovisual elements into a 

                                                 
1 Kenneth Hodges, “Drawing on Tradition: Translation, Martial Arts, and 

Japanese Anime in America,” Genre 36.1/2 (2003): 189. 
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textual narrative. Thus, while the processes of appropriation and adaptation 

have been studied in their own right,2 I evoke them here primarily as 

permutations of the practice of translation. 

In this chapter, my proposal that fan fiction can be viewed as a form of 

translation is informed by fan responses to my survey. For example, Yolanda 

writes, ‘I read fanfic thinking of it as a “translation”, with the dialogue being 

translated from the original Japanese’, while Susan feels that ‘if you’re 

writing a fic, you’re “translating”’. Naomi also offers some thoughtful insight 

into the notion of the fan writer as a translator, seeing this as her personal 

reason to write fan fiction: 

 

Fanfic to me is like a more personal (and satisfying) form of 

translation. Translation allows me to exercise my English skills 

and word choice and whatever, but doesn’t give me any play 

with what happens or what the dialogue is – and so often I want 

to rewrite the Japanese dialogue completely, because the 

characters are saying things that make no sense in English… 

and the story as story suffers from that fact, even though it’s 

necessary as a translation. Fanfic lets me scratch that 

particular translator’s itch. 

 

Naomi here distinguishes between the idea of the traditional translator and 

the fan writer as translator. In the first instance, she is able to exercise her 

abilities as a translator, but only in relation to the events or dialogue 

contained in the source text. In other words, while she is free to select the 

sort of lexical or semiotic structures which she intends to use for the 

translated text, she is still constrained by the need to convey the intentions 

or the meanings of the original text through her translation. The fan writer, 

on the other hand, is able to exercise more freedom in choosing what to 

translate as well as how this translation can be carried out. As a fluent 

Japanese speaker, it is not enough for Naomi, in the capacity of the 

traditional translator, to just produce English translations of the original 

Japanese text. As a fan writer, however, she is free to refashion or rewrite the 

canon of the source text to create new narratives or perspectives which read 

                                                 
2 See James O. Young, Cultural Appropriation and the Arts (Malden, MA: 

Blackwell Publishing, 2008); Julie Sanders, Adaptation and Appropriation (London 
and New York: Routledge, 2006); Linda Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation (New York: 
Routledge, 2006). 
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smoothly in English. To foreground this distinction between the traditional 

translator who attempts to transfer all the contexts, meanings and 

conventions of a text from one language into another and the fan writer who 

selects only what he or she needs or wants of the source text for a fan story, I 

suggest that the fan writer might be viewed as a partial translator. 

 

The Partial Translator 

 

The notion of the partial translator which can be developed from these 

ideas is borrowed from J.C. Catford’s concept of ‘partial translation’: 

 

[i]n a partial translation, some part or parts of the [source 

language] text are left untranslated; they are simply transferred 

to and incorporated in the [target language] text. In literary 

translation it is not uncommon for some [source language] 

lexical items to be treated in this way, either because they are 

regarded as ‘untranslatable’ or for the deliberate purpose of 

introducing ‘local colour’ into the [target language] text. This 

process of transferring [source language] lexical items into a 

[target language] is more complex than appears at first sight, 

and it is only approximately true to say that they remain 

untranslated.3  

 

Hence, the resulting translation can only communicate a partial 

understanding of the foreign text, because it is always communicated and 

interpreted through the domestic sensibilities of both the translator and the 

audience. In turn, the idea of partiality also refers to the translator’s own 

preferences in selecting what or what not to translate. Similarly, the fan 

writer uses only elements of the source text which he or she deems relevant 

or desirable for inclusion into a fan story. Catford’s definition of the partial 

translation is especially relevant for my later examination of fan fiction based 

on manga and anime texts as partial translations which express moments of 

untranslated Japaneseness.  

As I have already suggested in Chapter Two, the idea of partiality also 

references the translator’s own subjective preferences in selecting what or 

                                                 
3 J.C. Catford, A Linguistic Theory of Translation: An Essay in Applied 

Linguistics (London: Oxford University Press, 1965) 21.  
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what not to translate. Additionally, it should be emphasised that the fan 

writer is also a fan reader of fan fiction – thus, the fan as partial translator 

demonstrates partiality not just in choosing what canon elements to include 

in a fan fiction text, but also in the partiality towards a fan story which the 

fan has enjoyed. A discourse of fan fiction hence is built on the creative and 

evaluative practices of the fan as partial translator. 

Significantly, the idea of fan fiction as partial translation can lend 

itself to a revision of the phenomenon of loss which is seen to underlie any 

act of translation. In his critique of translation, Venuti argues that any 

translation will inevitably contain cultural remainders that are carried over 

from the original text which are either excluded or replaced with domestic 

analogues in the translation process.4 The translator is obliged to address 

these remainders in ways that either minimise the loss of foreignness of the 

original text, or strive to maximise the ‘sameness’ of the translation with the 

original text. Either way, the perfect translation is seldom, if at all, achievable 

– it exists primarily as an abstract and evaluative concept.  

Fan responses to my survey reflected these ideas. On the one hand, 

these partial translators are aware of how the translation process is 

characterised by loss: Yolanda points out that ‘translation is not an exact 

science’, and Tarla argues that writing English dialogue for fan fiction based 

on manga or anime ‘[is] translation, it’s not precise’. Yet what fan fiction as 

translation can demonstrate is how this loss can be tempered by what the 

fan story gains when it is enriched by the fan writer’s creative impetus, 

whether in the imaginative reworking of canon events or characters, the 

creation of fresh and compelling storylines, or the use of innovative narrative 

techniques or an engaging writing style. As a form of cultural production, 

English-language fan fiction, as a translation of a manga or anime source 

text, reflects the argument which James Young makes for the notion of 

cultural appropriation as being especially important for the flourishing of the 

arts, for it is ‘perhaps only through grafting of elements from other 

cultures … [that traditions of artistic endeavour can] be revivified and made 

the source of valuable new ideas’.5  

 

                                                 
4 Lawrence Venuti, “Translation, Community, Utopia,” The Translation Studies 

Reader, ed. Lawrence Venuti, 2nd ed. (New York and London: Routledge, 2004) 482-
502. 

5 James O. Young, Cultural Appropriation and the Arts (Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2008) 157. 
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Reflecting on Cultural Appropriation in Fan Fiction 

 

Young defines cultural appropriation as ‘appropriation that occurs 

across the boundaries of culture’.6 It is manifested in the fan writing process 

through the appropriation of forms of Japaneseness from manga and anime 

texts for English-language fan stories. To put it another way, cultural 

appropriation can be understood as the taking of elements or forms from one 

culture to be used in another culture, a definition which is embodied in the 

gist of translation as ‘the bringing of an object from one place to another’,7 

and which thus posits cultural appropriation as a particular form of 

translation. While some accounts of cultural appropriation have engendered 

controversial debates about cultural origins and ownership and some have 

not, there has been a tendency to associate cultural appropriation more 

closely with the former.8 Young, however, defends the practice of cultural 

appropriation in his book Cultural Appropriation and the Arts – he addresses 

the moral and aesthetic issues raised by cultural appropriation from a 

philosophical standpoint, and asserts that we must avoid a blanket 

condemnation of the practice and recognise the salutary effects which it has 

had on the arts.  

Young’s argument for a shift in perceptions of cultural appropriation is 

paralleled in the evolution of considerations of appropriation where the 

process can be seen to operate in fan fiction. Henry Jenkins’s description of 

fan writing as ‘poaching’9 envisioned fan writers as a subversive social group 

that resisted the dominance of commercial media forms by appropriating the 

latter to be reworked and reinterpreted for fan fiction; the dynamics of socio-

economic power and hierarchical structures implicated in this notion has 

pervaded historical debates on cultural appropriation and contributed in a 

very large part to the disparaging view of the practice. In more recent years, 

however, fan scholars, including Jenkins himself, have formulated more 

sophisticated theoretical approaches to studies of fans and fandom. For 

example, in their work on media audiences, Nicholas Abercrombie and Brian 

Longhurst argue that in our contemporary mediascape, we have moved from 

an ‘incorporation/resistance paradigm’ of audience responses to media to a 
                                                 

6 Young 5. 
7 Hodges 189. 
8 See Bruce Ziff and Pratima V. Rao, eds. Borrowed Power: Essays on Cultural 

Appropriation (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1997). 
9 Henry Jenkins, Textual Poachers: Television Fans and Participatory Culture 

(New York: Routledge, 1994). 
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‘spectacle/performance paradigm’ in which ‘people simultaneously feel [that 

they are] members of an audience and that they are performers, they are 

simultaneously watchers and being watched’.10  

The spectacle/performance paradigm suggests that cultural 

consumers are also cultural producers, and consumption itself is notably 

‘seen no longer as a more or less enforced product of a capitalist economy but 

as a set of choices made by consumers’.11 In other words, fans are no longer 

subversive poachers, resistant to the machinations of a capitalist economy, 

but are instead discerning consumers in their own right who not only engage 

emotionally with a chosen fan object based on their preferences or its 

relevance to their lived experiences, but in turn are also capable of producing 

more cultural material based on the fan object. Within this framework, fan 

fiction as a form of cultural production is viewed as a creative and valid act of 

consumption or appropriation.  

Where fan fiction as translation involves the appropriation of manga 

and anime texts for English-language fan fiction, this translation occurs on 

two levels. The first is translation at the level of the story, which is ‘the event 

or sequence of events’12 that comprises a narrative. This is the most obvious 

form of appropriation in fan fiction, which involves using existing characters 

or elements from the canon of the source text in fan stories which seek to 

expand or rework the canon. The second translation occurs at the level of 

narrative discourse, which is the way ‘the story is conveyed’13 in the narrative. 

This latter level of translation is especially relevant in my consideration of 

cultural appropriation; in fan fiction based on manga and anime, this 

translation usually involves the appropriation of particular cues, symbols or 

motifs representative of Japaneseness for English-language fan fiction. 

Drawing on the notion of the fan as a partial translator as well as 

Young’s approach to cultural appropriation, the next two sections will 

discuss how such Japaneseness might be translated for English-language fan 

fiction through an in-depth examination of two signifiers of Japaneseness 

common to manga and anime fandoms. The first is the image of the 

                                                 
10 Nicholas Abercrombie and Brian Longhurst, Audiences: A Sociological 

Theory of Performance and Imagination (London, Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1998) 75. 
11 Abercrombie and Longhurst 32-33. 
12 H. Porter Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative, 2nd ed. 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008) 15.  
13 Abbott 15. Abbott established three useful distinctions in his work: 

‘narrative is the representation of events, consisting of story and narrative discourse; 
story is an event or sequence of events (the action); and narrative discourse is those 
events as represented’. 
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Figure 
commo

sweatdrop, which has symbolic connotations in manga and anime. The 

second is the Japanese language where it is included in what is otherwise a 

predominantly English-language fan story. The chapter will analyse fan 

reactions to the incorporation of such Japaneseness into fan fiction, and the 

connotations which these responses have for the discourse of translation in 

the context of my thesis. 

 

The Manga/Anime Sweatdrop 

 

One quirk that you do find with anime/manga fan fiction is 

that you’re attempting to translate a primarily visual medium 

into a primarily text-based medium – and it’s a visual medium 

with its own particular language of imagery and conventions 

(Olivia). 

 

The image of the sweatdrop is a visual icon commonly used in manga 

and anime. The characteristic depiction 

of a single, enlarged sweatdrop on a 

character’s head is an expression of 

bemusement or embarrassment at a 

bizarre or comedic situation (Figure 

Four). Since the sweatdrop gained this 

symbolism in the context of manga and 

anime as Japanese popular cultural 

artefacts, it can be defined as a feature 

of Japaneseness. Arguably one of the 

most well-known and recognisable 

visual icons in manga and anime, the sweatdrop

according to an unofficial online Dictionary of An

integrated into ‘fandom slang’, and is used 

 

to express annoyance or embarrassment 

in actual writing. Commonly seen on mes

lists, etc. Also sometimes used in fan 

character experiencing these emotions.14 

                                                 
14 “sweatdrop,” Dictionary of Anime Fandom, L

2008 <http://dictionary.lunaescence.com/wp-trackba
Four. The sweatdrop is a visual cue 
nly used in manga and anime. 
 has become a term which, 

ime Fandom, has been 

either as an emote or 

sage boards, mailing 

fiction to [depict] a 

unaescence Archives, 18 Sep. 
ck.php?p=471>. 
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While the above definition of the sweatdrop is not recognised in traditional 

lexicons, it accurately notes its frequent use in fandom. It also reflects the 

way fans have appropriated the sweatdrop and its associated meaning into 

their dialogue with other fans in online community spaces, to a point where it 

has appeared to outstrip its exclusive use in manga and anime fandom. 

Computer-mediated communication has witnessed the development of an 

innovative and informal language style in online user interaction.15 Common 

adaptations of the sweatdrop in this scenario include the use of the 

semicolon in the emoticon system (-_-); or as an emote, for example, ‘I didn’t 

need to know that.*sweatdrop*’.  

Fan writers have also adopted the sweatdrop in related ways for their 

fan stories, a move which involves the adaptation of a visual image for a 

written medium. For example, it is used as a literary device in fan fiction: 

 

The young boy promptly tripped and fell, landing on his face. 

“Oh dear,” Momoko muttered, a sweatdrop rolling down her 

face.16 

 

It is also commonly used as a verb:  

 

“Chibi-Usa, take your fingers from your ears!!”  

“I can't hear you, I've got my fingers in my ears” [came] the 

reply. Everybody sweat dropped.17 

 

The example of the sweatdrop’s use in fan fiction thus reflects the dynamic 

evolution and transformation of language and linguistic practices, which in 

our contemporary age has been significantly influenced by the growing 

pervasiveness of media and communication technologies in our lived 

experiences. 

As a creative form of linguistic appropriation, the sweatdrop’s use in 

fan fiction also reflects the playful and postmodern tendencies which 

                                                 
15 For an introductory overview, see Crispin Thurlow, Laura B. Lengel and 

Alice Tomic, “Language and the Internet,” Computer Mediated Communication: Social 
Interaction and the Internet (London: Sage Publications, 2004) 118-128. 

16 Aleh, “Overkill,” Fanfiction.net, 2008. 18 Nov. 2008 
<http://www.fanfiction.net/s/4131406/6/Overkill>. 

17 Syd M., “Sailor Moon in Orbit,” Rec.arts.anime.creative, 2008. 18 Nov. 2008 
<http://groups.google.com/group/rec.arts.anime.creative/browse_thread/thread/73
adf28b487d8e85/36ca78b9208df46a?lnk=raot>. 
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characterise fan practices – the view of internet fan fiction as a ‘global 

playground’18 conceives of fan writers as being free to experiment with or 

innovate various narrative styles and writing techniques to further the 

creation of fresh interpretations or new expansions of the canon of a source 

text. This notion of free experimentation is reflected in Philip Lewis’ call for 

‘abusive fidelity’ in translation practices, which ‘values experimentation [and] 

tampers with usage’.19 This further feeds into the foreignising approach to 

translation advocated by Venuti, which deliberately highlights rather than 

masks the foreignness of the original text.  

In Chapter Two, I discussed how fans generally favour translations of 

manga and anime that retain as much of the foreignness or Japaneseness of 

the original texts as possible, and I illustrated how theoretical approaches 

drawn from translation theory can be used to frame such preferences. Both 

abusive fidelity and foreignisation prevent the text from being translated 

fluently, that is, from appearing to be a purely original or canon text in the 

language it is being translated into or the culture it is translated for. By 

preserving or intensifying the Japaneseness of the original manga and anime 

texts, such translations act to make fans aware of the Japanese origins of 

translated manga and anime. 

It is not difficult to see how these ideas of translation might be just as 

applicable to fan fiction. In this context, the appropriation of the sweatdrop 

for fan fiction can be viewed as an act of abusive fidelity which involves ‘risk-

taking and experimentation with the expressive and rhetorical patterns of 

language, supplementing the [source text], giving it renewed energy’.20 As 

part of a fan vocabulary, the sweatdrop as it is integrated in prose narrative 

is recognisably ‘foreign’ in its unconventional manipulation of traditional 

lexicon and syntax structures – according to Venuti and Lewis, such 

foreignness as appropriated from manga and anime celebrates a ‘new energy’ 

or a new and creative way of expressing fidelity to the source text.  

Furthermore, since the sweatdrop as used in fan fiction is directly 

derived from the symbolism it embodies in the Japanese visual aesthetics of 

manga and anime, it serves both as a reminder of and tribute to the manga 

                                                 
18 Alison Evans, The Global Playground: Fan fiction in Cyberspace, MA thesis 

(London: Roehampton University, 2006) 7.  
19 Philip E. Lewis, “The Measure of Translation Effects,” The Translation 

Studies Reader, ed. Lawrence Venuti (London and New York: Routledge, 2000) 270. 
20 Jeremy Munday, Introducing Translation Studies: Theories and Applications 

(London and New York: Routledge, 2001) 173. 
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or anime texts upon which the fan story is based. In this context, the use of 

the sweatdrop as an example of cultural appropriation might be described as 

a ‘style appropriation’ in which an artist appropriates ‘stylistic elements’ of a 

work from another culture, or makes ‘significant reuse of an idea first 

expressed in the work of an artist from another culture’.21 The example of the 

sweatdrop is doubly noteworthy in that it also involves the adaptation of a 

visual element for a textual narrative. Studies of adaptation have typically 

considered the narrative devices which can or cannot make the transition 

from one medium into another; it is in this process that ‘the creative mettle of 

the adapter is put supremely to the test’,22 a notion that again resonates with 

the innovative experimentation embodied in the concept of abusive fidelity. 

Naomi, for example, savours the creative challenge of adapting manga and 

anime texts for fan fiction. In her words: ‘[t]he never-ending quest to express 

the essence of a Japanese visual medium in an English verbal medium. Is 

there a stylistic device in English prose that expresses the background of 

blooming roses I see in the manga?’ 

 The appropriation of the sweatdrop for fan fiction might thus be 

viewed as an instance of partial translation in which the sweatdrop 

represents a moment of untranslated Japaneseness, untranslated in the 

sense that its symbolic meaning is not explained in the fan story itself; that is, 

when a character ‘sweatdrops’ in the narrative, fan writers expect their 

readers to recognise the emotion which the sweatdrop symbolises in relation 

to the scene in which it is used, without needing to explicitly define it in the 

body of the story.  

 But where the use of the manga/anime sweatdrop in English-language 

fan fiction might be celebrated as a moment of foreignising or abusive 

translation, an examination of fan opinion reveals a converse perspective. 

Some fan writers not only find the inclusion of the sweatdrop in fan fiction 

unfavourable, they disavow its use for reasons that call into question the 

argument that fan fiction is ‘a democratic field of experiment and play’.23 This 

is demonstrated in a series of fan posts in a specific online discussion thread. 

Titled ‘The Anime Sweatdrop’, the discussion thread is found on the Writers 

Anonymous forum which is moderated by RS through his/her hosted account 

                                                 
21 Young 6. 
22 Imelda Whelehan, “Adaptations: the Contemporary Dilemmas,” Adaptations: 

From Text to Screen, Screen to Text, eds. Deborah Cartmell and Imelda 
Whelehan (London and New York: Routledge, 1999) 9. 

23 Evans 7. 
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on the online fan fiction website fanfiction.net,24 and which functions as an 

interactive space where fan writers, who are also readers, are invited to ‘come 

and talk about writing or discuss any problems they have’ with their stories.  

On the one hand, the title of the discussion thread, ‘The Anime 

Sweatdrop’, is already a reflection of this meaningful link between the 

sweatdrop and anime. In itself, the sweatdrop is an unremarkable and banal 

subject. Its association with anime, however, confers it with a particular 

quality, which follows the understanding that both manga and anime are 

able to ‘render visually fascinating the most improbable subjects’,25 and to 

convey an emotion or meaning specific to Japanese visual aesthetics. To put 

it another way, the sweatdrop’s explicit association with anime in the title of 

the discussion thread expresses its Japaneseness, the singularity of its 

representation in manga and anime as well as its symbolism in Japanese 

culture.  

 In addressing the translation of this Japaneseness for fan fiction, 

however, forum users who participated in ‘The Anime Sweatdrop’ discussion 

thread generally disapproved of the sweatdrop’s use in fan fiction – that is to 

say, they felt that the sweatdrop as a narrative device cannot translate 

smoothly from a visual to a printed medium. The creator of the thread opens 

with an introductory post that explains the symbolic meaning of the anime 

sweatdrop, and expresses a dislike of its insertion into fan fiction. The last 

line of the post, phrased as a question, invites other fans to contribute their 

own views: 

 

If you are familiar with anime fanfics, you’ve seen it. A writer 

uses the writing equivalent of a ‘sweatdrop’ as a means to 

express an embarrassing or awkward moment traditionally 

used in comedic moments in anime. Personally, [it] bothers me 

to no end and it can ruin a fic. I’ve read some pretty decent fics 

that suddenly use this as a [literary] device. Am I the only one 

who sees this? (BS) 

 

                                                 
24 “Writing: the Anime Sweatdrop,” Fanfiction.net, 1 Jan. 2009 

<http://www.fan fiction.net/topic/2872/2396227/1/>. All usernames have been 
abbreviated. 

25 Frederik L. Schodt, Manga! Manga! The World of Japanese Comics (Tokyo: 
Kodansha International, 1989) 16. 
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Seven other forum users posted replies to the discussion topic, all of 

whom share similar sentiments about the use of the sweatdrop in fan fiction 

as unfavourable or ‘awkward’ (PF). Several of the users associate this with 

the difficulties of translating the sweatdrop as a visual convention into a 

written or printed medium: ‘when people switch from the visual media to this 

written one, not all things carry over properly’ (OF), or ‘[i]t’s a Japanese 

visual-media convention; it doesn’t translate to the written word at all’ (PF). 

One forum user demonstrates the problematic nature of this adaptation with 

an example: 

 

“As brave Sir Fillingbrad rode his black steed through the 

forest, he caught a glimpse of something in the corner of his 

eye. He turned his head and *CASTLE*” ... It’s a visual thing. In 

a cartoon the animator would draw the castle, in a story the 

author needs to write it (M). 

 

M criticises the use of the sweatdrop as ‘lazy prose’. What forum users 

object to here is not the meaning which the sweatdrop represents, but the 

literal representation of the object itself in a fan story: ‘in your prose you 

would not write *sweatdrop* you would write about what emotions your 

character ... felt’ (M) – that is, it is as simple as just ‘saying [that] the 

character is embarrassed’, which ‘brings the same reaction’ (S) that the 

sweatdrop would in the original manga or anime text. OF, for example, feels 

that the sweatdrop ‘just look[s] silly … You can always show your 

embarrassment and disbelief in other, more sensible non-anime ways’.  

 The opinions expressed in the discussion thread ‘The Anime 

Sweatdrop’ are in sharp contrast to my prior consideration of the sweatdrop 

as an example of a foreignising or abusive strategy that demonstrates how 

fan fiction operates as partial translation. Instead, forum users who 

participated in this discussion thread express a preference for the 

conventional narrative structures which characterise literary prose. In other 

words, forum users feel that the sweatdrop should be translated in a way 

that accommodates the traditional prose format which fan fiction employs. 

From this perspective, the sweatdrop cannot be used as a literary device 

without interrupting the fan reader’s suspension of disbelief; stripped of its 

symbolism, the representation of the sweatdrop in prose makes no logical 

sense. As one fan notes, ‘I’ve … seen things like “a large blue sweatdrop 
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appeared on the back of his head”, which doesn’t even make sense according 

to the laws of biology or physics’ (PF). This would certainly be true for readers 

without cognizance of the symbolism of the sweatdrop in manga and anime: 

‘if a reader comes to [manga/anime fan fiction] with no experience of the 

anime/manga subculture … s/he risks misinterpreting genre conventions 

and tropes’ (Teresa). It is significant then, that the forum users in the 

discussion thread, who are obviously familiar with the sweatdrop’s function 

as a visual icon in manga and anime, nevertheless reject its integration into 

fan fiction.  

This preoccupation with literary narrative conventions and standards 

in the fan story, however, does not necessarily apply to other aspects of 

online writing and fandom. One forum user remarks, ‘I try to avoid using [the 

sweatdrop] in my stories but I use the interjection (‘sweatdrop!’) often in 

author’s notes’ (S). Author’s notes in fan fiction serve several functions, 

whether to provide additional information either about the writing process or 

the fan story itself, or to address reader reviews and feedback. More 

importantly, they ‘provide writers with direct access to the reader’,26 typically 

in the form of casual, conversational dialogue. I have described earlier how 

the sweatdrop has been appropriated into a new, online fan vernacular. Its 

inclusion in author’s notes here is differentiated from its use in the body of 

the actual fan story itself – thus in this instance, fans are seen to hold the 

fan story to standards of writing quality derived from literary conventions and 

techniques which they do not otherwise or typically apply to other aspects of 

their online fan activity and interaction. 

In her study of online fan fiction, Alison Evans shows how fans have 

devised their own infrastructure and rules for writing fan stories in the 

purported absence of institutional or socio-economic regulations, thereby 

demonstrating that fan fiction is not necessarily the uncomplicated or 

straightforward ‘democratic field of experiment and play’27 which it is often 

taken to be. This is reflected in the reactions of forum users to the 

appropriation of the sweatdrop for fan fiction, in particular comments such 

as ‘I really don’t like the idea of the word being used as a verb, it just … isn’t 

very professional at all’ (MN). Though MN does not elaborate the point, this 

response strongly implies that fan fiction should meet a certain standard of 

                                                 
26 Rebecca Black, “Access and Affiliation: the Literacy and Composition 

Practices of English Language Learners in an Online Fan Fiction Community,” 
Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy 49.2 (2005): 126. 

27 Evans 7. 
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writing quality, and the use of the sweatdrop in this context is found lacking. 

This in turn can lead to a negative evaluation of the fan story as a whole. For 

example, one forum user implies that it is the mark of a ‘bad’ fanfic: ‘I’ve seen 

it – but not in anything I thought was decent in the first place’ (C).  

The appropriation of the sweatdrop for fan fiction can also cast the fan 

writer in a poor light: ‘I suspect sometimes authors do it to show that they’re 

Real Anime Fans who know the buzzwords. I just think it looks silly’ (C). 

Defined as an ‘informal term for a word that is fashionable and used more to 

impress than inform’,28 the disparaging connotations of ‘buzzword’ as used by 

C illustrates how other fan writers are derisive both of the use of the 

sweatdrop and of the writers who incorporate it into their fan stories – rather 

than impressing readers, the term instead acts to invalidate the writer who 

uses it. The implied assumption here is that a ‘good’ writer will avoid the use 

of the sweatdrop in fan fiction. This critical and evaluative reflection on the 

quality of fan writing skills subsequently reinforces Evans’ observation of 

hierarchies which exist among fan writers, which in turn problematises ideas 

of fan fiction as ‘a democratic genre where all fans are equal’.29 

At the heart of the example of the manga/anime sweatdrop is the 

recognition that fans engage with the practice of translation in writing their 

fan stories. On the one hand, the argument for fan fiction as partial 

translation, which expresses moments of untranslated Japaneseness, might 

be reflected in the appropriation of the anime sweatdrop for fan fiction. On 

the other hand, the notion of partiality is also conversely expressed in fans’ 

subjective disavowal of this appropriation. Forum users who participated in 

the ‘The Anime Sweatdrop’ discussion thread are in general agreement that 

the sweatdrop as it is employed in manga and anime cannot be translated 

effectively into fan fiction. This is not to reject the symbolic meaning which 

the sweatdrop is meant to convey, but is instead the expression of a partiality 

for literary narratives that are not disrupted by the irregularity which the 

sweatdrop can pose. What the forum users demonstrate here is a preference 

for fan fiction that ‘insure[s] easy readability by adhering to current usage, 

maintaining continuous syntax, fixing a precise meaning’,30 features that are 

all characteristic of the fluent or domesticating translation strategy which 

                                                 
28 Tom McArthur, “buzzword,” The Concise Oxford Companion to the English 

Language (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998) 93. 
29 Evans 8. 
30 Lawrence Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility (London and New York: 

Routledge, 1995) 1. 
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Venuti rejects and which creates the illusion of transparency in the 

translated text; that is, a text which does not have the appearance of a 

translation, but rather, of an ‘original’ work in the culture which it is 

translated for.  

 

Evaluating Japanese Language in Fan Fiction 

 

Perhaps the most straightforward example of partial translation in fan 

writing is the insertion of Japanese words or phrases into the body of the fan 

story. This is not an unfamiliar practice to many of the fan participants in 

my survey – by one account, it is even perhaps to be expected: ‘I think at 

some point every author tries to incorporate Japanese into their fan fiction’ 

(Nic). Significantly, responses to my survey revealed a shift in preferences 

concerning the use of Japanese in fan fiction which is related to the growing 

familiarity with the language which manga and anime fans cultivate over 

time – that is, the more familiar fans become with the Japanese language, 

the more particular they tend to be about its inclusion in fan fiction: ‘[w]hen I 

was first reading fanfic, I enjoyed the Japanese, as it was a good way for me 

to learn new phrases. I’ve become less tolerant the more of the language I 

know’ (Yolanda). 

Olivia’s response is particularly edifying in the way it reflects how a fan 

reader/writer’s views on the appropriation of Japanese for fan fiction can 

evolve: 

 

I used to insert random Japanese into my stories, but it was a 

phase that I grew out of. I know now that I did it gratuitously, 

because I thought it made my story sound “cooler” and “more 

anime/manga-like”, and not because it was truly necessary. I 

also made mistakes with it, since I really didn’t know the 

language at all. These days I prefer to see Japanese used only 

for things like occult terms, honorifics, and things that don’t 

translate gracefully into English. 

 

The use of Japanese in fan fiction might be seen to perform two inter-related 

functions. Firstly, it signifies the fan writer’s status as a manga and anime 

fan, or to quote from the previous section, it identifies them as ‘Real Anime 

Fans’. This is a notion that is rooted in the perception of Japan as a ‘cool 
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nation that produces wonderful characters, imaginary worlds’.31 By extension, 

it was cool to be a manga and anime fan – this was especially the case in the 

1990s, when anime in particular had only just begun to capture the attention 

of Western audiences. As members of an as yet small but ‘exclusive’ fandom 

which was decidedly ‘different’ to the bulk of fandoms focused primarily on 

mainstream Western media texts, fan writers attempted to appropriate the 

‘coolness’ of manga and anime for their fan stories. As Olivia suggests, the 

incorporation of Japanese words or phrases into English-language fan fiction 

therefore was not just meant to make the stories ‘cool’, but also to accentuate 

the status of fan writers as manga and anime fans. Barb also recalls that 

when she first started reading fan fiction based on manga and anime in the 

late nineties, the use of Japanese in fan fiction appeared to be a ‘status 

symbol’, which presumably served to indicate to fan readers that the writer of 

the fan story was a ‘real’ and dedicated manga and anime fan. 

Secondly, some fan writers might employ Japanese in fan fiction to 

make it more ‘anime/manga-like’ in accordance with the source text which it 

is based on. This endeavour to mimic the tone, or even to transfer the 

authenticity of the source manga or anime text into a fan story, exemplifies 

the notion of the fan writer as a partial translator who chooses to insert the 

Japanese language, as an instance of untranslated Japaneseness, into a fan 

story. As with the example of the sweatdrop, the insertion of Japanese into 

English-language fan fiction might be viewed as a foreignising strategy which 

highlights the foreignness of the source manga or anime text which the fan 

story is based on.  

Olivia’s disposition towards the use of Japanese in fan fiction changed 

over time, however. She admits that before, she ‘didn’t really know the 

language at all’. Presumably ‘these days’, she has a better understanding of 

the language, which enables her to distinguish between the use of what she 

describes as ‘random Japanese’ and terms specific to Japanese culture or 

which ‘don’t translate gracefully into English’. Susan not only mentions that 

she no longer incorporates ‘random Japanese’ into her fan stories, she has 

also become noticeably derisive of the practice: ‘I used to do this myself, 

dropping random Japanese into a fic; now it just really irritates me’. Other 

fans likewise expressed this disparaging view of Japanese as it is used in fan 

                                                 
31 Koichi Iwabuchi, “How ‘Japanese’ is Pokémon?” Pikachu’s Global Adventure, 

ed. Joseph Tobin (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2004) 61.  
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fiction, and several of them associated this practice with ideas of fangirl 

Japanese. 

Fangirl Japanese is a discourse that emerged out of manga and anime 

fandoms, and is typically employed in a derogatory fashion to describe ‘the 

gratuitous (and often incorrect) use of whatever Japanese words a manga or 

anime fan has picked up’32 in what would otherwise be a primarily English-

language fan story. The concept’s bearing on fan fiction explains its gendered 

nature, given that the practice of writing fan fiction has been recognised to be 

largely dominated by female fans. The derogatory connotations of the term 

‘fangirl’ is also evocative of widely held cultural assumptions that construe 

girls and their cultural practices as inferior, frivolous or even negligible.33 The 

term typically refers to simple, singular Japanese words such as demo (but), 

hai (yes) and kawaii (cute), whose meanings are easy enough to discern in 

fan stories through context and repetitive use. For instance, 

 

Yuki sighed and passed a hand over his eyes. Abruptly he 

yanked Shuuichi's head down for a quick kiss, the singer 

making a startled sound. “Hurry up and finish whatever 

you're doing.” His voice was gruff. 

 

A sloppy smile on his face, Shuuichi replied dreamily, stars in 

his eyes. “Hai...”34 

 

Additionally, fangirl Japanese can also point to the way the presentation of 

Japanese in an English-language fan fiction ‘often displayed an incomplete 

understanding of the words’35 such as in clumsy word structure or 

grammatical expressions. A simple example is the way the word baka is used. 

Defined variously as ‘stupid’, ‘idiot’ or ‘jerk’, it is commonly incorporated into 

a fan story in the following way: 

 

                                                 
32 “Fangirl Japanese,” Fanlore, 7 Jan. 2009 

<http://fanlore.org/wiki/Fangirl_Japanese>. 
33 Angela McRobbie is critical of the way feminine identity has been 

suppressed or delimited by consumer culture, and argues for revised understandings 
of femininity in this context. See Feminism and Youth Culture, 2nd ed. (Basingstoke: 
Macmillan, 2000); and The Aftermath of Feminism: Gender, Culture and Social Change 
(London: Sage, 2009). 

34 Aishiteru, “Bookworm Chapter 1: Part 1: Snow,” Fanfiction.net, 2003. 13 
Aug 2010 <http://www.fanfiction.net/s/1246677/1/Bookworm>. 

35 “Fangirl Japanese.” 
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Meanwhile sitting on a sidewalk Ami was still crying her eyes 

out. “Baka Mamo-chan! I can't believe he would do this to me! 

[A]fter all we've been through and he dumps me like 

yesterday['s] trash! So I guess it's all true. All men are 

jerks!”36  

 

The employment of the word ‘baka’ here follows English language 

conventions, which places the adjective before the noun. The fan author's 

English language skills hence are apparent in the way she has simply 

translated ‘Stupid Mamo-chan’ directly into ‘Baka Mamo-chan’. This, 

however, is an indication of the author's incomplete grasp of the Japanese 

language, since the phrase is grammatically incorrect, and should instead be 

rightly expressed as ‘Mamo-chan no baka’.  

Many of the survey participants regarded fangirl Japanese as 

‘extraneous baby-talk’ which reflects poorly on both the writer and the story: 

‘[w]hen that’s the only Japanese that appears in an English fic, it makes the 

author and character both sound illiterate’ (Carol). Ida asserts that ‘not 

finding a way to write the fic in a language accessible to the reader is 

something I consider to be laziness’. Fangirl Japanese ‘adds nothing to the 

story’ (Tarla), not when there are otherwise ‘perfectly serviceable English 

words’ that can be used in place of the Japanese terms, or ways in which 

their meanings can be ‘more effectively conveyed narratively’ (Carol). For 

survey participants, the insertion of fangirl Japanese in fan fiction is not only 

unnecessary, it also tends to be wrongly or incorrectly used by less 

knowledgeable writers. While Yolanda remarks that she is not overly 

bothered by fangirl Japanese in general, she does find the inaccurate use of 

such Japanese in fan fiction vexing: ‘I don’t mind “fangirl Japanese” as much 

as some fans. My biggest problem with it is inaccuracy – I know enough 

Japanese to know that a lot of the Japanese I’ve seen in fic is wrong, either 

grammatically incorrect, or correct but not appropriate to the character’ 

(Yolanda).  

Nuances to the concept of fangirl Japanese developed over time, 

following the growth of non-Japanese manga and anime fandoms, and 

crucially, as fans gained ‘a greater familiarity with Japanese’.37 While fangirl 

                                                 
36 SilverTiger 2008, “Girlfriend Trouble Chapter 6,” Fanfiction.net, 2008. 25 

Aug. 2010 <http://www.fanfiction.net/s/4302802/6/Girlfriend_Trouble_Story>. 
37 “Fangirl Japanese.” 
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Japanese continues to refer to simple and typically inexpert incorporations of 

Japanese words into fan fiction, some fans have taken to identifying the use 

of any Japanese at all in fan fiction as fangirl Japanese. Even when the 

Japanese used is grammatically accurate and the translated meanings are 

glossed accordingly, the negative connotations of the term continue to persist, 

especially in the opinions of some fans who feel that ‘a story written in 

English should translate everything’.38 

Critical of the gratuitous and imprecise nature of fangirl Japanese, 

fans generally expressed a preference for fan fiction narratives that read 

fluently, and are not disrupted by Japanese words being ‘thrown into the 

middle of English sentences’ (Carol). As Nic puts it, ‘it’s very jarring to read 

something that’s all in English and find a random Japanese phrase thrown 

in’. For Susan, the use of Japanese in an English-language fan story is 

distracting: ‘it just sort of breaks up the flow and throws me out of the 

writing’.  In general, fans expressed a preference for a more fluent story 

narrative: ‘[i]f the story is in English, I think all of it should be in English, 

because technically, the characters are always speaking Japanese. If the 

author has already translated the idea into English for people to understand, 

why would she/he “forget” those few phrases?’ (Nic). Put simply, ‘[i]f there’s 

an English word that’s equivalent, it should be used’ (Tarla). Teresa phrases 

this sentiment more strongly in asserting that a ‘writer has no business using 

a word if s/he isn’t sure of its meaning, nuances and usage; this is just a 

common sense rule. If someone doesn’t speak Japanese they shouldn’t use 

Japanese expressions in their story’.  

To put this aversion to the use of Japanese in English-language fan 

fiction into perspective, Dev is one of the few survey participants who says of 

fangirl Japanese, ‘it doesn’t bother me’, though she does go on to add, 

‘neither do I think it’s beneficial’. Even if Dev objects to the use of incorrect 

Japanese on principle, she admits that she is not fluent enough to notice 

mistakes: ‘I take exception to incorrect usage of the Japanese language, 

though frankly I’m not very likely to notice’. Yet while Dev appears indifferent 

to the use of Japanese in fan fiction, she anticipates that her view ‘would be 

different if I was actually familiar with Japanese’. This expectation is based 

on her experience as a fluent Chinese speaker in Chinese-language fandoms: 

‘I don’t like seeing English in a Chinese fanfic, or Chinese in an English 

fanfic … Nine out of ten times the second language isn’t used correctly, and 
                                                 

38 “Fangirl Japanese.” 
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that just jolts me out of the fic’. Additionally, Dev recognises that ‘a friend of 

mine who’s a native Japanese speaker feels similarly about seeing Japanese 

in English fanfic’. 

In general then, the fans surveyed appear largely predisposed to 

unfavourable opinion of the use of Japanese in fan fiction based on manga 

and anime texts. In this respect, my survey group might be viewed to 

comprise a particular subset of fan writers in an existing fandom hierarchy 

which rejects both the Japanese in fan fiction as well as the fan writers who 

use it as poor standards, thereby augmenting Evans’ argument that the 

province of fan fiction is composed of its own set of hierarchical structures 

and rules.  

 Yet fan participants in my survey asserted that the use of fangirl 

Japanese is to be differentiated from other uses of Japanese in fan fiction. 

There are some cultural references which fans agree are untranslatable, such 

as when they are too ‘Japan-specific’ (Tarla); that is, they can only be 

understood in the context of Japanese culture. Many of the fans surveyed 

offered examples of untranslatable Japaneseness which they deemed 

permissible for appropriation into English fan fiction, from the use of 

honorifics to titles or names of places to mythology. Some Japanese terms or 

concepts are capable of ‘convey[ing] extra shades of meaning’ (Tarla), or ‘have 

connotations that their English counterparts simply don’t possess, so it 

makes sense to use them in place of those English counterparts’ (Dev).  

This use of Japanese in English-language fan fiction can be put into 

perspective by revisiting Catford’s definition of the partial translation, in 

which some parts of the translation are left untranslated, whether 

deliberately, to introduce ‘local colour’ into the translated text, or because 

such parts are regarded as ‘untranslatable’. The first instance is reflected in 

the use of fangirl Japanese, whether to make a fan story ‘cooler’ or more 

‘anime/manga-like’. The second instance refers to particular terms or 

concepts specific to Japanese culture that cannot be translated adequately 

into English. Both examples contribute to the idea of fan fiction as partial 

translation, and reflect Venuti’s argument for a translation strategy that 

highlights the foreignness of the original text. But fans, in their capacity as 

partial translators, evince different reactions to both scenarios. Survey 

participants view the use of Japanese words or terms which they identify as 

fangirl Japanese in fan fiction unfavourably, but make allowances for 

Japanese terms or concepts that are specific to Japanese culture and which 
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do not translate satisfactorily into English. As partial translators, fan writers 

hence choose or evaluate for themselves when it is or is not appropriate to 

insert Japanese into an English-language fan story. 

To reiterate, while survey participants demonstrated a generally 

disdainful attitude towards the use of Japanese in fan fiction, some did 

indicate that this has not always been the case in their own writing practices. 

Some participants expressed a shift in fan writing practices and authorial 

intentions for their fan stories, from the gratuitous insertion of Japanese in 

order to make a fan story ‘cooler’ or ‘more anime/manga-like’ to being ‘a 

phase I grew out of’ (Olivia). Fan experiences thus are not static, but are 

continually evolving in a self-conscious manner the longer a fan participates 

in a fandom. Indeed, my study suggests that shifts in fan attitudes towards 

the use of Japanese in fan fiction take place as a fan’s familiarity with 

Japanese increases – that is to say, the more fluent in Japanese fans become, 

the more aware they are of the way the Japanese language might be 

erroneously or irregularly used in English-language fan fiction. Such shifts in 

perception can be seen to be associated with gradual movement, facilitated 

by extended engagement with manga, anime and their fandoms, from the 

‘outside’ to the ‘inside’ of Japanese culture. As Young explains, 

 

outsiders [to a culture] have not lived as insiders and cannot 

have all of the knowledge insiders have. When outsiders take 

other cultures as their subjects … they do so with a less 

complete knowledge of these cultures than insiders possess. If 

outsiders’ representations are based on imperfect knowledge 

of a culture, the representations are bound to be, at best, 

flawed because incomplete.39 

 

In this context, the notion of ‘partial translation’ can also be deployed to 

account for ‘incomplete’ knowledge of Japanese language and culture, which 

results in translations that could be regarded as ‘flawed’. Yet, as survey 

respondents have shown, the flawed use of Japanese in English-language fan 

fiction is only recognisable following an increased familiarity with the 

Japanese language. And as Young notes, ‘being able to work in a given style 
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is like learning a language and there is no reason why outsiders cannot learn 

this language every bit as well as insiders’.40  

Young’s analogy is the very scenario which my study is concerned with 

in this section: there is room for a non-Japanese fan to learn and develop a 

better proficiency in Japanese. Presumably, the more fluent fans become in 

the Japanese language, the more confident they can become in their use of 

Japanese in fan fiction, which in turn should lead to more sophisticated or 

accurate appropriations of Japanese language for English-language fan 

fiction. And yet what my analysis revealed was that the more familiar fans 

are with the Japanese language, the less tolerant they become of its insertion 

into fan fiction. This applies to both the fan as writer who is disinclined to 

use Japanese in the fan story, and the fan as reader who is critical of fan 

fiction by other writers which, more often than not, use a Japanese word or 

term incorrectly.  

 

The Japanese Cultural Experience 

 

Having looked at the appropriation of the sweatdrop and the Japanese 

language as specific moments of untranslated Japaneseness in the 

translation of manga and anime for fan fiction, I now want to consider the 

wider discourse of Japanese culture in which manga and anime are created. I 

am particularly interested in fan perceptions of Japanese culture, and in how 

such perceptions might be manifested in the workings of fan fiction. In 

pursuing these questions, I asked fans whether a good understanding of 

Japanese culture is important for reading fan fiction, and whether they have 

ever needed to research Japanese culture in order to write fan fiction based 

on manga or anime texts.  

Some fans indicated that research into Japanese culture for fan fiction 

enables them to ‘better understand the original anime/manga in question’ 

(Teresa) or to ‘produce a thorough understanding of the original story’s 

structure and logic’ (Carol). At the same time, many of the fans surveyed 

linked the necessity of a good understanding or knowledge of Japanese 

culture to the relevance it might or might not have in the canon of a specific 

manga or anime series. A fair number of manga and anime series, for 

example, take place in ‘a much more westernised or completely alien world’ 

(Tarla), and feature characters that are not intended to be Japanese, so an 
                                                 

40 Young 41. 
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understanding of Japanese culture against such backdrops is viewed as 

irrelevant and unnecessary. This is perhaps the case more often than not, 

given that the bulk of fan fiction narratives have tended to lean more towards 

character studies, or explorations of both established and possible 

relationships between characters, romantic or otherwise.41  

Nevertheless, even in these ostensibly non-Japanese narratives, a 

sense of Japaneseness can prevail; in referring to fan fiction based on non-

Japanese landscapes in manga and anime, Tarla remarks that, while an 

understanding of ‘Japanese culture is less important then … it of course 

permeates the way characters relate to each other and so forth’. While the 

point was not elaborated on in survey responses, the understanding seems to 

be that, while a manga or anime series might take place against a non-

Japanese or fantasy background, it can and does continue to exhibit a 

‘Japanese-inspired culture’ (Mabel). Several fans expressed the sentiment 

that, where relevant, a good understanding of this Japanese culture can 

benefit fan writers in the way they appropriate a source manga or anime text 

for fan fiction as well as enhance a fan reader’s appreciation or enjoyment of 

a manga/anime-based fan story. Perceptions about the degree to which this 

is achieved varied among fans, from the assertion that ‘some of the best fan 

fiction is written by people who have done a lot of research into … Japanese 

culture or cultural practices’ (Mabel), to the sentiment that it simply adds ‘an 

extra little warm glow of enjoyment’ (Olivia) to the fan reading experience. By 

that token, many of the fans surveyed demonstrated a commitment to 

enhancing their fan writing by doing prior research for their fan stories, and 

were able to describe specific instances in which they had needed to research 

certain facets of Japanese culture for their fan fiction narratives. Commonly 

cited examples included the need to research Japanese mythology and 

folklore, or Japanese history: Dev, for example, had to do research for one of 

her fan stories which was ‘set in the Japan of four generations back, to be 

certain of what type of clothing people customarily wore at the time and what 

type of government was in place’. 

This willingness to undertake research is by no means the sole 

province of fan fiction based on manga and anime – it is arguably ‘the same 

                                                 
41 Fan fiction studies in turn have been largely preoccupied with slash, which 

are fan stories focused on same-sex relationships. See April Selley, “‘I have been, and 
ever shall be, your friend’: Star Trek, The Deerslayer, and the American romance,” 
Journal of Popular Culture 20 (1986): 89-104; and Anne Kustritz, “Slashing the 
Romance Narrative,” Journal of American Culture 26 (2003): 371-84. 
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amount of research that one would do for any element in the fiction that one 

is unfamiliar with’ (Freda). More importantly, when articulating the purpose 

of such research, survey respondents expressed a commitment to ideas of 

authenticity in a fan story, to ‘create a fanfic that “feels” like the series’ (Barb), 

or to ensure the correct portrayal of particular story elements which a fan 

writer might not be cognizant of to begin with: ‘I will frequently have to do 

some research so that I am confident of some story detail fitting in or being 

accurate’ (Carol). The aim here is to make a fan story more ‘believable’ to fan 

readers – ‘little details aid in the suspension of disbelief’ (Barb). This implies 

that fan readers will notice an incongruous element in the story, which can 

disrupt the reading experience: ‘I am a stickler for authenticity; I don’t want 

to throw people out of my story, as … can happen to me when I’m reading 

fanfic with cultural inaccuracies’ (Yolanda). In a similar vein, Olivia argues 

that ‘even if you don’t have a really broad knowledge, you can get by as long 

as you have a grasp of which key details you need to get right. But you have 

to choose those details well, and get them right’. In other words, while the fan 

writer as partial translator might possess an ‘incomplete’ knowledge of 

Japanese culture, the impression of a ‘flawed’ fan story might be 

circumvented through the fan writer’s careful selection and expansion of 

specific, relevant cultural markers for the fan story. 

The fan negotiation of expansiveness and limitation which 

characterises fan fiction writing practices is hence exemplified here; fan 

fiction as a creative process of cultural production is tempered by a 

commitment to a sense of authenticity in the story narrative: ‘I freely admit to 

taking a lot of dramatic license to get the story told, but I like to know what 

I’m basing things [on]’ (Barb). According to Olivia, a good understanding of 

Japanese culture is essential for writing fan fiction: ‘if you’re writing it I think 

that you absolutely have to have that knowledge’. It would follow, then, that a 

lack of knowledge regarding certain facets of Japanese culture would 

presumably mean that a fan reader could miss the significance of specific 

cultural references in a fan story. Some survey participants did point out that 

when this is the case, fan writers do typically append a fan story with notes 

or explanations for these cultural references. To that end, some fans feel that, 

for a fan reader at least, a good knowledge of Japanese culture might prove 

useful, but is not essential. 

But how do fan writers determine at what point Japanese cultural 

references as used in fan fiction based on manga and anime necessitate 
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explanation for the reader’s benefit? Tarla says that ‘often the author will 

explain [a reference] if it’s not common knowledge’. But what is ‘common 

knowledge?’ Teresa defines it as ‘the baseline of understanding’ of Japanese 

culture which a fan is assumed to have gained from reading or watching 

manga and anime. This notion feeds into my analysis in Chapter One, which 

argues that perceptions of Japaneseness form a ‘discursive cluster’, or an 

information collective which all manga and anime fans draw from or 

contribute to through dynamic practices of interpretation and evaluation. 

Notably, Dev feels that a prior understanding of Japanese culture is 

unnecessary to read a fan story, and believes that such knowledge can be 

gleaned from fan fiction itself: ‘if there’s an aspect of Japanese culture you’re 

unfamiliar with at first, you’re bound to get a better idea of it once you’ve 

come across it five or six times in fic’ (Dev). Although the veracity or 

authenticity of such representations of Japanese culture in fan fiction cannot 

be guaranteed, Dev’s view emphasises the way fan understanding of 

Japanese culture can overlap or is shared, resulting in certain definitions, 

interpretations and evaluations of Japanese culture coming together at any 

one time which comprise a ‘baseline’ of understanding of Japanese culture. 

Some survey respondents, however, argued that a good understanding 

of Japanese culture is perhaps not necessary to experience fan fiction based 

on manga and anime, ‘because most writers, who are themselves not 

Japanese, cannot help but write from a Western perspective … and they 

“translate” the culture in their own ways for the benefit of their readers’ 

(Jessica). In this instance, fan writers are viewed to assume a responsibility 

in making their fan fiction accessible to fan readers – they must be able to 

‘evok[e] the culture [in a fan story] without bewildering the reader’ (Olivia). 

This notion of translating for an audience clearly resonates with the 

underlying assumption of Venuti’s domesticating/foreignising paradigm, that 

the foreignisation of a translation can only be formulated through the 

translator’s domestic values and practices, hence the translation can only 

ever communicate a partial understanding of the foreignness of the original 

text. Viewed as such, fan fiction is always a partial translation because 

Western fan writers ‘cannot help but write from a Western perspective’, and 

the fan story presumably is meant to be read by other Western fans who 

share similar cultural perspectives. Barb observes how this works from a 

critical perspective, noting that one thing ‘fan fiction suffers from is applying 

American/Western standards to characters. In [the series Gundam Wing] for 
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example, Quatre is seen as very gay since he wears pink, drinks tea, etc. One 

of my cowriters, who lives in Japan, pointed out that the standards of 

masculinity [there] aren’t the same’.  

At the same time, English-language fan stories themselves tend to be 

translations of translations – that is to say, non-Japanese fans typically rely 

on translated versions of manga and anime texts to inform their fan stories. 

From this perspective, the domesticating tendencies of the translation 

process become doubly pronounced. Barb, for example, recalls that in her 

first foray into the Sailor Moon fandom, ‘over half the fic was off the dub, 

which was heavily Americanized. There were a lot of nuances to the series 

that didn’t get translated, but if you stuck in the Americanized fanfic, you 

were able to get what was going on’. In other words, ‘for people who come to 

the anime/manga from a western [point of view] and in English, there’s no 

sense of disjunction between source and fic’ (Naomi). However, for the fan 

who ‘know[s] the series [in] Japanese and know[s] something about Japanese 

society, a fic written from a totally western [point of view] based on the 

English-speaking characters in the translations or dubs is, basically, *all 

wrong*’ (Naomi).  

To summarise, survey participants on the one hand asserted that a 

developed understanding of Japanese culture can contribute both to a better 

understanding of Japaneseness in manga and anime, and to an enhanced 

appreciation of fan stories based on these texts. For fan respondents, a better 

understanding of Japanese culture can enhance the translation of manga 

and anime for fan fiction, resulting in stories that are as ‘authentically 

Japanese’ as possible. On the other hand, some survey participants suggest 

that a good understanding of Japanese culture is not necessary; Venuti’s 

observation that a translation will always only communicate a partial 

understanding of the original text is reflected in these respondents’ view that 

non-Japanese fan writers are necessarily dependent on their own non-

Japanese perspectives to inform their fan stories. In determining to what 

extent this latter conclusion might impact on the translation of manga and 

anime for fan fiction, I asked survey participants for their opinions on what 

might be considered an inverse example of translation in fan fiction – that is, 

the incorporation of casual or colloquial English into fan stories based on 

manga and anime.  
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Casual English in Manga/Anime Fan Fiction 

 

In considering the use of casual English in manga/anime fan fiction, 

responses to my survey focused mainly on the use of casual English in 

character speech patterns:  

 

I think of dialogue in fanfic as being translated from the 

original language (Dev, my italics). 

 

When I use slang, I tend to imagine it as a ‘translation’ from 

the original Japanese the [characters] should be using 

(Yolanda). 

 

Given that characters in fan fiction tend to already exist in the canon of the 

source text which they are appropriated from, their speech patterns have 

already been established, and it is the fan writer’s task to translate these 

accurately, ‘to match both the tone and content of a character’s speech 

patterns, as well as may be in a different language’ (Carol). This is one of the 

reasons that fans prefer subtitled versions of anime instead of dubs: ‘as an 

author, I very much want to hear the patterns of the characters’ actual 

diction to get an accurate character voice’ (Ida). By that token, Naomi finds 

fan fiction that is based on translated canon ‘rarely satisfactory’: ‘it’s written 

from translations and dubs, so the voices usually sound off to me and the 

characters too often conceived from a western viewpoint’. 

However, a literal, word-for-word translation of colloquial Japanese or 

Japanese slang into English might not carry the same weight as in the 

original. As Carol illustrates, ‘“fuck me” … is the best I have found for “yaru” 

since “do me”, a better “literal” translation, sounds far too corny in English 

and doesn’t convey the right urgency’. A literal or ‘formal’ translation of ‘yaru’ 

as ‘do me’ does not communicate the equivalent sense of meaning which the 

former has in the original Japanese text. Without adjusting to accommodate 

this incompatibility, this ‘formal’ translation ‘distorts the grammatical and 

stylistic patterns of the receptor language’.42 As Tarla puts it, 

 

                                                 
42 Eugene Nida and C.R.Taber, The Theory and Practice of Translation (Leiden: 

E. J. Brill, 1969) 201. 
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good translation pays more attention to the atmosphere, not 

the strict literal meaning, so if only words that translate 

directly into Japanese were used the writing would probably 

sound stilted and unnatural and probably not very faithful to 

the feel of the canon. 

 

Tarla’s preference that fan fiction as a ‘good translation’ should consider the 

‘atmosphere’ is echoed in the emphasis which other survey participants 

placed on the translation of the ‘feel’ or ‘tone’ of the source manga or anime 

text for the fan story: ‘the tone is extremely important – if we consider that 

we’re working with a translated medium, one of the key points of translation 

is getting the same feel and concepts across accurately’ (Ida). To that end, 

survey respondents preferred the use of what translation scholar Eugene 

Nida terms a ‘naturalness of expression’43 in fan fiction; in Tarla’s words, ‘it’s 

much more natural to just write it as if [the characters are] speaking English’. 

 Given this preference for a ‘naturalness of expression’, and bearing in 

mind that fan fiction characters tend to already have established speech 

patterns, casual English in fan stories should logically be a translation of 

colloquial Japanese or Japanese slang as used by characters in the source 

manga or anime text so that they continue to remain ‘in character’ and are 

thereby recognisable to readers in the fandom. This logic is certainly 

supported by survey respondents: 

 

If the slang is a good translation or equivalent of something 

the character says or would probably say in Japanese, then it 

fits in fine (Carol). 

 

If it’s on about the same level of colloquialism the character 

speaks at, if it sounds like something they’d say but 

anglicized, I don’t have a problem with it. Actually, I think it 

often sounds more natural (Tarla).  

 

If one takes the original Japanese text as the ‘canonical basis’ 

for fan fiction, the true equivalent of a line of dialogue is not 

the direct, literal translation, but what that character would 

                                                 
43 Eugene Nida, Towards a Science of Translating (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1964) 

159. 
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have said were s/he speaking in English. If the character is a 

speaker of colloquial, slangy Japanese, they should optimally 

be rendered as a speaker of colloquial, slangy English in fan 

fiction (Teresa).    

 

In this approach to casual English in fan fiction, fans evince a preference for 

a more fluent story narrative, and the domesticating tendencies which 

characterise it: as Venuti notes, ‘the phrase “naturalness of expression” 

signals the importance of a fluent strategy to this theory of translation, and 

in Nida’s work it is obvious that fluency involves domestication’.44 In this 

sense, the aversion to a directly literal translation in favour of a more natural 

expression renders a fan story fluent to the extent that, for fan readers, ‘it fits 

[in] so naturally … with our own mental vocabulary that native speakers 

don’t really notice’ (Nic). Fan writers likewise exercise this ‘mental vocabulary’ 

in writing their fan stories: ‘I try to create a voice that readers can relate to – 

and there’s times when I do it without thinking. I tend to write as I speak, 

and since I’m American, I sound like it!’ (Barb).  

Despite such broad support from survey respondents for the use of 

casual English in dialogue, others sounded a note of caution. For example, 

Naomi, who is fluent in Japanese, is sensitive to the way language can evolve 

over time, 45 and finds the use of casual English in fan fiction based on 

manga and anime jarring for this reason: 

 

The Japanese colloquialisms I read in manga are much more 

fixed and unvarying than the ephemeral English buzzwords 

they get translated into. The former stay the same for decades; 

the latter change every five years if not oftener. Translating a 

standard Japanese slang word that’s been the same since the 

1950’s at least … with a word known only to eighteen year old 

Americans now is more than irritating, it’s wrong. 

 

Some fans also demonstrated an awareness of the pluricentric nature of 

English as a language that has ‘become locally adapted and institutionalized 

to create different varieties of English (different Englishes) around the 

                                                 
44 Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility 21. 
45 See Hans Henrich Hock and Brian Joseph, Language History, Language 

Change, and Language Relationship: an Introduction to Historical and Comparative 
Linguistics (Berlin: Walter D. Gruyter, 1996). 
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world’,46 and of how this awareness can have a bearing on the reading and 

writing of fan fiction. As someone who speaks American English, Olivia notes 

that as a fan reader, she is more prone to notice the use of British English in 

fan fiction because she is not as used to it: ‘Britishisms tend to jump out at 

me more than American slang. Because I speak American English, it’s more 

or less transparent to me, but I do occasionally find myself wondering why 

characters in certain anime fics sound British’. Olivia’s use of the term 

‘transparent’ is noteworthy given transparency’s prominence as a concept 

that informs Venuti’s critique of fluent translations; American English, 

familiar to Olivia as the language of her culture, produces in the fan story 

‘the illusory effect of transparency that simultaneously masks its status as 

an illusion: the translated text seems “natural”, i.e., not translated’.47 

Tarla, on the other hand, reinforces her stance as a partial translator 

by defending her preference for British or Australian English in her fan 

stories through her emphasis on the ‘imprecise’ nature of fan fiction as a 

partial translation: 

 

I know sometimes people find it weird when I use 

colloquialisms specific to Britain or Australia, since those are 

‘dialects’ and the Japanese isn’t, but I don’t consider them 

particularly dialectical. It’s translation, it’s not precise, so it 

doesn’t matter where the English dialect comes from. It’s not 

like Australian speech is equivalent to a certain Japanese 

dialect, after all. 

 

Other fans opt for what might be viewed as ‘a neutral international, 

inter-cultural term’, 48 one that either applies to all situations or none at all: ‘I 

avoid [English colloquialisms] unless I can find a neutral or Japanese 

equivalent. They sound unwieldy and rather American-ish otherwise’ 

(Jessica). As Freda illustrates, ‘“mate”, for example, tends to be extremely 

British/American, and doesn’t really fit a Japanese character. “Yo”, on the 

other hand, is universal enough to be used’.  

                                                 
46 Alastair Pennycock, “Beyond Homogeny and Heterogeny,” The Politics of 

English as a World Language: New Horizons in Postcolonial Cultural Studies, ed. 
Christian Mair (Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 2003) 8. 

47 Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility 5. 
48 Peter Newmark, About Translation (Clevedon: Multilingual Matters, 1991) 

168. 
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As survey responses have illustrated, fans view the incorporation of 

casual English into manga/anime fan fiction as another operation of 

translation whereby fans are translating Japanese slang into casual English 

for their fan stories. Indeed, it is clear that many manga and anime fans 

continue to engage with processes of translation that extend beyond the 

consumption of source texts to include the fan practices of reading and 

writing fan fiction. This translation of manga and anime source texts into 

English-language fan fiction involves fans negotiating ideas of cross-cultural 

adaptability and authenticity. Within this framework, I have described fan 

fiction as an instance of partial translation, which expresses moments of 

untranslated Japaneseness. On the one hand, I have suggested that such 

instances of Japaneseness could be understood as a foreignisation strategy. 

On the other hand, many of the fans in my survey rejected the ‘mannered’ 

references to Japaneseness which the examples of the sweatdrop and 

Japanese language in fan fiction represent, preferring fan fiction narratives 

that read more ‘fluently’ or ‘naturally’. In both instances, however, I have 

demonstrated how fan strategies and opinions are formed with regard to the 

perceived ‘Japaneseness’ of manga and anime, and through considerations of 

how best to negotiate and communicate that Japaneseness in the context of 

translation processes. Above all, the decisions which survey participants 

made and the preferences which they expressed in relation to the translation 

of manga and anime for fan fiction highlight the fan writer’s stance as a 

partial translator who makes subjective evaluations in fan reading and 

writing practices. The next two chapters will demonstrate these conclusions 

through an analysis of selected fan fiction texts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 142

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 143

 

Chapter Five 

Translating the Historical Narrative: Rurouni Kenshin 

 

My approach to fan fiction as translation is characterised by an 

underlying concept of flows, or the movements which the process entails, 

whether it is between languages, between the manga and anime for a 

particular series, or between manga/anime texts and fan fiction. Such flows 

are also intertextual by nature since the translation of a manga or anime text 

into fan fiction not only takes into account both the fan writer and the fan 

story’s relation to the source canon, but also the wider fan community and 

the fantext which surrounds the source text. Accordingly, in this chapter, I 

focus on how the workings of translation are manifested at multiple levels of 

discourse in a fan fiction text based on the series Rurouni Kenshin, and also 

reemphasise the intertextual relationship between the fan story and canon as 

well as between these texts and the larger body of fandom.  

Rurouni Kenshin Meiji Kenkaku Romantan is a manga and anime series 

by Watsuki Nobuhiro which takes place against the backdrop of 1870s Japan 

in the years following the Meiji Restoration. The series protagonist is Himura 

Kenshin, an exceptional swordsman who earned himself the notorious title 

hitokiri battousai, which very loosely translates into ‘the manslayer of the 

sword-drawing technique’, for his legendary success as an assassin. After the 

establishment of the Meiji government, however, Kenshin renounces his old 

ways, and instead takes to carrying a sakabatou, a blade with a reversed 

edge that cannot cut or pierce deeply. He becomes a rurouni, a wandering 

samurai with no master, travelling without purpose until he eventually 

encounters Kamiya Kaoru, a headstrong but empathetic young woman who 

persuades him to stay and help out at her dōjō or martial arts school. In the 

course of the story, they meet new friends and allies who fight alongside 

Kenshin as he is drawn into a series of conflicts with new and old enemies, in 

which he struggles to fight without breaking his vow to no longer kill. 

Rurouni Kenshin is well-placed to demonstrate the operation of 

translation at multiple levels of discourse. For example, Kenneth Hodges uses 

the Rurouni Kenshin anime as a case study to examine the technological 

advances that have boosted fansubbing activity, and the socio-economic 

impact which this process has had on both commercial distributors and 
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audiences.1 He also examines the domestication of anime for American 

audiences and analyses the transformation of historical forms into a new 

medium. This latter form of translation is manifest in two related ways: the 

first is the shift from writing and oration as ‘traditional bases for history and 

cultural self-examination’2 to anime as a modern and stylistically distinct 

medium. The second is the translation of specific historical narratives for 

both manga and anime as popular culture. My understanding of the concept 

of history in this context is not as a fixed discourse; in the same way that the 

fans in my study have differentiated between ‘authentic’ and ‘inauthentic’ 

uses of Japaneseness in fan fiction, historians make judgements concerning 

‘appropriate’ and ‘inappropriate’ interpretations of ‘facts’. And like the fantext 

which surrounds a fan object, historical narratives are being constantly 

revised or reinterpreted, which contributes to the view of history as a fluid 

and dynamic narrative form. By analysing the fan story An Unexpected 

Lesson by fan author Conspirator, this chapter explores how Japanese 

historical narratives – in all their shifting complexity – have been translated 

to serve the purpose of the fan fiction text. 

 

Transformation and Transition in Rurouni Kenshin 

 

The translation of traditional forms for a new medium as described by 

Hodges is characterised by the transformation of one cultural form into 

another, be it literary and oral practices into an audiovisual medium, or a 

historical narrative for popular culture. This transformation metaphor is also 

the underlying theme of the Rurouni Kenshin series. Rurouni Kenshin is a 

narrative that is shaped by the notion of landscapes and characters in 

transition. The story takes place after the Meiji Restoration, which refers to a 

series of notable Japanese events that occurred around the mid-nineteenth 

century and eventually culminated in the upheaval and transformation of the 

country’s socio-political system. Rurouni Kenshin is set eleven years into this 

new Meiji era, when Japan was still making the gradual transformation from 

a feudal to a capitalist nation. This was a period when Japan was becoming 

increasingly open to the West, and the country was taking its first steps into 

an era of rapid modernisation. It was thus a time of political and social 

                                                 
1 Kenneth Hodges, “Drawing on tradition: translation, martial arts, and 

Japanese anime in America,” Genre 36/1-2 (2003) 180-210. 
2 Hodges 196. 
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instability, with Japan still coming to terms with the collapse of an old regime 

and the people learning to adapt to a new one.  

The Rurouni Kenshin narrative translates the ‘general historical 

concerns’ of this period of transition – ‘westernization, displaced aristocrats, 

disrupted tradition – into the personal concerns of extraordinary characters, 

making abstract struggles literal, personal fights’.3 This condition is 

exemplified in the portrayal of Kenshin’s tenuous relationship with Saitou 

Hajime, a character who is based on an actual figure in Japanese history. 

Saitou is most well known for being the third unit captain of the 

Shinsengumi, a renowned samurai group that supported and defended the 

shogunate during the Bakumatsu, which were the final, tumultuous years of 

the late Edo period leading up to the Meiji Restoration. Kenshin, on the other 

hand, belongs to the Ishin Shinshi, the historical group of imperial loyalists 

who acted against the ruling Tokugawa shogunate and laid the foundations 

for the new Meiji government. 

The national ideals represented by the Ishin Shishi and Shinsengumi 

respectively are exemplified in the characters of Kenshin and Saitou, two 

highly skilled swordsmen who become adversaries by virtue of their opposing 

loyalties. After the Meiji Restoration, however, the circumstances of both 

characters change, reflecting the uncertain conditions of a society in flux. 

Haunted by past tragedies, Kenshin renounces killing after the Bakumatsu, 

and becomes a wandering vagabond with no true destination or purpose, the 

placid and amiable nature which he cultivates during this time belying the 

killer he once was. His personal transformation reflects a larger picture of the 

decline of the samurai class in a society struggling to adapt to new socio-

political policies. But though Kenshin has abandoned his life as an assassin, 

he continues to carry a sword (albeit with a reversed blade), a last symbol of 

the old order in which he once participated. This creates some difficulties for 

him, given a mandate by the new government which abolished the right for 

unauthorised individuals to carry swords in public. Where the presence of 

swords was once taken for granted as a symbol of status and strength, 

Kenshin’s sakabatou is viewed with mistrust by passer-bys, and he is 

harassed by police officers on several occasions for carrying it in public. 

After the dissolution of the Shinsengumi following the collapse of the 

Tokugawa shogunate, Saitou, on the other hand, is recruited as a police 

officer and spy by the same government he had been fighting to prevent from 
                                                 

3 Hodges 199. 
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coming to power. The transformation of Japan’s military structure from the 

samurai class into a Western-style conscripted army is distinctively 

expressed in the two forms of attire which Saitou wears in the series. His old 

Shinsengumi uniform shown in flashbacks, which is a haori (Japanese-style 

thigh-length jacket) and hakama (worn like a loose-flowing skirt or trousers) 

over a kimono, has been turned in for a close-fitting soldier’s uniform in the 

Western style, comprising a long-sleeved short jacket and trousers. Despite 

the shift in his loyalties, Saitou brings to his new position the original code of 

justice which the Shinsengumi adhered to: aku, soku, zan, which roughly 

translates into ‘kill evil instantly’. This is visually demonstrated in scenes 

from the series where Saitou’s Shinsengumi persona is juxtaposed onto his 

current self, and both images are drawn in identical poses when he assumes 

his trademark stance for his particular fighting technique. 

Both Kenshin and Saitou thus are individuals who have been 

displaced, their samurai traditions disrupted: Kenshin forsakes any form of 

permanent ties in favour of a vagabond life, while Saitou’s transition into his 

current position continues to be shaped by his past convictions. They meet 

for the first time in ten years, when Saitou is sent by a superior to ascertain 

whether Kenshin is still skilled enough to carry out a planned assassination 

of Shishio Makoto, a key antagonist in the series who plots to overthrow the 

Meiji government. During the encounter, Saitou mocks Kenshin for being 

weakened by his naïve resolution to stop killing, and for suppressing his 

warrior mentality as the hitokiri battousai. The latter refers to the way 

Kenshin, when he is at his most desperate or emotional in battle, can assume 

a colder and more ruthless demeanour, which in the series characterises his 

‘transformation’ into the battousai as an alter ego. In the anime, this 

transformation is marked by a change in the colour of his eyes, from violet to 

gold. Kenshin and Saitou eventually become cautious allies, however, when 

Kenshin agrees to help defeat Shishio. Indeed, Shishio’s ambition of crushing 

the fledgling Meiji government is itself a commentary on the dissatisfaction 

and uprisings that continued to dog the government in the early years of its 

establishment.  

In the series, Kenshin and Saitou’s relationship exists in a state of 

transition. They are no longer true adversaries, but are not quite friends as 

they work towards the common goal of thwarting Shishio’s plans and 

preserving what fragile peace and new order the Meiji government has 

instituted. By the end of the series, however, Kenshin finally decides to give 
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up his wandering ways in favour of making a new home with Kaoru. To 

complete this transition in his life, he feels that his old rivalry with Saitou, as 

the last unresolved link to his past, needs to finally be settled, and he issues 

a last battle challenge to the other man. 

Saitou, however, does not respond to the challenge – he tells his 

underling at the police station that the man he wanted to fight is the hitokiri 

battousai, who is now no more, thus acknowledging the transformation in 

Kenshin’s nature. Later, Kenshin discovers that Saitou has been transferred 

to another department, dropping out of his life never to reappear, ‘together 

with that one justice I never met again, Aku Soku Zan’.4 The tenuous rivalry 

of their relationship is thus never resolved, suspended in transition forever. 

In his portrayal of Kenshin and Saitou’s relationship against the 

backdrop of Meiji Japan, Watsuki Nobuhiro draws on well-known Japanese 

historical narratives to inform his creative imagining of Rurouni Kenshin. In 

this regard, Nobuhiro exercises the capabilities of a partial translator: in the 

same way that fan writers choose only the elements of canon they need or 

want from canon for their fan fiction, Nobuhiro appropriated elements from a 

particular historical narrative, namely the Meiji Restoration, for the purpose 

of his work. For example, Kenshin is depicted as a prominent and notorious 

member of the Ishin Shishi, but he is nevertheless a fictional character, who 

is made even more remarkable by his distinctive long red hair and a cross-

shaped scar on his cheek. And while Saitou may be modelled on a real-life 

historical figure, the specific aku, soku, zan code which he subscribes to and 

his infamous Gatotsu fighting technique are fictional constructs in the series.  

This blend of recognised history and creative fiction is likewise 

reflected in the way fan author Conspirator creatively reinterprets canon 

characters or events in Rurouni Kenshin to inform her fan story An 

Unexpected Lesson. At the same time, Conspirator also supplements her 

expansion of the Rurouni Kenshin canon with her own interpretation of the 

historical events that took place during the Meiji Restoration which, as the 

next section will demonstrate, has the effect of drawing various intertextual 

links between canon, the fan story and the fan community. 

 

 

                                                 
4 Maigo-chan, “Volume Twenty-Eight – Toward a New Age,” Rurouni Kenshin 

Manga Translations, 14 Jul. 2002. 21 Aug. 2009 <http://www.maigo-
chan.org/rk28_252.htm>. 
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An Unexpected Lesson by Conspirator 

 

An Unexpected Lesson5 is a 108 000 word fan story by fan writer 

Conspirator which consists of twelve chapters and an epilogue. Where 

Hodges identified an operation of translation in the shift from literary and 

oral forms of storytelling into the audiovisual nature of anime, An Unexpected 

Lesson is illuminating in that the narrative structure and formatting 

conventions which Conspirator adopts for the fan story demonstrate a 

converse process in which fan fiction translates the audiovisual technical and 

stylistic presentation of an anime episode into a textual form.  

An anime episode commonly unfolds as such: some series episodes 

will begin with a brief recap of the previous episode; others will show a short, 

climactic scene that is going to happen later in that particular episode. This 

is followed by the opening sequence; set to song, the opening is styled in the 

fashion of a music video, which visually introduces the main characters and 

includes the title screen for the series. At the end of the episode, whether 

before or after the closing sequence, a montage of clips from the next episode 

is shown, sometimes with the words ‘To be continued’ or ‘Next episode’, to 

entice viewers into watching the episode when it becomes available. In the 

translation of these anime conventions for fan fiction, each chapter of 

Conspirator’s fan story might be likened to an anime episode. They are all 

structured in a similar way: each one begins with one or two short sentences 

that either reflects on what has happened in the previous chapter, or more 

commonly, gives teasing hints about what to expect in the current chapter 

without giving away overly much. For example,  

 

Events cause Kenshin to reveal much more about himself than 

he would like.6 

 

Kenshin has already been recognized once as the Hitokiri 

Battousai … Can he keep that from happening again …?7 

 

In some of the chapters, Conspirator also supplies a list of the original 

characters which she has created for the fan fiction and their roles in it – this 

                                                 
5 Conspirator, “An Unexpected Lesson,” Fanfiction.net, 2004. 30 May 2009 

<http://www.fanfiction.net/s/1768089/1/An_Unexpected_Lesson>. 
6 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 7. 
7 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 8. 
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is for the edification of fan readers who might have forgotten who these 

characters are in between irregular chapter updates of the fan story. This 

description of the characters can be equated to the character introductions 

which occur in the opening of an anime episode. Likewise, the title screen in 

the opening sequence is also translated in An Unexpected Lesson into a set of 

introductory headings, in bold font and centred on the webpage, which 

comprise the title of the fan fiction, the fan author’s name, and the chapter 

number.   

 At the same time, Conspirator also observes common fan writing 

conventions. For example, after the chapter teaser, Conspirator states her 

disclaimer of ownership or copyright of the source text which the story is 

based on. At the end of each chapter, two sets of author’s notes are also 

included. The first is Conspirator’s, and the second is by Co-conspirator, who 

appears to act in the capacity of muse and beta reader.8 These authors’ notes 

contain various sorts of information, which include the motives and 

expectations that went into writing the fan story, or explanations of 

particular plot devices used. Furthermore, in a manner that is related to but 

slightly different from the way the closing credits of an anime episode 

acknowledge the individuals who have contributed to its production, 

Conspirator uses the author’s notes at the end of a story chapter to thank 

fan readers who have left comments on her fan fiction, many of whom she 

specifically acknowledges by name. Finally, each chapter ends with a ‘Next 

chapter’ caption which serves the same purpose as the ‘Next episode’ 

segment at the end of an anime episode, hinting at what to expect in the 

story chapter to follow: 

 

Next chapter: Kenshin … finds himself the object of suspicion, 

and encounters someone who brings up unwelcome memories 

of his past.9 

                                                 
8 The beta reader in fan fiction communities is similar to an informal editor – 

the role of the beta reader is to provide feedback and constructive criticism on a fan 
story to the fan writer before the story is made available for the general fan 
readership. A beta reader will ‘read the [fan fiction] as a draft and will offer feedback 
and suggestions for improvement on all aspects of the story, from narrative structure 
and characterization to grammar and spelling.’ From Angelina I. Karpovich, “The 
Audience as Editor: The Role of Beta Readers in Online Fan Fiction Communities,” 
Fan fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet, eds. Karen Hellekson and 
Kristina Busse (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland and Company, 2006) 174. 

9 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 1. 
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Next chapter: The plot thickens!! A challenge is issued, the 

actors are stirring, and the truth begins to unravel.10 

 

 This translation of an anime episode into a fan fiction text is also 

reflected in the way Conspirator has chosen to incorporate particular anime 

visual cues into her fan story. For example:  

 

If anyone had seen the two walking, all they would have noticed 

was a man leading a woman with an exceedingly grim 

expression on her face and a black cloud hovering over her 

well-coiffed head.11  

 

Hearts were now streaming from Sae’s eyes as she clutched the 

autographed card to her chest.12 

 

Like the example of the sweatdrop discussed in Chapter Four, the cloud and 

the hearts are certainly not meant to be literal. As can be inferred from the 

context of the statements, the cloud is an indication of irritation, while the 

hearts express an infatuation with something. These are common visual 

symbols which manga and anime fan readers will recognise in the fan story 

as they are used across many manga and anime texts. Furthermore, there 

are other visual cues which Conspirator has translated for An Unexpected 

Lesson that fans of the Rurouni Kenshin series in particular can appreciate. 

In the story’s epilogue, for example, Megumi, one of the characters in 

Kenshin’s ensemble of friends, sprouts ‘little fox ears’ on a couple of 

occasions, in the same way that she is frequently depicted as doing in the 

original manga and anime series. The fox features prominently in Japanese 

mythology and folklore; in Japanese popular culture, the animal is typically a 

symbol of slyness or playfulness. In Rurouni Kenshin, the fox ears act as a 

visual marker of the sly or teasing aspect of Megumi’s nature, which Rurouni 

Kenshin fans will instantly recognise in Conspirator’s fan story.  

At the level of the story, the translation of Rurouni Kenshin for An 

Unexpected Lesson is an example of fan fiction filling the gaps in canon. The 

                                                 
10 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 9. 
11 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 5. 
12 An Unexpected Lesson, Epilogue. 



 

 151

story takes place three years after the end of the Bakumatsu and seven more 

before Kenshin’s first meeting with Kaoru, the latter marking the beginning of 

the Rurouni Kenshin series proper; this is a span of ten years that was not 

explored in series canon. During this interim, Kenshin underwent a personal 

transformation, so much so that very few people can believe at first that he is 

the legendary hitokiri battousai, a fact which Kenshin never reveals about 

himself unless he is forced to. Instead, he is introduced at the beginning of 

the series as a mild-mannered and clumsy person, the good-natured butt of 

jokes and the victim of light bullying by his friends. Unless he is forced to 

wield his sword, Kenshin avoids fighting whenever he can, and is content to 

spend his days performing household chores for Kaoru such as the laundry 

and shopping. 

Like the canon narrative, An Unexpected Lesson is motivated by a 

discourse of transformation. In the fan story, Conspirator creates a new 

narrative to explain how the change in Kenshin’s disposition might have 

come about during his early years as a rurouni: 

 

What happened to Kenshin during his wandering years to 

change him from the cold, efficient killer that was Battousai 

into the somewhat bumbling wanderer that characterizes him 

as the rurouni? He must have learned that from somewhere! 

Here’s my take on how the transformation came about.13 

 

Conspirator’s decision to write An Unexpected Lesson as a prequel gives her 

ample room to develop a fairly expansive narrative – given that events of the 

original series have yet to happen, the story’s main association to canon is in 

the character of Kenshin and the landscape of Meiji Japan as represented in 

the series. The transformation in Kenshin’s nature hence is significantly 

informed by the same ideas of historical reinterpretation and the concerns of 

a society in transition which underlie the translation of Japanese history into 

a popular narrative in the original series.  

In the fan story, Kenshin chances upon a family of kabuki or Japanese 

theatre actors on a mountain road, whose wagon has overturned and severely 

injured one of their members. After lending his assistance, Kenshin is 

persuaded by the family to travel with them as a security escort and later, to 

fill in temporarily as an actor for the man who was wounded in the wagon 
                                                 

13 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 1. 
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mishap. During his time with them, Kenshin is understandably reluctant to 

reveal the nature of his past. This becomes the focus of the story in later 

chapters, when events unfold in such a way that makes it increasingly 

difficult for Kenshin to hide the truth. At the same time, he picks up a few 

tricks from his brief stint in acting which in the long run help to divert 

attention from himself and dispel any suspicion about him being the hitokiri 

battousai. 

As a prequel set just three years after the Bakumatsu, An Unexpected 

Lesson takes place in a period during which the reforms brought about by 

the Meiji government were still so new that they had yet to fully sink into the 

local mindset, and the people were still adjusting to a new political era. In 

Conspirator’s fan story, this sense of historical transition is reinforced by the 

motif of travel and the geographical displacement which it entails. Since the 

end of the Bakumatsu, Kenshin has been wandering and helping people in 

need whenever he can. He is always on the move, unable to settle in one 

place for long even if he wanted to, since his red hair and the cross-shaped 

scar on his cheek give away his identity to those who are familiar with the 

description of the hitokiri battousai. Likewise, the kabuki family which 

Kenshin encounters is making the journey from its base in Kagoshima, 

capital of the Satsuma domain, to the city of Miyazaki, to perform at the 

behest of the governor of the prefecture, Shimazu Hisamitsu. 

The travel narrative which Conspirator has developed here is informed 

by a deep sense of the historical and political transformation that was taking 

place during this time. Conspirator prefaces the first chapter with a 

description of the chapter’s setting, as ‘somewhere in the mountains of the 

former Satsuma domain, Fall 1871’.14 This is an allusion to the Meiji 

government’s abolition of the feudal domain structure in the same year. 

Nevertheless, the characters in the fan story continue to make direct, casual 

reference to the Satsuma domain; in her author’s note, Conspirator reasons 

that, while ‘the domains were abolished and renamed in 1870-71 … I’m 

figuring that old habits die hard and people were still using the old names in 

general conversation’.15  

This is juxtaposed against a later scene in the sixth chapter of the 

story, when the kabuki troupe seek shelter at a town, and are instead met 

with aggressive suspicion, following a recent attack on some town members 

                                                 
14 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 1. 
15 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 1. 
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by gangsters. The family patriarch assures the townspeople that their group 

is harmless, and explains why they have travelled so far from Kagoshima: 

‘[w]e have been commanded by Shimazu Hisamitsu, governor of this 

prefecture, to present a performance at the Miyazaki Shrine’.16 This is a 

reference to the Meiji Government’s abolition of the feudal domains to be 

replaced with a prefecture system of government. The end of the feudal era 

also saw the end of the reign of the daimyo, or feudal lords, who were 

replaced by governors that were appointed to each prefecture. Shimazu 

Hisamitsu himself is a real-life historical figure who featured prominently in 

this transition from the Bakumatsu to the Meiji Restoration. A prominent 

daimyo of the revolution who proved instrumental in overthrowing the 

Tokugawa shogunate, he became a governor under the new government. In 

An Unexpected Lesson, he continues to be addressed as both, even in the 

same breath: ‘Himura-san, no one gives up an audience with a governor, 

especially the one who showers favors upon us! You’ve probably never met a 

daimyo before, but really, it’s nothing to be afraid of’.17 The acknowledgement 

of new traditions alongside continued references to old ones in the fan story 

thus reflects a society in transition, and demonstrates a pronounced 

awareness of the historical transformation that was only just starting to 

become familiar to the Japanese people following the establishment of the 

Meiji government.  

The care which Conspirator has taken to emulate the historical and 

cultural distinctiveness of this period in Japan is also reflected in the way 

she has translated the Japanese language for use in An Unexpected Lesson. 

Conspirator incorporates a number of Japanese words into her story; at the 

end of each chapter, she includes a list of Japanese terms and words as they 

have appeared in the chapter and their English definitions. An examination 

of these words as they are used in fan fiction will illustrate how the fan writer 

as a partial translator makes certain translation decisions that ultimately are 

meant to contribute towards a fan story that reads as ‘authentically’ similar 

as possible to the series canon upon which it is based. 

The compilation of Japanese terms and their meanings as they are 

used in each chapter covers a range of subject matter that can be roughly 

sorted into two groups. The first comprises straightforward translations of 

simple objects such as zori, which are ‘Japanese sandals’, and haori, a ‘warm 

                                                 
16 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 6. 
17 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 11. 
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coat’, to the explanation of Japanese socio-cultural concepts like kempo, 

which is ‘martial arts using the hands rather than swords’, or seppuku, a 

‘ritual suicide by disembowelment’. Instead of simply substituting some of 

the more mundane words, like haori, with ‘coat’ in the fan story, Conspirator 

uses Japanese. This serves to both indicate a particular Japanese style of 

coat that non-Japanese readers may not be familiar with, and to highlight 

the distinctly Japanese setting of the story. This can be compared to the 

kimono, a term that non-Japanese societies have become accustomed to, and 

which instantly brings to mind the particular dress style unique to Japan. 

Tellingly, while Conspirator does use the word kimono in her story, she does 

not bother to offer a definition of it – the assumption here is that her readers 

are already aware of the term’s meaning, as well as how it is inextricably 

linked to perceptions of Japanese culture. 

In this category of Japanese words we might also include the spoken 

dialogue of the characters, which cover common conversational terms like 

arigatou (‘thank you’) and gomen nasai (‘I’m sorry’). Kenshin’s speech 

patterns in particular are worth noting. Kenshin uses an uncommon style of 

address that is more formal and self-effacing in tone; he uses the word 

sessha, an archaic form of ‘I’, which Conspirator explains as meaning ‘this 

unworthy one’.18 Additionally, in place of the predicate desu that in Japanese 

is used at the end of the sentence, Kenshin uses the more archaic de gozaru 

yo. In licensed English subtitled versions of Rurouni Kenshin, this phrase is 

translated into ‘I say this’ or ‘that I do’, which Hodges argues is more ‘casual 

and perhaps provincial’ compared to the ‘formal or antique’19 style which it is 

meant to express in the original Japanese. While Conspirator defines ‘de 

gozaru yo’ as ‘an archaic version of “desu”’, she also observes that the phrase 

is ‘usually translated in the manga as “that I am”’.20 Presumably Conspirator 

here is referring to licensed manga translations; this is strongly inferred in 

her reference to an American publishing company at the beginning of the first 

chapter of An Unexpected Lesson, when she writes ‘Thank you, Viz, for 

putting out the English translation of the Rurouni Kenshin manga!’ The 

statement also implies Conspirator’s dependence on these translations for a 

                                                 
18 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 2. Used only by males, sessha is a ‘humble 

and polite’ way of referring to one’s self. From Maciamo, “Personal Pronouns in 
Japanese,” Japan Reference, 2 Nov. 2009 
<http://www.jref.com/language/japanese_personal_pronouns.shtml>. 

19 Hodges 201. 
20 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 2.  
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comprehension of the series. Nevertheless, Conspirator has significantly 

chosen not to base her story on these particular translations; in her capacity 

as a partial translator, Conspirator has instead chosen to preserve the 

peculiarities of Kenshin’s style of speech in his otherwise English dialogue in 

An Unexpected Lesson. This is recognisably a translation strategy designed to 

highlight the foreignness of Kenshin’s speech, which in turn contributes to 

an awareness of the foreignness (or Japaneseness, in this case) of the series 

which the fan fiction is based on.   

The second set of Japanese terms which Conspirator explains at the 

end of each chapter are the historical names and events used in her fan 

story, like the Ishin Shishi, Bakumatsu and Shimazu Hisamitsu. In contrast 

to the translation of Japanese objects and concepts, this second set of 

Japanese terms as used in An Unexpected Lesson require further elaboration 

beyond the straightforward translation of Japanese into English. The given 

translations in this case serve as more than just a linguistic translation of 

dictionary definitions; instead, they are a broader exercise in the cultural 

translation of Japanese historical and socio-cultural discourse. By compiling 

their meanings in a separate list, Conspirator avoids unnecessary exposition 

in the body of the story which would disrupt its narrative flow. These 

definitions are short and concise, giving fan readers just enough information 

to understand their use in every story chapter. At the same time, it is worth 

mentioning how a cross-chapter examination of these definitions can reflect a 

translation of Japanese history that does not rely just on its adaptation into 

the textual prose of the fan story. For example, we learn from these chapter 

appendices that the Bakumatsu is ‘the civil war that pitted the Ishin Shishi 

against the Shogunate’,21 the Ishin Shishi being ‘the anti-shogunate rebels 

during the Bakumatsu’.22 The Ishin Shishi suffered its share of loss, such as 

at Ikedaya, which involved the ‘massacre of Ishin Shishi leaders by the 

Shinsengumi at the Ikedaya Inn in June 1864’,23 before finally sealing their 

victory at the battle of Toba Fushimi, which was ‘the decisive battle in 

January 1868 that effectively ended the Shogunate’.24 By drawing together 

these various explanations intertextually, An Unexpected Lesson offers a 

unique and indirect approach to the translation of historical narratives about 

the Meiji Restoration for fan fiction. 

                                                 
21 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 1. 
22 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 5. 
23 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 5. 
24 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 3. 
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Each list of Japanese words and their English meanings is specific to 

the chapter in which it appears. As such, some of these words will be 

repeated despite having already been defined in earlier chapters. This is for 

the convenience of fan readers, to reacquaint them with the Japanese terms 

as they might have forgotten them in the lapse between chapter updates for 

the fan story. But Conspirator does not always give the exact same definition 

each time; hence, by examining these meanings across story chapters, we 

might derive a fuller translation of a particular Japanese concept. This is 

exemplified in the historical figure of Shimazu Hisamitsu whom Conspirator 

has incorporated into her fan story. Below are some of the explanations 

which Conspirator gives in her fan story in relation to Shimazu:  

 

Shimazu: the daimyo family of Satsuma25 

 

Shimazu clan: the Shimazu family had been the daimyos of 

Satsuma for nearly three hundred years26 

 

Shimazu Hisamitsu: He was the daimyo of Satsuma, who was 

made governor when the Meiji government created the 

prefecture system27 

 

Shimazu-sama: Lord Shimazu, formerly the daimyo of 

Satsuma, now the governor of the new prefecture of Satsuma28 

 

Analysing the scattered information given across chapters, we can condense 

them into a single, coherent statement about Shimazu Hisamitsu: that his 

family had been the daimyos of Satsuma for almost three centuries until the 

establishment of the Meiji government, after which Hisamitsu, as the current 

daimyo, was made governor in the new prefecture system. This statement is 

further supplemented by additional information that further enhances a fan 

reader’s understanding of the Japanese cultural context: ‘daimyo’, as 

                                                 
25 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 2. 
26 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 4. 
27 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 6. 
28 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 8. 
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Conspirator explains, is the ‘Japanese equivalent of a feudal lord’,29 while the 

suffix ‘–sama’ is ‘the honorific for “lord”’.30 

To reiterate, An Unexpected Lesson illustrates how manga and anime 

as Japanese cultural artefacts might be translated into English-language fan 

fiction. At the level of narrative discourse, the fan story as a partial 

translation which expresses moments of untranslated Japaneseness is most 

prominently represented in the use of particular Japanese words and 

phrases. Some of this Japanese vocabulary refer to simple objects and 

Japanese socio-cultural concepts, while some are characteristic of the 

Rurouni Kenshin canon, like Kenshin’s use of ‘sessha’ and ‘de gozaru yo’. As a 

partial translator, it is Conspirator as the fan author who makes evaluative 

decisions about what and how the canon of a manga or anime series might 

be creatively reinterpreted or expanded on to best serve the plot of the fan 

fiction. In An Unexpected Lesson, this fan negotiation between canon and 

creativity takes on another level of sophistication when we consider other 

Rurouni Kenshin fan stories which Conspirator has written and her 

interaction with the canon as well as with other fan writers or fan fiction in 

the fandom. 

Apart from the obvious intertextual relationship between Conspirator’s 

fan story and Rurouni Kenshin canon, An Unexpected Lesson develops a 

separate ‘canon’ of Conspirator’s making, ‘canon’ once again taken to mean 

the narrative which a fan story draws on. For example, in An Unexpected 

Lesson, Kenshin befriends Baiko, an ex-soldier who has been hired by the 

kabuki family as a bodyguard. From the beginning Baiko is aware of 

Kenshin’s past as the hitokiri battousai, but rather than let the family know 

of the threat Kenshin could pose, Baiko instead helps him to keep his secret. 

He tells Kenshin this is because they have a mutual acquaintance in a man 

named Matsuo Hideaki, who was Baiko’s squad leader when he was a soldier 

with the early Meiji government. Matsuo had left an impression on Baiko, 

when he defended Kenshin against the tall tales which the rest of the squad 

had been telling about the hitokiri battousai. 

Matsuo is only mentioned in passing in the fan story; his association 

with Kenshin is not elaborated on beyond Kenshin remembering Matsuo 

‘from his first turbulent year in Kyoto’,31 when the man had been kind to him 

                                                 
29 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 1. 
30 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 7. 
31 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 1. 
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at a time when not many others were. This information is presented in a way 

that assumes foreknowledge on the reader’s part of past events involving 

Kenshin and Matsuo, in the same way that any fan fiction assumes that a 

fan reader is familiar with the canon upon which the story is based. But both 

Baiko and Matsuo do not appear in series canon – instead, Conspirator 

reveals in her author’s note that Matsuo is an original character whom she 

created for another Rurouni Kenshin fan story which she has written: ‘[if the 

name Matsuo of Chousu doesn’t ring any bells, that’s because he doesn’t 

appear anywhere in the manga or anime – only in a story I wrote awhile ago 

called Descent into Madness’.32 Conspirator makes a number of references to 

Descent into Madness in An Unexpected Lesson. For example, Kenshin 

recounts to Baiko his fictional participation in the Kinmon no Hen, which 

Conspirator notes is a real event that happened during the Bakumatsu: 

‘Kinmon no Hen really did happen during the summer of 1864 – I just 

happened to give Kenshin an important role in it. If you want to read the 

history of this incident, check out Chapter 15 of Descent’.33 At the same time, 

Descent into Madness is not the only fan story which Conspirator refers to in 

An Unexpected Lesson. The greengrocer Ko, who makes an appearance in the 

epilogue of the fan story, is a character created by Conspirator who first 

appeared in another Rurouni Kenshin story by Conspirator called In Search of 

Family. Hence, apart from the canon of the original Rurouni Kenshin series, 

Conspirator draws on other fan stories which she has written as other 

sources of existing knowledge, thereby demonstrating how the intertextual 

relationship between canon and a fan story can be extended to encompass 

other fan stories as well. 

Similarly, this intertextuality might also reference fan fiction by other 

fan writers. For example, the story narrative of An Unexpected Lesson is in 

one instance informed by a fan story by another writer. At the end of the last 

chapter, when Kenshin has finally parted ways with the kabuki family, he 

thinks about where he is going to go, and ‘turning his face towards the sun, 

he headed west to Choushu’.34 Yet series canon as Conspirator understands 

it appears to imply that Choushu would not be a preferred destination for 

Kenshin; she observes that towards the end of the Bakumatsu in the manga, 

Kenshin’s superior, Katsura Kogoro,  

                                                 
32 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 1. 
33 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 8. 
34 An Unexpected Lesson, Chapter 12. 
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asks Kenshin to return to Kyoto as a “mobile attacker” to 

protect the Ishin Shishi there from the constant attack of 

Bakufu forces. I took that to mean Kenshin was deployed only 

in the Kyoto area until the shogunate fell. I also figured that as 

a rurouni, he might have wanted to avoid Choushu because of 

the likelihood of running into former Choushu soldiers who 

would recognize him.35 

 

Despite this reasoning, Conspirator had Kenshin travel to Choushu at the 

end of An Unexpected Lesson: ‘at the end of this story, [Kenshin would] 

wander off to a province I figured he had never been to – Choushu’.36 This 

decision on Conspirator’s part is informed by another Rurouni Kenshin fan 

fiction titled The Choshu Chronicles written by another fan writer, 

Omasuoniwabanshi: ‘after reading that marvelous fic, how could anybody not 

assume that Kenshin was in Choushu during that Bakumatsu?’ 37 This 

support of another fan interpretation of the series as manifested in fan fiction 

expresses shades of the fanon concept, which is when certain story tropes or 

character features are perpetuated in fan fiction but are not completely 

supported or are even rejected in canon. In this case, Conspirator 

perpetuates Omasuoniwabanshi’s interpretation of a likely narrative outcome 

which is not addressed in canon. The translation of the Rurouni Kenshin 

series for An Unexpected Lesson is thus informed by various ‘canon’ 

narratives, through close and intertextual relationships with other fan stories 

in the fandom. As I have shown, while An Unexpected Lesson is based on the 

series canon, it also draws on the wider network of fan fiction in the Rurouni 

Kenshin fandom; on other Rurouni Kenshin stories by Conspirator as well as 

fan fiction by other fan writers. 

It is only fitting that I end my analysis of Conspirator’s fan story with a 

brief look at the epilogue. The epilogue takes place seven years after the 

events of An Unexpected Lesson, which now sets it within the timeline of the 

series. Bunjiro, who was a young boy when Kenshin first began to travel with 

the kabuki family, is now nineteen and a budding actor in his own right. 

While Kenshin’s time with the kabuki family had been short-lived, he left a 
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pronounced influence on Bunjiro, who had been a self-absorbed twelve-year-

old at the time. Discovering that Kenshin is in Kyoto, where Bunjiro’s parents 

now reside, the teenager decides to seek him out and tell him how much he 

appreciated Kenshin’s impact on his life. He finds Kenshin recuperating from 

his climactic battle against Shishio, and is pleased to see that Kenshin, who 

he had once perceived as alone and unhappy because of his past, now has 

friends who care for him more as a person than as the hitokiri battousai. 

The translation which Watsuki Nobuhiro began, of the Meiji 

Restoration as a particular Japanese historical narrative into the Rurouni 

Kenshin manga and anime series, is continued in Conspirator’s creative 

appropriation and adaptation of the series canon for her fan fiction An 

Unexpected Lesson. Specifically, the ideas of transformation and transition 

which have characterised the narrative of An Unexpected Lesson find some 

resolution in the story’s epilogue. Through the agency of Bunjiro, an original 

character created for the fan story, Conspirator shows how Kenshin, once a 

drifter wandering aimlessly through the unstable socio-political landscape of 

Meiji Japan, has found a place of belonging with loyal friends. At the same 

time, however, the ending of An Unexpected Lesson is also the beginning of a 

new story. From a fan studies perspective, while the fan story is complete, it 

remains in ongoing dialogue with the larger body of the fantext and fandom 

in general. Conspirator gives a cheeky nod to this notion when she 

recommends fan fiction by another writer in her final author’s notes: ‘If you 

want to know what happens next to Kenshin, then run (don’t walk) to Haku 

Baikou’s excellent “Recovery”, the story of what happens while he’s 

recuperating from his battle with Shishio’.38 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
38 An Unexpected Lesson, Epilogue. 
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Chapter Six 

Sailor Moon: Romancing the Shōjo 

 

 In writing fan fiction, fans engage with the challenge of writing 

creatively within the bounds of source canon. A view of fan fiction as both a 

process and product of translation lends a new dimension to fan fiction 

discourse which considers the significance of fan fiction as a space in which 

fan writers negotiate cross-cultural ideas, assumptions and values. This is 

borne out in my approach to manga/anime fan fiction as partial translations 

which, amongst other things, express moments of untranslated 

Japaneseness. As partial translators, the fan writers who responded to my 

survey demonstrated sophisticated and nuanced engagements with ideas of 

cross-cultural adaptability and authenticity in their writing and reading 

practices. In particular, they demonstrated an attentiveness to the ways in 

which notions of language and authenticity as they apply to a source manga 

or anime canon can influence the way fans read or write fan fiction. Generally 

speaking, while fans are committed to consistent portrayals of canon in their 

fan stories as much as possible, they evince an awareness that this is 

nevertheless a canon that has been translated in order to make it accessible 

to non-Japanese fans.  

 The two fan fiction texts discussed in this chapter, Darien’s View and 

Prelude to a Kiss, are fan stories by fan writer Jennifer Wand, which are 

based on the series Sailor Moon. The fan stories, however, draw on different 

versions of Sailor Moon canon that were created as a result of the translation 

of the series for non-Japanese audiences. Building on my thesis findings, this 

chapter will show how the nuances of translation from a source canon are 

manifested in fan fiction, and how a fan writer negotiates cross-cultural 

knowledge and values within this framework. 

  

Sailor Moon: The Shōjo in Translation 

 

The main protagonist of the Bishōjo Senshi Sērā Mūn, or ‘Pretty Soldier 

Sailor Moon’ series is Tsukino Usagi, a fourteen-year-old Japanese middle-

schooler who discovers her mystical powers as the heroine Sailor Moon. With 

the aid of her four friends who are also Sailor Senshi, or ‘Sailor Soldiers’, 
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Sailor Moon is charged with the responsibility of defending Earth from the 

Dark Kingdom. In this regard, Sailor Moon can be described as a mahou shōjo 

or ‘magical girl’ series, a subgenre of shōjo which is typically defined by a 

focus on young female protagonists who undergo magical transformations 

and have superhuman or magical abilities which they must use to fight the 

forces of evil. 

While the Japanese term shōjo most commonly translates simply into 

‘girl’, the concept has become increasingly prominent in modern Japanese 

discourse. The image of the shōjo first developed in late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century Japan as a state-sanctioned ideological discourse which 

advocated an image of modern Japanese femininity that was based on 

western ideas of womanhood and which reflected the values of the ryōsai 

kenbo, or ‘wise mothers, good wives’.39 Young women were exhorted to adopt 

a ‘shōjo ideal – the dream of becoming happy future brides isolated from the 

real-life public world outside the family’.40 Inherent in this formulation are 

ideas of romance, relationships and family which have carried into modern 

manga and anime as tropes common to the shōjo genre. Usagi, for example, 

embodies many of the qualities that have come to characterise the shōjo in 

manga and anime: she is a cute and pretty fourteen-year-old Japanese 

middle-schooler, cheerful and friendly but also clumsy and naïve, who 

daydreams about the boy she has a crush on, and enjoys shopping and 

spending time with her friends. Usagi also eventually falls in love with college 

student Chiba Mamoru, and the end of the Sailor Moon series offers a glimpse 

into their future, when they are married and have a daughter. 

The term shōjo in manga and anime also refers both to the aesthetic 

and narrative modes that have become characteristic of the genre, and to the 

female age demographic it is created for, which is loosely pre- to older 

teenage girls. Mizuki Takahashi and Deborah Shamoon, for example, have 

explored the close connections between prewar Japanese girls’ magazines 

and shōjo manga,41 the latter developing distinctive aesthetic and narrative 

styles derived from the former which aim to visually depict the negotiation of 

                                                 
39 Mizuki Takahashi, “Opening the Closed World of Shōjo Manga,” Japanese 

Visual Culture: Explorations in the World of Manga and Anime, ed. Mark W. 
MacWilliams (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2008) 116. 

40 Takahashi 116. 
41 Deborah Shamoon, “Situating the Shōjo in Shōjo Manga: Teenage Girls, 

Romance Comics, and Contemporary Japanese Culture,” Japanese Visual Culture: 
Explorations in the World of Manga and Anime, ed. Mark W. MacWilliams (New York: 
M.E. Sharpe, 2008) 137-54. 
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emotions or personal maturity that are some of the hallmarks of shōjo 

manga. In recent decades, shōjo has evolved into a more complex discourse 

of sex and gender that addresses the shōjo as ‘a certain kind of liminal 

identity between child and adult, characterized by a supposedly innocent 

eroticism based on sexual immaturity’.42 Shōjo has been closely identified 

with the kawaii or ‘cute’ phenomenon and fetishisation of the young female 

body; against the backdrop of Japanese modernisation, it has been 

‘rearticulated as a definitive feature of Japanese late-model, consumer 

capitalism’.43 As both fetishised object and mass consumer, the shōjo in this 

context is ‘not only a signifier of and for millennial capitalism but also its 

symptom’.44 

Since Sailor Moon’s debut in Japan as a manga in the early 1990s, the 

series has spawned a successful anime television show spanning five 

seasons, several animated movies, a live musical, and even a live action 

television series. Perhaps one reason for Sailor Moon’s extreme popularity in 

Japan is that Usagi can be both a regular girl and a super heroine at the 

same time, and girls ‘can see themselves equally in the flawed Usagi and the 

superenhanced Sailor Moon, which will encourage them to be both 

comfortable as girls and inspired to seek out careers or missions as adults 

unrestricted by their gender’.45 Additionally, Sailor Moon does not just fight 

evil, she looks good doing so; in their magical transformations, the Sailor 

Senshi don miniskirts and boots, as well as jewellery or accessories that 

become weapons for them to use. Thus, while Sailor Moon has incorporated 

action and fighting elements into its narrative where such tropes have 

typically been the province of shōnen (boys) manga and anime, it nevertheless 

remains part of the shōjo genre. In contrast to boy heroes who are 

characterised by the fact that they ‘have powers that are 

technological/scientific, their weapons are mechanical, they “power up” when 

                                                 
42 Susan J. Napier, Anime from Akira to Howl’s Moving Castle: Experiencing 

Contemporary Japanese Animation (New York and Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2005). 

43 John-Whittier Treat, “Yoshimoto Banana Writes Home: The Shōjo in 
Japanese Popular Culture,” Contemporary Japan and Popular Culture, ed. John-
Whittier Treat (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1996) 280. 

44 Anne Allison, Millennial Monsters: Japanese Toys and the Global 
Imagination (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006) 139. For a discussion of 
kawaii and fetishization of the shōjo, see Sharon Kinsella, “Cuties in Japan,” Women, 
Media and Consumption in Japan, eds. Lise Scov and Brian Moeran (Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 1995) 220-54; and Sharon Kinsella, “What’s Behind the 
Fetishism of Schoolgirls' Uniforms in Japan?” Fashion Theory 6.2 (2002): 215-38. 
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transformed, a scientist or engineer designs their equipment, and what they 

fight for is justice and defense of country or world’,46 Anne Allison notes that 

Sailor Moon is more feminised because it ‘features magic, dreams, and 

interpersonal relations. Girl heroes have powers rooted in magic or 

otherworldliness, they fight to help friends, their weapons double as fashion 

accessories, a princess or spirit empowers them, they “make up” when 

transformed, and “love” is their keyword’.47 

Following the success of Sailor Moon in Japan, production company 

DiC bought the rights to dub the anime series into English for distribution in 

North America. The translation of Sailor Moon for American television in this 

instance occurred at two levels: ‘it was a Japanese cartoon trying to make it 

into the United States, and it gender-blended what tend to be distinct 

categories in U.S. kids’ entertainment – action for boys and 

fashion/romance/friendship for girls’.48 Sailor Moon’s market potential in the 

United States lay not only in its introduction of female superheroes into an 

entertainment industry that otherwise had few such icons in the 1990s, but 

also in the fact that the Sailor Senshi were fashionable superheroes. The 

translation of Sailor Moon for American audiences was viewed as a pioneering 

venture into ‘fashion action’, a concept that Japanese toy company Bandai 

hoped would promote American sales of Sailor Moon doll merchandise.49   

 The English dubs of Sailor Moon incorporated familiar domesticating 

strategies to minimize the foreignness of the original Japanese version. 

Names of characters and places, for example, were changed into English: 

Usagi became known as Serena, and Mamoru as Darien, while the Sailor 

Senshi were known as Sailor Scouts. The dubs also censured or excluded 

altogether violent or sexual content that was perceived to be inappropriate for 

the target young viewer demographic in America. Ultimately, however, Sailor 

Moon’s performance on American television was unable to match the series’ 

popularity in Japan – following its debut in 1995, the series was taken off air 

a scant year later, deemed a commercial flop. According to Allison, both 

Japanese and American distributors attributed this failure to poor marketing 

and ‘insufficient localization’50 – that is to say, DiC did not adopt an 

aggressive enough domesticating approach to the anime, thus resulting in a 
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translation that was less accessible or which domestic audiences could not 

relate to. This ‘insufficient localization’ in the translation of Sailor Moon for 

American audiences might also be seen to reflect a cultural bias in American 

popular entertainment that continued to favour a masculine superhero model 

– thus, in contrast to the bishōjo hīrō or ‘beautiful girl heroes’ that is a 

common motif in Japanese popular culture, American viewers felt that Sailor 

Moon was ‘too “girlie” to be taken seriously’.51 In this regard, the American 

translations might be seen to have failed because the female superhero as 

conceived in Japan was still too foreign a concept for domestic audiences to 

be able to relate to. At a broader level of discourse, shōjo might be viewed as 

a feature of Japaneseness that is unable to translate sufficiently into an 

American socio-cultural context. 

It should be emphasised, however, that Sailor Moon did amass a 

sizeable American fan following, and fans launched an online S.O.S. or ‘Save 

our Sailors’ campaign to petition for the continuation of the series on 

American television. Whether as a result of this fan campaign or not, Sailor 

Moon did resume broadcast, and managed to draw stable enough ratings that 

the third and fourth seasons of the anime were subsequently dubbed and 

distributed by production company Cloverway. Contrary to the ‘insufficient 

localization’ which early distributors had perceived as the reason for Sailor 

Moon’s failure on American television, many fans in fact felt that the show 

had been altered too much instead of not enough. Sailor Moon Uncensored! is 

a fan website dedicated to ‘exposing differences’52 between the original 

Japanese and the English-dubbed versions of the anime through detailed 

episode by episode analyses. DiC, for example, infamously edited so much of 

the violence and death in the last two episodes of the first Sailor Moon season 

that they were merged into one episode for the English dubs, while the 

Cloverway dubs were criticised for their exaggerated use of American slang. 

Allison points out, however, that fans who are critical of the English dubs of 

Sailor Moon included those who ‘are fans of anime more generally who came 

to this show having already developed an appreciation for and understanding 

of the Japanese genre’.53  
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Nevertheless, there were other groups of fans for whom the English-

dubbed version was intelligible and interesting in its own right. Thus, 

however maligned the English dubs may be, they were still able to create ‘a 

domestic community of interest’ around Sailor Moon, ‘an audience to whom it 

is intelligible and who put it to various uses’.54 This fan affinity with the 

dubbed version of the series can be illustrated in the example of Darien’s 

nickname for Serena, ‘meatball head’.  The term is a reference to Serena’s 

distinctive hairstyle, which is two long pigtails topped by two round hair 

buns, one on each side of her head. The Japanese term odango atama that is 

used in the original series more accurately translates into ‘dumpling head’, 

which the English dubs elected to substitute with the more familiar meatball 

as a more accessible cultural equivalent for American audiences. English 

dubbers here were less concerned with a literal translation than with ‘a 

naturalness of expression’ which aims to communicate the same message by 

‘relat[ing] the [domestic audience] to modes of behavior relevant within the 

context of [their] own culture’.55 Hence, despite the cultural 

misappropriation, the translation of odango atama into ‘meatball head’ is 

able to adequately convey the same sentiment which it contains in the 

original series, representing the lighter or comedic side of Darien and 

Serena’s relationship as well as Darien’s term of endearment for Serena. 

Furthermore, in the same way that Sailor Moon popularised odango atama 

both as a moniker and a hairstyle in Japan, ‘meatball head’ became 

synonymous with the character of Serena and by extension the English dubs 

in which she featured – it became a ‘badge of recognition’ for Sailor Moon fans 

familiar with the English-dubbed canon. Thus, despite its origins in a heavily 

domesticating translation strategy, the term ‘meatball head’, through its 

prevalence in the Western Sailor Moon fantext, has given the English dubs 

some legitimacy.  

In this sense, the translation of the Sailor Moon series for non-

Japanese audiences resulted in the creation of another version of canon. If 

‘canon’ is simply taken to refer to the narrative which a fan fiction is based 

on, the commercial translation of Sailor Moon for non-Japanese audiences 

might be seen to result in the creation of a new version of canon for the same 
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series – that is, the English-translated canon in addition to the existing 

Japanese canon. Fan fiction thus might be based either on the Japanese 

version that is subbed or left untranslated, or on the English dubs of the 

series. Given the complex nature of translation, which involves necessary 

alterations and appropriations as well as the ‘losses’ which are inherent to 

the process, it is reasonable to assume that fan stories based on different 

versions of canon for the same series will read differently, whether at the level 

of the story, which is the interpretation of events or characters as depicted by 

the fan writer, or at the level of narrative discourse, which is the narrative 

techniques employed in writing the fan story. By comparing two Sailor Moon 

fan fiction texts by Jennifer Wand, this chapter builds on my research 

findings to illustrate how the workings of translation and its related ideas of 

language and culture are manifest in fan stories that belong to the same 

fandom but are based on different versions of source canon. 

 

‘A Crystal Clear Destiny’: Darien’s View 

 

Darien’s View56 is a 20 000-word fan fiction text whose use of the 

English name in the title is a clear indication of the story’s relation to the 

English-dubbed canon of Sailor Moon. Darien’s View takes place over the 

course of the Doom Tree storyline, which is a filler arc that was created for 

the anime, and does not exist in the Sailor Moon manga which the anime is 

primarily adapted from. The Doom Tree arc consists of thirteen episodes set 

at the beginning of the second season of the Sailor Moon anime. In the first 

season finale, a climactic and ultimately triumphant battle against the Dark 

Kingdom left the Sailor Scouts and Darien with no memory of the fight, their 

alter egos or of each other. The Doom Tree arc features Serena and her 

Scouts regaining their memories in order to confront a new enemy in the 

form of the two aliens Alan and Ann, who disguise themselves as transfer 

students at Serena’s school, and whose aim is to drain humans of life energy 

to feed the Doom Tree. At the same time, Serena struggles with the setback 

in her relationship with Darien, who has yet to regain his memories, and who 

doesn’t remember falling in love with her. 
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In explaining her motivations for writing Darien’s View, fan writer 

Jennifer Wand notes on her weblog that many people found the Doom Tree 

arc to be ‘particularly weak plotwise’ 57 – within the limits of thirteen 

episodes, the arc was ‘tasked with doing too much on a limited palette’58 in 

its attempt to juggle the introduction of new antagonists alongside the Sailor 

Scouts’ gradual reclamation of their memories, Serena’s fretting that Darien 

doesn’t remember her, and the short-lived appearance of the mysterious 

Moonlight Knight as another ally to the Scouts. As Wand points out, Darien 

is his ‘jocular, condescending self’ in the Doom Tree story arc, ‘without a 

memory of past lives or loves’.59 This is an allusion to Darien’s early 

appearances at the beginning of the Sailor Moon series, where he is first 

introduced as the friend of the boy who Serena has a crush on, and when 

Serena disliked him for his constant teasing. Given that Darien only 

remembers who he is, as well as who Serena is to him, in the final episode of 

the Doom Tree arc, he is not as deeply or directly involved in the conflict 

between the Sailor Scouts and the aliens Alan and Ann, and is relegated to 

minor appearances in canon that lack the intense dynamics of his developing 

relationship with Serena in the first Sailor Moon season.  

In her interpretation of the story arc, however, Wand identified ‘a 

subtle romance, never played up but unmistakeably there’, in Darien’s 

interaction with Serena. Given that Darien doesn’t remember his relationship 

with Serena in this filler arc, their romance takes a backseat to a more drama 

and action-oriented storyline; Darien’s View is Wand’s means of 

demonstrating her view how even without his memories, Darien 

‘unmistakeably falls in love with Serena as the story goes on’60 in the Doom 

Tree arc. On her weblog, Wand acknowledges that she wrote the fan story as 

a way of ‘filling in the holes in canon to create a narrative [she] could live 

with’,61 strongly echoing Iser’s description of the process of interpreting a 

text, in which ‘each individual reader will fill in the gaps in his own way’.62  
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Love, and the related tropes of romance and relationships, is arguably 

the most common motif in most, if not all shōjo narratives. In discussing 

female manga artists of the 1970s, Ōgi points out that ‘love was the theme 

that made their characters “women”, offering a common inner concern among 

female readers and writers’.63 One of the key plotlines in Sailor Moon is the 

development of Usagi’s relationship with Mamoru, who Usagi later discovers 

is Tuxedo Mask, another superhero figure who on occasion aids the Sailor 

Senshi in their fights. Usagi is also later revealed to be the reincarnation of 

Princess Serenity of the Moon, while Mamoru is the reincarnation of her lover 

Prince Endymion of Earth, the two of them having perished when the Moon 

Kingdom was destroyed by the Dark Kingdom in a distant past. During the 

most climactic battles in Sailor Moon, it is Usagi’s love, both for Mamoru and 

her friends, which lends her the strength and power to defeat her enemies. 

Given the more action-oriented narrative of the Doom Tree arc, Wand 

intended for Darien’s View to draw attention back to the trope of romance64 

as one of the key components that has contributed to Sailor Moon’s appeal 

among fans, which has the effect of reinforcing perceptions of love and 

romance as key motifs of the shōjo genre.  

The expression of love and romance in shōjo as a discourse of 

Japaneseness in manga and anime, however, is complicated by the argument 

that such themes were in fact originally drawn, in part, from Western 

cultural discourse. For example, Ōgi asserts that the manga artists in her 

study were inspired by the romance of Hollywood films, and their manga 

narratives reflected a Western romantic ideal in the portrayal of female 

characters who dressed in European-style gowns and attended balls, and 

who aspired to be ballerinas or stage actresses.65 According to Ōgi, the 

presence of these Western romantic images in manga and anime 

‘consolidated the shōjo’s desire to part from depressing daily matters through 

the theme of love’.66 This Western ideal is likewise reflected in manga and 

anime characters who are drawn with idealised Western features: Usagi, for 

example, is Japanese, but sports long blonde hair and big blue eyes. 

According to Grigsby, in light of shōjo’s preoccupation with the motif of love, 

                                                 
63 Fusami Ōgi, “Gender Insubordination in Japanese Comics (Manga) for 

Girls,” Illustrating Asia: Comics, Humour Magazines and Picture Books, ed. John A. 
Lent (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2001) 178. 

64 Tiptoeistiptoe. 
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‘it is understandable in Japan that … [such] stories … picture characters 

with western characteristics’.67 In this instance, the manga artists whom Ōgi 

focuses on can be understood to have undertaken processes of translation 

that are subsequently echoed in the translation of such manga (and anime) 

texts by fans for fan fiction. In the same way that fan writers can appropriate 

elements of Japaneseness for inclusion into manga/anime-based fan stories, 

such manga artists have translated or reinterpreted these elements of 

Western discourse for their works. Ironically, while the representation of love 

and romance in manga and anime is drawn from Western cultural discourse, 

it contributes to a conceptualisation of shōjo as a Japanese discourse, 

reflecting the claim some Japanese commentators have made that Japan’s 

perceived ability to assimilate or indigenise foreign cultural elements is a 

feature of Japaneseness itself. As Grigsby observes, the Sailor Moon series is 

‘in many respects a hybrid grown from Japanized western cultural motifs’.68 

This intermingling of Western and Japanese cultural elements in Sailor Moon 

might thus be seen to embody Japan’s search for a cultural identity, 

characterised by a struggle to balance Japanese traditions and history with 

the progressive goals of modernisation or westernisation.69 In turn, the 

translation of Sailormoon by non-Japanese fan writers into English-language 

fan fiction reflects a further exchange or transfer of cross-cultural 

perceptions and values. Thus, while Wand’s emphasis on love and romance 

in Darien’s View can be seen to draw attention to these themes as key 

elements of Sailor Moon and by extension, to the shōjo genre as a discourse of 

Japaneseness, this is achieved conversely through the reinforcement of 

assumptions and values of the Western socio-cultural contexts which Wand 

belongs to. In other words, this Japaneseness in Darien’s View is translated 

through Wand’s own values and sensibilities as a partial translator, as well 

as her authorial intentions for the text; while Darien’s View reinforces the 

tropes of love and romance, it does so by manipulating the narrative 

conventions of the shōjo genre in manga and anime to suit Wand’s authorial 

intentions for the fan story.  

                                                 
67 Mary Grigsby, “Sailormoon: Manga (comics) and Anime (cartoon) 

Superheroine meets Barbie: Global Entertainment Commodity Comes to the United 
States,” Journal of Popular Culture 32.1 (1998): 69-70. 
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For example, while the main protagonist of the shōjo narrative is 

typically female, and the story develops from her perspective, Wand has 

instead posited Darien as the main character of her fan story, as can be 

inferred from its title. Fan viewers are already aware of Serena’s love for 

Darien in canon, which is hence taken for granted in Darien’s View. 

Conversely, Wand is dissatisfied with Darien’s apparent indifference to 

Serena in the Doom Tree story arc, especially given their profound 

relationship in the first season. In choosing to write the fan story from a male 

perspective, Wand destabilises gender expectations of the shōjo genre by 

giving Darien primary agency in the story in contrast to the focus on Serena’s 

perspective in series canon. This is reinforced by the fact that the fan fiction 

is written in the first person, which encourages fan readers to relate more 

closely to Darien by immersing themselves in the development of his feelings 

in the course of the fan story. 

As a literary device, the first-person narrator does not necessarily have 

knowledge of all the events that occur in the narrative, nor will such a 

narrator always know what other characters in the narrative are thinking 

beyond what they might reveal in their actions. Darien’s View, however, is an 

adaptation in the sense that it is a retelling of canon events in the Doom Tree 

arc, but from Darien’s point of view. Furthermore, it is an adaptation that is 

obviously based on the English-dubbed canon of Sailor Moon – in Darien’s 

View, Wand meticulously develops Darien’s character in line with this canon 

by directly appropriating dialogue and events from the series that are 

immediately recognisable to fan readers who have watched the English dubs. 

Thus, events as they unfold in the fan story, while unexpected for Darien as 

the first-person narrator, will already be familiar to fan readers. This prior 

knowledge of canon can enhance a fan reader’s appreciation of the fan story, 

since fans read fan fiction ‘for some kind of familiarity … [or] connection with 

the world and the characters they are familiar with’ (Freda). At the same 

time, within these bounds of canon, Wand is still able to creatively imbue her 

fan story with fresh ideas by focusing on and developing the motifs of love 

and romance as a plot thread that has not been adequately explored in the 

Doom Tree arc.   

 The negotiation between limitation and expansiveness as concepts that 

guide the fan writing process, when the fan writer imaginatively expands on 

the source text while keeping within the bounds of canon expectations, is 

exemplified in the juxtaposition of Darien as the first-person narrator, who 
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has lost his memories and is unaware of his true identity, against fan 

readers’ knowledge of canon. Wand makes casual, intertextual references in 

her fan story that, while they appear to mean nothing to Darien, are familiar 

to fan readers who will recognise their significance in the context of series 

canon. For example, Darien plays the crane game at the arcade where his 

friend Andrew works and tries ‘to get the claw around that funny-looking guy 

in the tuxedo and cape’, a doll which fan readers will recognise as an obvious 

effigy of Darien’s alter ego Tuxedo Mask. Also, in observing Andrew’s 

interaction with his girlfriend, Darien wonders if he will be as fortunate in 

finding someone he loves as much: ‘[c]ould there be a girl out there that’d 

make ME feel that way? One that wouldn’t end up being a cross-dresser, a 

monster, or a wicked queen, that is? I laughed at the absurd thought’. While 

seemingly a humorous, idle remark about meeting a regular girl he could 

grow to love, Darien’s offhand examples will be recognisable to readers as 

some of the antagonists whom the Sailor Scouts and Tuxedo Mask had 

encountered in the first Sailor Moon season. 

In Darien’s View, the translation of the Sailor Moon series for fan 

fiction hence is characterised by the creative adaptation of canon events in 

the Doom Tree arc through Darien’s first-person narration as well as the 

fresh perspective which such a male gaze might lend to Sailor Moon as a 

shōjo series. Nevertheless, fan fiction as partial translation is also always 

presented through the fan writer’s own domestic sensibilities or experiences. 

Thus, while Darien’s View is conveyed through a male gaze, we might assume 

that Wand cannot help but imbue the fan story with some of her experiences 

and expectations as a female fan writer. In this instance, Wand uses Darien’s 

male perspective as a vehicle to reinforce the significance of love and romance 

as tropes that have conventionally characterised shōjo manga and anime.  

 This preoccupation with love and romance is clearly foregrounded in 

the short prelude to Darien’s View, which acts as a reflection on the narrative 

that will unfold in the fan story: 

 

A Crystal Clear Destiny. 

 

That’s what they called it. From that moment in the Starlight 

Tower, a moment in a year that never happened, I remembered 

another lifetime and a love – but only for a moment. Then it was 

all gone again. How can you call that a love story? I may not be 
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Romeo, but it sure doesn’t feel like one to me. I know a better 

story, though. One that doesn’t depend on fate, and one that 

happened right here and now. 

 

Everyone knows that I was destined to be with a princess 

named Serenity. But this is the story of how I fell in love with a 

girl named Serena. 

 

The prelude reveals the intertwined nature of the relationship between the 

English Sailor Moon dubs, fan familiarity with this dubbed canon, and love as 

a shōjo motif in Darien’s View. It clearly assumes reader cognizance of Sailor 

Moon canon, the Starlight Tower being the scene of a fight in the first season 

of the series against the Dark Kingdom, in which Darien and Serena were 

forced to reveal their superhero identities to each other for the first time. This 

confrontation also included the pivotal moment in which Darien and Serena 

were revealed to be the reincarnations of Prince Endymion of Earth and the 

Moon Princess Serenity, who had been in love with each other in their past 

lives.  

 While all Sailor Moon fans will recognise this canon reference in the fan 

fiction, it is doubly significant for fans who follow the English dubs of the 

series. The capitalization of the opening phrase ‘A Crystal Clear Destiny’ 

appears deliberate, since it is an explicit appropriation of the dubbed title of 

the episode in which the fight at the Starlight Tower first takes place. The 

episode represented a turning point in the conflict between the Sailor Scouts 

and the Dark Kingdom, which in turn set the scene for the final episode of 

the first season. In the fight at Starlight Tower, Darien was abducted and 

brainwashed by the Dark Kingdom into turning against the Sailor Scouts. In 

the final battle at the end of the season, Sailor Moon enabled Darien to 

remember both his past and present lives, but only for one brief moment 

before he was fatally wounded. While Sailor Moon in the end proved 

victorious against the Dark Kingdom, the consequences of the battle was the 

erasure of everyone’s memories at the end of the first season of the series, as 

if the Dark Kingdom had never attacked Earth and Serena had never 

discovered her identity as Sailor Moon. 

 The reference which the prelude makes to this momentous Sailor Moon 

episode draws attention to what is arguably the highlight of its narrative: that 

is, Darien and Serena’s discovery of each other’s superhero identity, and the 
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revelation of their past relationship as the Moon Princess and the Prince of 

Earth. The convergence of these identities in the figures of Darien and Serena 

in turn stresses the existence of an incontrovertible bond between them, one 

which transcends their past, present and secret identities. Sailor Moon fans 

thus approach Darien’s View with prior knowledge of this romance between 

Darien and Serena – indeed, when interpreted at a fan level of discourse, the 

prelude implies as much when Darien says that ‘everyone knows that I was 

destined to be with a princess named Serenity’. On the other hand, Wand 

explores how love can still happen despite Darien having no memory of this 

past romance – to establish this premise for Darien’s View, Wand 

distinguishes Serenity from Serena so that the fan fiction as told from 

Darien’s perspective might be viewed simply as ‘the story of how I fell in love 

with a girl named Serena’.  

The especial care to highlight these separate identities in order to 

advance this particular love story in Darien’s View is noteworthy given that it 

draws not from the English-dubbed canon, but from the Japanese Sailor 

Moon canon.70 In referring to Darien and Serena’s past lives in her fan story, 

Wand chose to preserve the names Endymion and Serenity, which are used 

in the original Japanese version of the series. This is in contrast to the 

English dubs, which simply extended the present English names to these 

past incarnations so that they were called Prince Darien and Princess Serena. 

In this instance, Darien’s View reflects how the English-dubbed canon of 

Sailor Moon participates in a wider, intertextual network of texts that 

comprise the larger body which is the Sailor Moon fan text, existing alongside 

the original as well as other translations of the series. As a partial translator, 

Wand consciously draws on some elements of the Japanese canon for her fan 

story, deliberately choosing those which will facilitate the development of the 

romance motif in Darien’s View. 

 To reiterate, love and romance as depicted in Sailor Moon can be seen 

as an appropriation of Western socio-cultural perceptions of the tropes. This 

is reinforced in Darien’s View, in the reference to Romeo in its prelude: ‘How 

can you call that a love story? I may not be Romeo, but it sure doesn’t feel 

like one to me’. The quote encapsulates the way Shakespeare’s play Romeo 

and Juliet has come to embody what is arguably one of the most well-known 

                                                 
70 My allusion to Japanese canon here and in the rest of the chapter refers to 

the Japanese audio of the Sailor Moon anime, whether in the untranslated or 
subtitled version of the series. 
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conceptions of romance: of love that strives to overcome all trials, and which 

endures to the point of, and beyond death. The similarities between 

Shakespeare’s lovers and Darien and Serena are obvious: Endymion and 

Serenity’s love literally transcends time and space, and endures in the figures 

of Darien and Serena, who must overcome various challenges to their own 

relationship. The reference to Romeo at the beginning of Darien’s View thus 

creates certain assumptions about the romance in the fan story which 

readers expect to be met. There is, however, a crucial difference; where 

Romeo and Juliet finally find union in death, Darien’s View offers an 

alternative that also represents another popular component of the modern 

romance narrative: the happy ending. The fan story ends with Darien 

regaining his memories and contemplating the enduring nature of his 

relationship with Serena: 

 

I was back in the arms of my love, where I belonged. The girl I 

was destined to be with forever was the girl I had loved for 

today … Everything was as it used to be … but no, that wasn’t 

true. Everything was new, even what I’d known before. We’d 

had new adventures, and we’d fallen in love again. Now, those 

experiences were part of us, just as our memories of the past 

were. I was Prince Endymion, I was Tuxedo Mask, but I was 

also Darien. I fell in love with a beautiful princess on the moon, 

and I fell in love with her again on the streets of my hometown. 

We were two lovers who’d found each other for the first time – 

again. And once more, we stood at the beginning of forever.  

 

Darien’s View is a fan story that is based on the English canon of 

Sailor Moon, as most obviously reflected in its appropriation of the English 

names and its direct adaptation of dialogue and events from the English 

anime canon. In her capacity as a partial translator, Wand made conscious 

writing decisions that elucidated the fan story’s relation to the English Sailor 

Moon canon and resulted in a culmination of shōjo romantic expectations 

that have been appropriated from Western socio-cultural norms and which 

are reinforced through the structure and narration of the fan fiction text. Yet 

it can also be argued that the dubbing of the original Japanese Sailor Moon 

series for American audiences, which some fans have criticised for its 

domesticating strategies, simply resulted in an ‘American’ canon that is easily 
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accessible for American fans because commercial translators have taken care 

to localise the series for American socio-cultural contexts. In this instance, 

Darien’s View might be viewed to merely reflect Western cultural values and 

assumptions which are already present in the canon. This notion, however, is 

undercut by the fact that Wand is conscious of how the English dubs exist in 

relation to the original Japanese series. This is apparent in her inclusion of 

the name of Usagi’s alter ego ‘Serenity’ in Darien’s View, which was never 

used in the English dubs. Similarly, in her fan fiction disclaimer, Wand 

attributes the copyright of Sailor Moon not to the American commercial 

distributors, but to ‘Naoko Takeuchi, Bandai, Kodansha’, the Japanese 

creator and companies involved in the production and distribution of the 

series in Japan. But Wand’s awareness of the Japanese canon is perhaps 

best demonstrated in the way she has translated this canon for another 

Sailor Moon fan fiction text which she has written, Prelude to a Kiss.  

 

Prelude to a Kiss 

 

 Prelude to a Kiss71 is a 4000-word Sailor Moon fan fiction that differs in 

a number of ways from Darien’s View. Most obviously, the fan story was 

written in relation to the original Japanese version of the series, as indicated 

by the preservation of Mamoru and Usagi’s names in the narrative. The fan 

fiction begins with Usagi leaving Mamoru’s apartment one evening after a 

visit. Later that night, Mamoru is roused from sleep by frantic knocking at 

his door. He opens it to find an agitated young man on his doorstep he 

doesn’t recognise, but who later inadvertently reveals himself to be Usagi, 

magically transformed into a boy. This is a recognised trope of fan fiction 

known as genderswap, in which the gender of a character is reversed, 

whether male to female or vice versa. 

 While Usagi reverts back to her original female form by the end of 

Prelude to a Kiss, her short-lived transformation into a boy does cause some 

tension in her interaction with Mamoru, when she asks him whether their 

relationship would have been different if she had been reincarnated as a boy. 

Prelude to a Kiss elaborates on this brief hiccup in their relationship in two 

ways: the first is the difference in the Japanese forms of address that 

                                                 
71 Jennifer Wand, “Prelude to a Kiss,” Fanfiction.net, 18 Oct. 2001. 16 Apr. 

2008 <http://www.fanfiction.net/s/433479/1/Prelude_to_a_Kiss>. All quotes from 
this section are from Prelude to a Kiss, unless otherwise indicated. 
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Mamoru and Usagi use during Usagi’s genderswap. Secondly, where Darien’s 

View might be seen to reflect a western model of heterosexual romance, 

Prelude to a Kiss considers the issue of same-sex romance. What will become 

apparent is how an examination of these issues is closely linked to the 

Japanese Sailor Moon canon as well as the Japanese cultural context in 

which it was produced. At the same time, however, the fan story as 

translation continues to be imbued with the fan author’s own domestic views 

and experiences. 

 When Mamoru answers the knocking on his door, it is to a stranger he 

doesn’t recognise: 

 

The young man was lanky, with a wild expression of fear 

draining what little color there was in his face. Blue eyes stared 

searchingly into Mamoru’s. “Ma-” he started, then stopped and 

clapped a hand over his mouth in sudden shock and fear… 

 

A few more gaspy breaths, shaky starts, and he found his voice. 

“Mam… Mamoru-san,” he said, leaning against the doorframe 

as if in danger of falling over, “I… I know this looks strange, 

but… may I come in? Please?” 

 

Fans familiar with the Japanese canon will understand Usagi’s hesitation 

here. In the canon, Usagi calls Mamoru ‘Mamo-chan’, the suffix ‘–chan’ 

indicating a Japanese term of endearment. Likewise, Mamoru calls Usagi by 

the pet name ‘Usako’, where ‘–ko’ means ‘child’ in Japanese. These are 

nicknames exclusive to each other, which no one else in the series calls them 

by. In her male form, Usagi bites off the ‘Mamo-chan’ which she had 

instinctively started to say, since the term would be overly familiar from an 

apparent stranger. Instead, she substitutes it with the more polite ‘Mamoru-

san’, where the suffix ‘–san’ is typically used with acquaintances or in 

meeting someone for the first term. Likewise, when Usagi gives her name as 

‘Haru’, Mamoru addresses her as ‘Haru-san’. A third of the way into the fan 

story, after Mamoru realises that ‘Haru’ is in fact Usagi, this form of address 

changes to ‘–kun’: 

 

“Usa…” 
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This time the name just couldn’t make it out. Mamoru turned 

green. Usagi laughed resignedly. “That’s okay, Mamo-chan,” he 

said. “You can call me Haru if it makes you feel better. Oops, 

sorry,” he added, “I mean, Mamoru-san…”  

 

“…Haru-kun…” Mamoru echoed weakly. He frowned. “It all 

feels strange.” 

 

 The suffixes used in Japanese speech patterns denote gender and 

social hierarchy; in Prelude to a Kiss, these forms of address serve to 

highlight the impact which Usagi’s genderswap has on her interaction with 

Mamoru. Mamoru is uncomfortable with calling her ‘Usako’ in her male form. 

Recognising this, Usagi continues to call him ‘Mamoru-san’, the term 

enabling them to preserve an illusion of polite acquaintances, and allowing 

Mamoru, however erroneously, to distinguish between his girlfriend Usagi 

and the young man Haru. Nevertheless, now knowing who Haru truly is, 

Mamoru begins to call him ‘Haru-kun’, ‘–kun’ being a term that is used 

typically in addressing younger boys, and which can also indicate better 

familiarity with the other person in contrast to the use of ‘–san’. The use of 

such honorifics is thus able to reflect the tensions of Mamoru and Usagi’s 

interaction caused by her genderswap, and a reading of the fan story is 

significantly enhanced when fan readers are familiar with these Japanese 

socio-cultural terms of address. That these honorifics are not defined in the 

fan story appears to imply the assumption that fan readers who are 

cognizant with the Japanese Sailor Moon canon should likewise be familiar 

with Japanese sociolinguistic practices, thereby reaffirming the link between 

language and culture, as well as between ideas of Japaneseness and manga 

and anime. Against the backdrop of manga and anime fandom, the 

Japaneseness which the Japanese honorifics represent here is central to fan 

perceptions of manga and anime, and might be seen to constitute a ‘baseline’ 

of fan understanding of Japanese culture. In turn, these Japanese terms of 

address play a crucial role in framing the context of Mamoru and Usagi’s 

relationship, and subsequently set the scene for a deeper consideration of the 

romance motif in the fan story. 

 When Mamoru first asks Usagi for her name in her male form, Usagi 

conceives of the name ‘Haru’ in the following manner: 
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“My name? Well… let’s see, you know who I am kind of like 

right now, heh, heh, kind of like Haruk…” 

 

“Huh?” Mamoru looked up in slight surprise. 

 

“Eto… Haru. Haru’s my name,” the blond-haired boy finished 

hastily. 

 

Fans who are conversant with the Japanese Sailor Moon canon will recognise 

Usagi’s aborted reference to Haruka, a new Sailor Senshi who first made an 

appearance in the third season of the series. Among the Sailor Senshi, 

Haruka is distinctive for her masculinised personality. Her portrayal in the 

Sailor Moon series is pointedly androgynous. While her alter ego sports the 

same feminine uniform as the rest of the Senshi – miniskirt, high boots and 

long gloves – she otherwise cross-dresses most of the time. In addition to her 

short hairstyle and her car-racing hobby, Haruka is typically mistaken for a 

man at first, which is further reinforced by her use of the pronoun ‘boku’ that 

tends to be used only by males.  

In Sailor Moon, Haruka is perhaps most well known for her 

relationship with a fellow Sailor Senshi, Michiru. The original series strongly 

hints at a romantic and sexual relationship between the two female 

characters, a speculation which apparently was confirmed by the creator of 

the series herself,72 though there has been little other evidence to prove this 

in Western Sailor Moon fandoms. Given the awkwardness with Mamoru that 

is created by her transformation, Usagi ponders on Haruka and Michiru’s 

relationship:  

 

“I suppose this is a little bit how Haruka-san and Michiru-san 

feel.” Mamoru raised his head in surprise. “Though they don’t 

seem terribly uncomfortable about it…” The smile on [Usagi’s] 

face now was half-sad, half-wise, and Mamoru didn’t know how 

to react to it. “…That is, them both being girls.” 

 

One of the more infamous edits made in the English dubs of Sailor 

Moon was the alteration of this romance between Haruka and Michiru; 

                                                 
72 “Interview with Naoko Takeuchi,” 21 Aug. 2009 

<http://www.stormpages.com/glienekatze/interview.html>. 
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Amara and Michelle, as they were known in the dubs, were instead portrayed 

as cousins. Other similar relationships in the series have likewise been 

changed. Kunzite and Zoisite, for example, were two male generals of the 

Dark Kingdom who were heavily implied to be lovers in the anime. In the 

English dubs, Zoisite was voiced by a female voice actor in place of the 

Japanese male voice acting in order to make the relationship a heterosexual 

one. Such changes reflect Western cultural assumptions that deemed the 

issue of same-sex relationships as inappropriate for children’s cartoons. 

Given the pronounced edits of the English dubs, a reading of Prelude 

to a Kiss hence requires that fans be aware of the original nature of Haruka 

and Michiru’s relationship as portrayed in the Japanese canon. In the fan 

story, although Usagi implicitly acknowledges this same-sex romance, she 

also appears to imply that she can’t help but be a little uncomfortable with it: 

 

“We make fun of it and all,” Usagi said… “If someone mentions 

them as… a couple… we all yell ‘Hentai!’ But everyone knows 

it’s true…” 

 

“They love each other, though, don’t they?... That feels funny to 

say. They love each other…  

 

You know, we won’t admit it, we have trouble saying it, but at 

the same time it seems impossible for them to be any other 

way… I can’t even talk about my friends being… lesbian 

without blushing. As if it’s wrong somehow. It’s not – but it feels 

like it anyway.”  

 

 As she explains in her author’s note to her fan story, Wand’s 

inspiration for writing Prelude to a Kiss builds on this assumption that ‘many 

fics that deal with the homosexual relationships in [Sailor Moon] seem to 

forget that … the characters are somewhat uncomfortable with it at times’. 

She points to the way Usagi and her friends yell ‘Hentai!’ (which means 

‘pervert’) in the series whenever one of them suggests the true nature of 

Haruka and Michiru’s relationship as a reflection of their aversion to the idea 

of same-sex love. In contrast to Wand’s interpretation, however, I would 

suggest that there is another way of interpreting this apparent discomfort 

expressed by characters in the source text, one that considers the historical 
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and socio-cultural Japanese context in which the Japanese Sailor Moon 

canon is situated, and which once again addresses the shōjo as a discourse 

of Japaneseness. 

 Female same-sex romantic relationships have existed in Japan since 

prewar times, but it was not until Japan’s engagement with Western 

philosophical ideas and analyses of sexuality in the early twentieth century 

that the phenomenon became condemned as a corrupt practice. While same-

sex practices now tend to be interpreted as a subversion of or rebellion 

against patriarchal or heteronormative norms, female same-sex relationships 

in prewar Japan were viewed as ‘an accepted means of delaying heterosexual 

experience until girls were old enough for marriage’.73 This feeds into the 

Japanese concept of the shōjo as a young girl who is considered sexually 

immature; drawing on Jennifer Robertson’s observations that shōjo appears 

to imply ‘heterosexual inexperience and homosexual experience’,74 Treat 

explains that the concept denotes homosexual experience ‘because the 

emotional life of the shōjo is essentially narcissistic in that it is self-

referential, and self-referential as long as the shōjo is not employed 

productively in the sexual and capitalist economies’.75 The sex-segregated 

education system introduced at the end of the nineteenth century in Japan 

contributed to this construction of shōjo culture as a private and homosocial 

world. In this vein, prewar girls’ magazines created a private space in which 

adolescent girls were able to express themselves, and which shōjo manga 

later inherited. The term yuri is now commonly used to denote these female 

same-sex relationships, whether as a subgenre in itself or as a constituent of 

other generic manga and anime narratives, and continues to become 

increasingly prominent in manga and anime culture. For example, Maria-

sama ga Miteru, or ‘The Virgin Mary Watches’, is a popular Japanese novel 

series that was adapted into manga and anime after 2003, and which follows 

the lives and relationships of a group of female teenagers at a Japanese 

Catholic school for girls. The series is notable in that it revisits the historical 

notion of the all-girls’ school as a closed, homosocial environment in which 

emotional and also sexual relationships can be fostered between girls.  

                                                 
73 Shamoon 140. 
74 Jennifer Robertson’s significant work on the Japanese all-female theatre 

troupe Takarazuka Revue is indispensable in its examination of female same-sex 
relationships and gender construction in Japan. See Jennifer Robertson, 
Takarazuka: Sexual Politics and Popular Culture in Modern Japan (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1998). 

75 Treat 283. 
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 In light of the female same-sex romance as it is located in shōjo manga 

and anime culture, I would suggest that the Senshi’s uncomfortable reaction 

to Haruka and Michiru’s relationship is not based on its same-sex nature, 

but on the Senshi’s unfamiliarity with the emotional and sexual dimensions 

of the relationship. Consider one example of a scene in episode 15 of the fifth 

anime season of Sailor Moon, which was never licensed for distribution by 

American production companies. Usagi runs into Haruka and Michiru at a 

park, and after they say their farewells, Michiru pulls Haruka along after her, 

while Usagi is still able to hear them as they walk away: 

 

 Haruka: Ouch! You’re hurting me, Michiru! 

 

 Michiru: Am I? 

 

 Haruka: I want you to touch me more gently. 

 

 Michiru: Later, when we’re alone. 

 

 Usagi: Ah, they give off an adult mood, don’t they?76 

 

 Usagi’s comment is very telling; at this point in the series, she is 

sixteen while both Haruka and Michiru are only a year older. Yet Usagi feels 

that the couple are more adult because of their relationship with each other. 

Here she might be seen to be responding to the way Haruka and Michiru 

have moved past the model of female same-sex relationship in Japan, which 

was historically conceived as a safe space for girls to express themselves until 

they were ready for heterosexual marriage – that is, before they made the 

transition from the sexually immature shōjo with no libidinal agency to adult 

women who become sexually mature through heteronormative marriage. In 

this case, however, while Haruka and Michiru are portrayed to have moved 

from the shōjo sphere into the realm of adulthood, they have done so not 

through the agency of heterosexual relationships, but through their same-sex 

relationship. 

 In this context, the example of the Senshi’s declaration of ‘Hentai!’ can 

be construed in a different light. If Haruka and Michiru are both adults 

                                                 
76 “Seiya and Usagi’s Heart-Pounding Date,” Pretty Soldier Sailor Moon: Sailor 

Stars, Toei Animation, 1996. 
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because they are committed to an emotionally and sexually fulfilling 

relationship, Usagi and her four friends still inhabit the shōjo sphere as 

sexually immature or inexperienced girls who cannot yet imagine such an 

‘adult’ love for themselves. Despite her own romance with Mamoru, Usagi 

herself has not yet experienced these intimate depths of a relationship. In the 

scene at the park, Usagi encounters Haruka and Michiru while waiting for 

Seiya, a male character introduced in the fifth anime season of Sailor Moon 

who may or may not be romantically interested in Usagi. Furthermore, at this 

point in the series, Mamoru has left Japan to study abroad for a year, leaving 

Usagi both lonely and troubled by her interactions with Seiya. Given this is 

the case, any hints about the nature of Haruka and Michiru’s relationship 

are immediately stifled by the other girls not because it is a same-sex 

relationship, but because it operates at a level of emotional and sexual 

depths which is ‘disallowed’ for the shōjo as virginal or ‘unused sexual 

resources’.77 

 For fans who read Prelude to a Kiss, this discourse of same-sex 

romantic relationships would be lost on those who have only seen the 

English anime dubs, in which Haruka and Michiru were erroneously 

portrayed as cousins. But while Wand has based her fan story on the 

Japanese Sailor Moon canon, her approach to it is informed by Western 

discourses of sexuality. Shamoon stresses that the Japanese model of same-

sex romantic relationships should be differentiated from twenty-first-century 

Western constructions of homosexuality – ‘girls who engaged in same-sex 

relationships were not “lesbians” in the twenty-first-century sense of the 

word’.78 Contemporary Western discourse has come to pathologise same-sex 

relationships as corrupt or subversive, and in her capacity as a partial 

translator, Wand has imbued these views into her fan fiction: 

 

The girls do say ‘Ecchi!’79 when one of them suggests the truth 

about Haruka and Michiru’s relationship. They *are* human. I 

wanted to write a fic that dealt *honestly* with the subject, 

                                                 
77 Takahashi 116. 
78 Shamoon 139. For an in-depth discussion of lesbian sexuality in modern 

Japan, see Sharon Chalmers, Emerging Voices from Japan (London and New York: 
Routledge Curzon, 2002). 

79 According to the unofficial Dictionary of Anime Fandom, ‘ecchi’ can mean 
‘pervert’, ‘indecent’, or ‘lewd’, but has milder and less vulgar connotations than 
‘hentai’.  (http://dictionary.lunaescence.com/?p=54) Western fandoms have tended 
to use the two terms interchangeably.  
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neither a homophobic fic nor one that assumed complete 

acceptance on the part of all the characters. 

 

In her author’s note, Wand assumes that it is only natural that the girls feel 

uncomfortable with Haruka and Michiru’s relationship. Likewise, her 

emphasis on an ‘honest’ story can also be taken to imply that Prelude to a 

Kiss is meant to be a representation of the ‘true’ or ‘right’ way of approaching 

and negotiating sexual prejudice. Regardless of the validity of this 

assumption, the point here is that, while Prelude to a Kiss broaches narrative 

modes and motifs in the Japanese Sailor Moon canon that are absent in the 

English dubs, such motifs are nevertheless examined through Wand’s own 

domestic values and expectations as a non-Japanese fan. These are 

reinforced in the way same-sex desire as a plot device is both contrasted 

against as well as superimposed on Usagi and Mamoru’s own heterosexual 

romance in Prelude to a Kiss. 

When Usagi asks Mamoru whether he would still love her if she had 

been reincarnated as a boy, Mamoru cannot say with complete truthfulness 

that he would: ‘some horrible little voice … kept whispering “What do you 

see?” And each time, Mamoru helplessly answered, “A guy”’. The destined 

and enduring nature of their love, which featured so prominently in the fan 

fiction Darien’s View, is tested here by Usagi’s genderswap – in other words, 

same-sex desire is seen as a threat to the heterosexual norm. And yet, in the 

mode of Western fairy tales like Beauty and the Beast, Mamoru comes to 

believe that he would love Usagi not for her physical appearance, but for who 

she is inside: ‘I’d like to think … that after I had gotten to know you, after you 

had taught me to look into your eyes, that I would have seen you for who you 

truly are’. And like the fairytale ending, when he kisses Usagi in her male 

form, she transforms back into who she really is.  

With Prelude to a Kiss, Wand ‘wanted to do something unusual to [her] 

favorite couple and see how they dealt with it’. Usagi’s genderswap is 

certainly unusual in that it is out of the ordinary – it is not as if she is 

transformed into a boy on a regular basis. This ‘unusual’ transformation, 

however, can conversely emphasise the heterosexual relationship as the 

socio-cultural ideal, given that Usagi reverts back into a girl at the end of the 

fan story. 

To summarise, shōjo and the related notions of love and romance 

figure prominently in the Sailor Moon series. Wand’s expansions on these 
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concepts in both Darien’s View and Prelude to a Kiss evince a complex 

negotiation of the translation process which clearly draws on her own 

cultural values and assumptions in addition to her motivations as a fan 

writer. Both fan stories demonstrate the workings of cross-cultural 

awareness and understandings that underlie processes of translation as well 

as globalisation: Darien’s View reinforces Western perceptions of love and 

romance within the framework of shōjo as a Japanese discourse, while 

Prelude to a Kiss reconfigures Japanese socio-cultural understandings of 

same-sex relationships from a Western perspective. What these fan fiction 

texts illustrate is how translation is not a unilateral or delimited process. 

Instead, it is characterised by dynamic and ongoing flows, manifested in the 

cultural practices of (re)definition, (re)interpretation and (re)evaluation which 

both fan readers and writers undertake in their consumption of a fan text. 
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Conclusion 

 

Because manga and anime are Japanese popular cultural artefacts, 

their global dissemination and reception is heavily reliant on processes of 

translation. Consequently, this thesis has examined the ways in which the 

Japaneseness of manga and anime has been translated for non-Japanese 

audiences. In Chapter One, I showed how non-Japanese fans defined, 

interpreted and evaluated ideas of Japaneseness for themselves, while in 

Chapter Two, I examined their reactions to the translation of this 

Japaneseness. I suggested that the practice of translation can be extended 

beyond a consideration of manga and anime themselves to fan fiction based 

on these texts. I developed this premise through my proposal in Chapter Four 

that fan writers can be viewed as partial translators. This concept describes 

firstly how fan fiction texts are partial translations that negotiate between the 

‘Japaneseness’ of the source manga and anime texts and the English-

speaking skills and contexts of fan writers; and secondly the partial, or 

subjective, evaluations that fan writers make concerning the incorporation of 

‘Japaneseness’ into fan fiction. As partial translators, the fan writers who 

participated in my research demonstrated sophisticated and nuanced 

engagements with ideas of cross-cultural adaptability and authenticity in 

their writing and reading practices. 

Given that translation has been the primary concept underpinning my 

research into manga/anime fan fiction, it is only fitting that this thesis 

concludes by revisiting the wider connotations of this concept as it can be 

formulated for broader research considerations. Thus, while my approach to 

fan fiction as translation has been focused on the translation of manga and 

anime as Japanese cultural artefacts into English-language fan stories, this 

final section of the thesis will explore how concepts of translation might be 

deployed within the broader framework of fan fiction and fan studies. 

 

Reconceptualising Translation for Fan Studies  

 

Firstly, while I have argued that the way fan writers read or interpret 

manga and anime to create fan fiction can be described as a form of 

translation, the operation of translation itself is still fundamentally an act of 

reading. Antonia Levi offers a valuable summation of this notion in her 
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contemplation of why, in her view, the popularity of manga and anime among 

American fans has not appeared to engender a similar interest in Japan and 

its culture: 

 

What I saw as a failure to appreciate the uniquely Japanese 

aspects of anime and manga can just as easily be seen as an 

example of the type of negotiated understandings that result 

from encoding and decoding. This assumes that meanings and 

messages in popular culture texts are not predictable or simple 

transmissions, but are encoded by the creator(s) according to 

values drawn from their social and economic realities, and then 

decoded by an audience that may be operating within a 

framework of very different values and realities. The result is a 

negotiated message or meaning.1 

 

The ‘encoding/decoding’ model which Levi describes here was 

famously developed by cultural theorist Stuart Hall, who stressed that the 

meaning which can be gleaned from a reading of a text is dependent on the 

reader’s social position or cultural background.2 This understanding that a 

text will not necessarily be decoded the same way it was encoded given the 

different socio-cultural contexts of its creation and reception is a key 

consideration which drives the translation process; as I have discussed in 

Chapter Two, translators can either choose to minimise cross-cultural 

misreadings by domesticating the text, or highlighting its foreignness. 

On the other hand, if reading is the fundamental strategy by which a 

reader attempts to make sense of or derive meaning from a text, translation 

can be understood as the attempt to communicate this meaning, even before 

the cross-cultural dimensions of the discourse is taken into account: as 

Richardson asserts, translation ‘does not simply involve the transmission of a 

message across languages. It is central to all communication’.3 In this regard, 

‘when we speak we are calling for an act of translation by the person we are 
                                                 

1 Antonia Levi, “The Americanization of Anime and Manga: Negotiating 
Popular Culture,” Cinema Anime, ed. Steven T. Brown (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006) 43-44. 

2 Stuart Hall, “Encoding/ Decoding,” Culture, Media, Language, eds. S. Hall, 
et al. (London: Hutchinson, 1980) 128-38. 

3 Michael Richardson, “Translation as a Means of Cultural Transmission,” 
Crossing Cultural Borders: Towards and Ethics of Intercultural Communication: 
Beyond Reciprocal Anthology, eds. Inaga Shigemi and Kenneth L. Richard (Kyoto: 
International Research Center for Japanese Studies, 2001) 267. 
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addressing’, and when ‘we read we are always transposing what is written 

into a framework that means something to us; we are translating the text into 

our own experience’.4 This understanding is reflected in Chapter Three, 

which showed how the practice of reading a fan text is characterised by, 

among other things, an emphasis on the fan’s role in producing meaning 

from the text. This notion is derived from Wolfgang Iser’s work in reader-

response theory, which asserts that the act of reading is guided by ‘gaps’ or 

‘blanks’ that exist in the text and which the reader is encouraged to fill by 

drawing on his/her own creativity or values.5 At the same time, Iser stresses 

that the reading process is guided by structures present in the text which act 

to constrain the seemingly infinite interpretations that readers could derive 

from it. The translation of fan texts for fan fiction might be viewed as the 

textual manifestation of this reading process, as a literal filling in of these 

gaps and blanks. Furthermore, the negotiation between the text and reader 

in Iser’s reading model is similarly echoed in descriptions of the fan writing 

process, when fans engage in creative storytelling within the limits of pre-

existing settings, events or characters of the canon of a source fan text.  

While fan authors have played their parts as the translators who 

create fan fiction, the translation process does not end here. Busse and 

Hellekson suggest that while a fan story might be concluded by its fan 

author, it continues to be a ‘work in progress’6 insofar as fan readers 

continue to engage with the story by providing comments and feedback 

through their readings. The role which the fan reader plays here is 

highlighted in Barthes’s famous essay ‘The Death of the Author’:7 according 

to Barthes, if ‘giv[ing] a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to 

furnish it with a final signified, to close writing’,8 it is through the reader that 

such writing is opened to the possibility of multiple readings and the 

subsequent proliferation of multiple meanings. In her discussion of 

translation within a postmodern framework, Karin Littau argues that this 

‘“birth of the reader” might also be the birth of the translator … releasing 

                                                 
4 Richardson 267. 
5 Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading (Baltimore and London: The Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1978). 
6 Kristina Busse and Karen Hellekson, “Introduction: Work in Progress,” Fan 

fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet, eds. Karen Hellekson and 
Kristina Busse (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland and Company, 2006) 7. 

7 In Roland Barthes, Image – Music – Text, trans. Stephen Heath (London: 
Fontana, 1977) 142-8. 

8 Barthes 147. 
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writing from the constraints of a single and univocal reading’.9 In other 

words, as I have argued for a view of the fan writer as a translator, so too is 

the fan reader a translator, a notion which is reinforced by the understanding 

that many fans write and read fan fiction. The notion of fan fiction as a form 

of translation thus not only involves the translation of a canon for a fan 

story, but also the translation of the fan story into readings or interpretations 

of it by other fans. To put it another way, if fan fiction is understood as a 

work in progress, then every act of fan fiction writing, every fan fiction text 

and every reading of a fan story is an act of translation. 

The sum of these translations or readings in turn contributes to the 

larger body of the fantext, which is the entire collective of fan stories and 

commentaries that exist for a fandom. As already noted, Busse and Hellekson 

regard the fantext itself as a work in progress that remains open to every new 

fan fiction or commentary that is added to it: ‘every new addition changes the 

entirety of interpretations’10 that comprise the fantext, thus forcing fans to 

continually revise or re-evaluate their readings. Given the (re)readings which 

a fan story remains open to, and the fluctuating nature of the fantext which 

fan fiction is part of, the processes of translation which fan writing and 

reading entail are constantly in flux. Embodied in this idea is my earlier 

description of translation as a series of movements or flows, which I related 

to the way I have been able to move between my readings of the manga and 

anime versions of a particular series or between different language 

translations of the same source text.   

The idea of movement in translation is by no means novel: certainly, 

the very act of translation itself involves a fundamental movement or shift, 

whether it is from one language, culture or medium into another. Theoretical 

approaches to translation have traditionally focused on the literary text as an 

object of study,11 while new scholarship has emerged in more recent years 

following the recognition that audiovisual texts differ markedly from literary 

texts in terms of narrative style and technical presentation, thereby 

necessitating the formulation of new theories of media translation.12 What 

these translation theories share is a common assumption about the closed 

                                                 
9 Karin Littau, “Translation in the Age of Postmodern Production: from Text to 

Intertext to Hypertext,” Forum for Modern Language Studies 33.1 (1997): 82. 
10 Busse and Hellekson 7. 
11 For an overview of the field, see Jeremy Munday, Introducing Translation 

Studies: Theories and Applications (London and New York: Routledge, 2001). 
12 See for example Pilar Orero, ed. Topics in Audiovisual Translation 

(Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2004). 
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and autonomous nature of the text. My approach to translation in this thesis, 

however, accommodates an important understanding of fan texts as 

intertextual in nature, participating in a wider network of textual relations, 

and with boundaries that are continually determined and re-determined by 

fans.  

The notion of intertextuality which informs most studies of fans and 

fandom also draws attention to another characteristic of translation as a 

process in flux: that is, it occurs in a non-linear matrix of flows. Traditional 

translation discourse has typically been understood within linear narrative 

frameworks – that is to say, translation studies has always been explicitly 

concerned with the movement from a source text to a target text. However, as 

I have demonstrated in Chapter Three, fan fiction as a product of translation 

exists in an extensive network of intertextual relations between canon, fan 

fiction and the fan community. Within this framework, fan writers and 

readers interact through what Black describes as a dialogic relationship, a 

notion which she derives from Mikhail Bakhtin’s work. Put simply, this idea 

of dialogic interaction describes the way fan fiction can enable dialogue 

between writers and readers.13  

One manifestation of this dialogue is through the fan fiction reviews or 

comments made by fan readers in response to a fan story. In this context, 

translation does not occur only when fan writers translate canon into fan 

fiction, but also when fan readers translate these stories into fan 

commentaries. Conversely, in the same way that fan readers can access a fan 

story, so too can a fan writer access the reviews which the readers leave in 

response to the fan story. The dialogic interaction between writer and reader 

in turn can be further extended through the possibility of the fan writer 

responding to such reviews. In this way, each fan story can be seen both to 

inform and to be continually informed by the dialogue between writer and 

reader as well as the fan community at large. Thus, while the fan story as a 

work in progress is the site of multiple readings by multiple fan readers, it is 

important to realise that these readings can also influence the author’s 

interpretations of her own fan fiction as another form of (re)reading which 

surrounds the fan story. Furthermore, these fan fiction reviews are not only 

available to the fan author, but also to other fan readers, a circumstance that 

is made possible as well as enhanced by the internet as a public space and a 

                                                 
13 Rebecca W. Black, Adolescents and Online Fan Fiction (New York: Peter 

Lang Publishing, 2008). 
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site of open flows of communication, which creates a further dimension of 

(re)reading around a fan story. 

The ability to generate multiple (re)readings from a text and the 

preoccupation with intertextuality can be viewed as postmodern traits of 

fandom. The way in which the internet has facilitated the creation and 

dissemination of fan stories likewise contributes to an understanding of fan 

fiction as a playful and postmodern form of cultural production.14 Translation 

itself is also ‘not unlike postmodernism’ in that it is ‘characterised by the in-

betweenness: caught as it is between the demands of the source system and 

that of the target system, the demand to make familiar that which is other 

and to do justice to the other as other, to mediate meaning and negotiate the 

very instability of signification’.15 The last way in which translation might be 

reconceptualised in fan studies thus arises from its intersection between the 

computer environment that has become a significant component of fandom 

and the postmodern production of meaning which this environment 

contributes to. 

In a computer environment, each fan story is not just an intertext, 

which is ‘a trace of other texts, itself a translation of other texts and 

fragments of language’,16 but has been rendered into a hypertext. While this 

is a concept that is intimately associated with the computer-mediated 

environment, George Landow points out that it has already been defined in 

Roland Barthes’s description of the ideal text:17 

 

In this ideal text, the networks are many and interact, without 

any one of them being able to surpass the rest; this text is a 

galaxy of signifiers, not a structure of signifieds; it has no 

beginning; it is reversible; we gain access to it by several 

entrances, none of which can be authoritatively declared to be 

the main one; the codes it mobilizes extend as far as the eye 

can reach, they are indeterminable … the systems of meaning 

                                                 
14 Alison Evans, The Global Playground: Fan fiction in Cyberspace, MA thesis 

(London: Roehampton University, 2006). 
15 Littau 81. 
16 Littau 82. 
17 George P. Landow, Hypertext 3.0: Critical Theory and New Media in an Era 

of Globalization (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2006). Landow’s excellent 
discussion of the hypertext is astutely informed by the links and parallels he is able 
to discern between literary theory and computer technology, and offers 
comprehensive insight into the implications which the hypertext can have for critical 
theory and new media technologies in our current climate of globalisation. 
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can take over this absolutely plural text, but their number is 

never closed, based as it is on the infinity of language.18 

 

Given this definition, we might view the hypertext as a literal embodiment of 

intertextuality. As Karin Littau argues, 

 

[s]ince hypertext can electronically arrange and rearrange text, 

since the window environment can disperse fragments of text, 

insert fragments into other texts, can connect, dis- and 

interconnect texts, images and fragments thereof, and thus 

change the ways in which we write, read and translate, it 

enacts intertextuality par excellence.19 

 

This description resonates with the activities of the fan, at once the writer, 

reader and translator, who engages with fan fiction online. The scope of this 

intertextual fan environment can be incredibly expansive: each fan writer, for 

example, will write a fan story in the same fandom for different reasons, and 

each fan reader can access the same fan story through different routes and 

read or translate it in different ways. Consider one typical scenario: a fan who 

is dissatisfied with the way an anime episode has ended might translate this 

canon into a fan fiction text that offers an alternate ending. After posting the 

story on a personal website, the fan may access an online fan community for 

the anime in question and connect other community members to the fan 

fiction by providing a hyperlink. Fans who follow this hyperlink to the fan 

fiction in turn translate their readings of the story into fan reviews or 

comments which can be posted on the same webpage as the fan fiction. 

These fan readers may in turn choose to promote this story by making the 

hyperlink accessible on their own personal websites, thereby enabling other 

fans who may not be members of the same fan community to access the fan 

story through alternate means. As we have already seen, the reading or 

translation process is never linear; in the case of hypertext, it ‘always 

encourages the reader to create a web of connections and direct his/her own 

pathways, thus making it possible for the reader to interactively engage with, 

                                                 
18 Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans. Richard Miller (New York: Noonday Press, 

1974) 5-6, quoted in Landow 2. 
19 Littau 91. 
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write on, even rewrite any number of texts on the screen’.20 Littau’s argument 

thus suggests that the reconceptualisation of translation in an age of 

postmodern production might draw on hypertext’s simultaneous presentation 

of multiple variant translations through new media, thereby ‘flaunting … the 

seriality of translation’21 and subsequently highlighting the multiplicity of 

readings which the postmodern text engenders.  

In summary, while my focus on the translation of manga and anime as 

Japanese cultural artefacts into English-language fan stories in this thesis 

has naturally addressed issues of cross-cultural awareness and adaptability, 

this final discussion of translation accounts for the positioning of fan fiction 

and fan studies at the intersection between literary theory, cultural studies 

and new technologies of reading and writing. To that end, I have suggested 

that translation can be understood as a process that is central to the 

communication of meaning, that is manifested through acts of reading as 

well as writing, and which is emblematic of a postmodernist sensitivity to the 

complex relationships that characterise the production and reception of texts. 

 

In Review of Fan Fiction and Fandom: The Fan Review 

 

Finally, as a summation of the various theoretical concepts that have 

informed my research, I will conclude with a brief examination of the fan 

fiction review as a manifestation of the intertextual links that exist between 

canon, fan fiction and the fan community: 

 

I really liked this. You captured Ryoma quite well, and I like 

your use of details and time passing to tell the story. I'd 

definitely love to read more PoT stories from you. ^_^ … My only 

other comment about the mechanics of the story is - Ryoma's 

birthday is 12/24, and the Japanese school year starts in April 

and ends in early February. So Ryoma couldn't have turned 13 

before Tezuka left for Germany; Tezuka left sometime during 

the late summer/very early fall, and Ryoma wouldn't turn 13 

until almost the end of his first year at Seigaku. ^^;22  

 

                                                 
20 Littau 91-92. 
21 Littau 91. 
22 Violintide, “Reviews for the Seigaku Years,” Fanfiction.net, 23 Dec. 2003, 21 

Nov. 2009 <http://www.fanfiction.net/r/1652152/>. 
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The Seigaku Years, written by fan writer JYLG and based on the series 

Tennis no Oujisama or Prince of Tennis, is an example of the translation of a 

manga/anime canon into fan fiction, of audiovisual media into textual prose, 

of Japanese into English. It is also the translation of a shōnen series into a 

shōnen ai or literally ‘boys’ love’ fan story: featuring the main protagonist 

Echizen Ryoma, a Japanese junior high tennis player, The Seigaku Years 

charts the subtle development of Ryoma’s romantic relationship with one of 

his seniors in his school tennis club over the course of his high school years.  

The way in which fan writers negotiate between the limitations of an 

established canon and their creative storytelling capabilities is reflected in 

Violintide’s review for The Seigaku Years: she commends JYLG’s commitment 

to the portrayal of a canon character (‘[y]ou captured Ryoma quite well’) and 

is also appreciative of the stylistic narration used in the story (‘I like your use 

of details and time passing to tell the story’).  

The fan review, moreover, is written as a direct address to the fan 

author: that is, Violintide is talking to rather than about JYLG. This is part of 

the dialogic interaction that occurs between writer and reader and which 

constitutes a key feature of contemporary online fandoms. Violintide also 

alludes to the nature of the fantext as an entity that is continually evolving 

and growing when she suggests in her review the potential for more fan 

fiction and new fan readings (‘I'd definitely love to read more [Prince of Tennis] 

stories from you’).  

This dialogic relationship between the writer and reader and the 

nature of fandom as an interpretative community is also highlighted in the 

second part of Violintide’s fan fiction review, which addresses the translation 

of the Japaneseness for the fan story. On the one hand, in manga and anime 

fan stories, tropes of Japaneseness are often suppressed or ignored, whether 

because fan writers are unfamiliar with or disinclined to research these 

Japanese cultural elements, or because they are instead more concerned 

with other themes which they can relate to, like love, action or angst.23 On 

the other hand, some fans like Violintide demonstrate a ‘level of intercultural 

competence’24 in their careful attention to the translation of Japaneseness in 

fan stories. Violintide points out that canon events which are referenced in 

The Seigaku Years cannot have occurred in the sequence presented in the fan 

story if the Japanese organisation of the school year is followed. The 

                                                 
23 Levi. 
24 Levi 53. 
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unspoken assumption here is that the fan author has not noticed or bothered 

to adequately translate the Japaneseness of the source Tennis no Oujisama 

text for the fan story, whereas Violintide, as a reader who is aware of the 

cultural differences implicated in the process of translation, demonstrates a 

partiality for Japanese ‘authenticity’ in fan fiction, a notion I explored in 

Chapter Four.  

The dialogic interaction between writer and reader here can be further 

extended through the possible ways in which the fan author of The Seigaku 

Years can respond to Violintide’s review. In this case, JYLG could respond to 

Violintide’s critique of mistranslation by ensuring more careful attention to 

the translation of Japaneseness for subsequent Prince of Tennis fan fiction, or 

any other manga and anime fan stories which she might write. If she was 

inclined to do so, JYLG could even revise The Seigaku Years to accommodate 

Violintide’s comments, an option made possible given the high degree of 

autonomy that fans have in posting and editing a fan story on their own 

terms on the internet. JYLG has in fact revised some of her other fan fiction 

based on reviews; for example, her fan story Unspoken, which is based on the 

manga/anime series Gravitation, begins with the author’s note: 

 

Revised: I wasn’t happy with some bits. The body is very much 

the same, I’m just the kind of person who’s obliged to fuss over 

the small details. Fixed some of the Jap words (thanks pyne); 

I’m staying away from them from now on.25 

 

It is thus apparent that JYLG has reedited this fan story since it was first 

posted. While JYLG attributes her revision of Unspoken partly to her own 

dissatisfaction with some of ‘the small details’ in the story, this revision of the 

text also appears to have been motivated by a fan fiction review posted by 

pyne, a fan reader who seems to have pointed out what is presumably JYLG’s 

incorrect or inappropriate use of Japanese words in the story. This is 

necessarily conjecture since pyne’s review for the fan story no longer exists; it 

appears that JYLG has not only reedited her fan story, but completely 

removed the first version from the internet, along with the reviews linked to 

it, and reposted the revised version, which has engendered new fan reviews. 

Yet her reposting of the fan story has not truncated her dialogic interaction 

                                                 
25 JYLG, “Unspoken,” Fanfiction.net, 9 Apr. 2002, 10 Dec. 2009 

<http://www.fanfiction.net/s/711251/1/Unspoken>. 
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with her readers; in this revised version, JYLG extends her dialogue with 

pyne by thanking the latter in her author’s note. The story also not only 

engenders reviews by new fan readers, but also rereadings by fans who had 

read the previous version of the fan story, and are still compelled to leave 

fresh comments for it. The current version of Unspoken which is accessible to 

fan readers thus is a translation not only of the Gravitation canon, but also a 

translation or (re)reading of the first version of the story, as well as pyne’s 

comments. At the same time, this revised version can also inform the further 

production of more fan stories: not only has pyne’s review informed JYLG’s 

revision of the fan story, it has also influenced her approach to the use of the 

Japanese language in any subsequent fan fiction which she might write: ‘I’m 

staying away from (Japanese terms) from now on’. In this sense, the fan story 

Unspoken is an intertext which contains ‘trace[s] of other texts’.26  

The aim of this thesis has been to formulate manga and anime fan 

fiction as both a form and product of translation. By focusing primarily on a 

fan conceptualisation of Japaneseness and its translation into English-

language fan fiction, I have demonstrated how fan fiction based on manga 

and anime can elucidate the richness and complexity of cross-cultural 

communication and adaptability in a globalised context. Finally, as my 

analysis of translation flows in the context of contemporary online fan 

communities suggests, my study has indicated how the concept of 

translation can be usefully deployed to make broad sense of postmodern fan 

practices of production and interpretation. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
26 Littau 92. 
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Appendix One 

 

QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Name: _______ (For record purposes only. Please feel free to use a pseudonym) 
Age: ____ 15-20 ____ 21-25 ____ 26-30 ____ 30+ 
 
 
WATCHING ANIME AND READING MANGA 
 
1. Do you watch anime?  Yes No 

If yes, please answer question 3. 
 
2. Do you read manga?  Yes No 

If yes, please answer question 4. 
 

3. What format do you prefer to watch anime in? 
____ original Japanese without subtitles 
____ original Japanese with subtitles 
____ dubbed into English 
____ dubbed into another language. Please specify: _______  
Please give reasons for your answer: 
 

4. What format do you prefer to read manga in? 
____ original Japanese 
____ translated into English 
____ translated into another language. Please specify: _______ 
Please give reasons for your answer: 

 
5. How well do you understand the Japanese language when you watch 

anime or read manga? 
____ I understand all or most of it 
____ I understand around half of it 
____ I understand a little bit 
____ I don’t understand it at all 

 
6. Please identify themes or elements in anime/manga which you have 

encountered that you feel are specific to Japanese culture (e.g. phrases 
like tadaima and itadakimasu, Shinto mythology, sakura trees etc.). 
Please list as many as you can. 

 
 
READING FANFICTION 
 
1. Do you read fanfiction based on anime/manga series? 

Yes No 
If No, please go to the next section. 

 
2. Please do not list more than three anime/manga series which you read 

the most fanfiction for. 
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(For the following questions, please respond in relation to the series you have 
specified above.) 
 
3. Why do you read anime/manga fanfiction based on these series? Please 

give as many reasons as possible. (If you have specific reasons for your 
interest in a particular series, please elaborate on this as such 
information may be especially useful.) 

 
4. Do you have any favourite anime/manga fanfiction writers? If so, why do 

you like their work? 
 
5. How often do you read anime/manga fanfiction? 

____ at least once a day 
____ at least once a week 
____ at least once every fortnight 
____ at least once a month 
____ less than once a month 

 
6. Is a good understanding of Japanese culture important in order to read 

anime/manga fanfiction? Why or why not? Can you give examples from 
your own experience? 

 
7. Do you like to read anime/manga fanfiction that use some Japanese 

language in it? Why or why not? 
 
8. Do you find it strange to read anime/manga fanfiction which uses 

English colloquialism or slang? Why or why not? 
 
9. How do you usually find anime/manga fanfiction to read? Tick where 

applicable. 
____ through fanfiction archives 
____ through recommendations by other readers 
____ other. Please specify: 

 
10. Do you have other comments about reading fanfiction which you would 

like to add? 
 
 
WRITING FANFICTION 
 
1. Please do not list more than three anime/manga series which you write 

the most fanfiction for. 
 
(For the following questions, please respond in relation to the series you have 
specified above.) 
 
2. When did you start writing anime/manga fanfiction? 
 
3. How many stories have you written? 

1-10   11-20  21-40  40+ 
 

4. Why do you write anime/manga fanfiction? Please give as many reasons 
as possible. Feel free to give specific examples. 
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5. Have you ever needed to research Japanese culture in order to write 
anime/manga fanfiction? If so, can you give examples? 

 
6. Do you use English colloquialism or slang in writing anime/manga 

fanfiction? Why or why not? 
 
7. Is there a difference between writing original fiction and writing 

anime/manga fanfiction? Whether you answer yes or no, please try to 
outline the thinking behind your answer; this would be extremely 
valuable for my research. 

 
8. Do you have any other comments about writing fanfiction which you 

would like to add? 
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