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Abstract

This dialogue is prompted by the publication of Prof. Henry Jenkins’ now
canonical book Textual Poachers in Chinese. Prof. Jenkins discusses the
continuities and changes in fan studies since Textual Poachers’ initial release in
the 1990s. He also reflects on the development of fan studies in China, focusing
on key issues like the commodification of fan culture in the Web 2.0 era, or
transnational fandom and the phenomenon of fansubbing. In general, Prof.
Jenkins calls on the Chinese researchers of fan cultures to think critically about
how fandom’s own norms and practices assert themselves across different
cultures and how they get redefined and reimagined as they were introduced
into new contexts.
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Textual Poachers in China

Academic Dialogue with Henry Jenkins

Textual Poachers in China
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LZ:

LZ:

Henry JENKINS
Lin ZHANG

It is such an honor and precious opportunity to have a
conversation with Dr. Henry Jenkins on his now canonical book
Textual Poachers, taking the occasion of the publication of its
Chinese translation. I first encountered Textual Poachers in a
graduate seminar on cultural studies and digital media at NYU
in 2007. At that time, I had just moved to New York from Beijing
to pursue graduate studies in Communication. As an
international student, the Internet quickly became the most
important medium through which that I kept abreast of what
was happening in China. Back in China, it was also a time of
transition into the so-called “Web 2.0 era” where grassroots
cultural production exploded with the rise of personal blogs
(microblogs), video sharing websites, and online gaming etc. 1
became fascinated by the emergence of egao culture (FEHH3C/L) in
China—a cultural phenomenon in which ordinary people, no
longer satisfied with being merely passive consumers of mass
culture, started to appropriate the content of mass culture for
personal cultural expression and even popular social critique
using the new digital tools made available by Web 2.0
technologies.

I was searching for an academic language that would help me
make sense of those changes, and Dr. Jenkins’ Textual Poachers,
and many other works, such as Convergence Culture, provided
just what I needed.' Although Textual Poachers was written more
than twenty years ago in the late 1980s and early 1990s and
focused mainly on the Euro-American cultural experience, the
metaphor of the “textual poacher,” the consumer-turned cultural
producer who refuses to be a passive recipient of commercial
culture, and who purposely makes use of mass culture to serve
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their own needs of cultural articulation and community
formation, speaks powerfully to the experience of the Web 2.0
grassroots cultural producers in China. At the same time, Dr.
Jenkins also emphasized the importance of cultural and historical
specificities in his book, as he said that “we must be careful to
attend to the particularities of specific instances of critical
reception, cultural appropriation, and popular pleasure,” “their
precise historical context,” and “concrete social and cultural
circumstances” (pp. 35-36).

So I would like to start our conversation by asking you to give
us a sense of the socio-historical context in which Textual
Poachers was produced and in what ways you think this book
would be interesting and relevant for Chinese readers today?
First, I am excited to be sharing this book with readers in China and
honored that the publishers there regard it as still meaningful more
than two decades after I wrote it. Your experiences and perspectives
have helped me to understand in what ways this book may be
particularly meaningful in the Chinese context.

You are right to signal the historical and cultural specificity of
this account. On one level, Poachers describes what was happening
amongst American fans (and to some degree, English-speaking fans
elsewhere) at a key transitional moment in the evolution of
participatory culture. On another, the book offers some broad
concepts that can help us understand grassroots media-making and
participatory culture more generally.

At the time I wrote the book, fandom was still largely hidden
from public view—something that occurred through informal
channels. Fans shared what they made and what they thought with
each other through the postal service. Their stories were printed via
xerox machines. Their videos were copied one by one using VCRs.
Their activities carried enormous social stigma and were not
understood by the press or the academy. And they were afraid of
legal action being taken against them by the media companies that
controlled the intellectual properties which they wanted to remix and
retell. This book was part of the process by which the fan community
began to redefine its identity, assert a more public voice, and defend
its practices against outside parties.
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Around the edges here, you will see signs that the digital era
was beginning, that soon these transactions would take place at
greater speed and scale via the internet, that the web would provide
new platforms for sharing this content, and that the ranks of fans
would expand as more people discovered their values and practices.
You can also—if you look closely—see a few glimpses of a more
global fan culture, as fans were discovering anime and manga from
Japan and action films from Hong Kong, and they were seeking ways
to connect with their counterparts in those countries.

As I understand it through my students from China, a similar
process is taking place in China today, as fans there are embracing
programmes from Japan, Korea, the United Kingdom, and the United
States as fan interests, using the net to connect with fans elsewhere,
discovering their established practices and adapting them for the
Chinese context, including applying them to Chinese media
franchises. Fans in every country have redefined fandom on their
own terms, but they have also found the common ground fandom
offers as a way of facilitating cultural exchanges and intellectual
encounters with people elsewhere. Both the localizing and
cosmopolitan aspects of fandom are important as you think about
what it might mean to read this book in China today.

So, my hope is that the details of how American fandom made
these changes will be interesting to Chinese readers, that the larger
conceptual frameworks may give people tools to think about changes
impacting their own culture. But there is a need for translation
here—more than just translating one word into another, really a
sorting through of what works and what doesn’t in the Chinese
context.

You touched upon the issue of commodification of fan labor and
the tension between the community values of the fans and the
commercial interests of the entertainment industries regarding
fan cultural production. For instance, in Chapters 5 and 7, you
mentioned the bootlegging of fanzines and fan vidding; and in
Chapter 8, you discussed the implications of filking
professionalization. However, if these were just early signs of the
entertainment industry’s “incorporation” of fan production, as
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we entered the “Web 2.0 era,” “prosumer labor” has become the
most important site of value generation. In the Chinese context,
we have witnessed in the past three to five years, on one hand,
the rising entrepreneurialist fervor of amateur cultural producers
(some are professionals in training) that consciously monetize
their cultural labor to target niche audience groups, as illustrated
by the boom in “me media” ( HE#) channels on China’s
Youtube site Youku and Tudou; and on the other hand, the
cultural industry’s increasingly strategic engagement with fans
and its commercialization of fannish mode of cultural production.
For instance, in my current dissertation fieldwork with venture
capital-backed app developers, I have encountered several
entrepreneurs who are in the process of making smart phone
apps that centre around the logic of “fan economy” (#}44%%775).
So how and to what extent do you think that the community-
based “gift economy” framework is still useful to understanding
fan culture today as we are grappling with these changes?
To call fandom a gift economy requires some qualification.
Minimally, it is a gift economy that operates in relation to a
consumer economy. A traditional gift economy is one where social
currency is created through gift-giving. Fandom’s gifts, however,
begin life as someone else’s intellectual capital: they are produced by
people who are creating them to make money within a capitalist
economy. Fans, then, use those cultural products as the raw materials
from which they create their culture. So, they are appropriating and
remixing popular culture as the basis for fan fiction, videos, cosplay,
and music. Turning products into gifts happens often in a consumer
economy, whenever we buy a present for someone at a store, remove
the price tag, and give it to them as a token of our affection. But we
have ethical constraints about what happens next. It would be hurtful
to turn around and sell something someone gave you as a gif‘[.2
Fandom, thus, has historically had some ethical constraints
about making money off of other fans and there has been active
resistance here to Web 2.0 companies that have tried to turn fandom’s
gifts into commodities from which they can profit. Fans do not
necessarily want to be paid for what they create, but they do not
want to see their labors of love sold for someone else’s profit.
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At the same time, there is also a strong tradition here of what
Angela McRobbie (1994) has called subcultural entrepreneurs—that
is, people who are members of a subculture and who create products
or provide infrastructure seen as valuable within that community,
especially those which are unlikely to emerge from other kinds of
culture producers.3 So, for example, early on subcultural entrepreneurs
played a key role in importing and translating manga and anime for
American otaku, helping to facilitate exchanges with Japan that had
low priority for commercial interests. In the process, they established
a market for these goods and fans have remained loyal to some of
those fan-run companies even as more fully professionalized groups
have begun to buy up rights to sell these same series in the US
market.

There is always some tension here between the gift economy
values of fandom as a subculture and the commercial motives which
makes them entrepreneurs in the first place. Such issues are actively
discussed amongst the subcultural entrepreneurs and other fans who
chose to buy from them or not, and in many ways, they are held to a
higher ethical standard because of their history of participation within
fandom (but also, often, assumed to be trustworthy until they are
found to have violated that trust). All of this complicates any simple
idea of fandom as a gift economy, but the capitalist context of
fandom complicates any pure notion of a gift economy from the start.
I would still argue that the gift economy concept is helpful as a way
of thinking about the ideals and ethical norms of fandom and it often
provides the basis for critique when situations, as often happens, do
not measure up to those ideals.

The very concept of fan resistance was proposed by the first
generation of fan scholars based on the assumption that fans
were (wrongly) perceived by the general public as passive
consumers. However, though there is still a power difference
between fans and corporations, the idea of fans as active cultural
producers has been widely acknowledged by society today. If
anything, the cultural industry has become the most enthusiastic
champion of fan production, promoting, channeling or even
exploiting fan labor. Do you think that the concept of “resistance”
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is still a useful analytic in cultural studies today? If so, what in
your mind constitutes resistance in the post-Web 2.0 era?

My discussion above of how American fans are weighing in around
issues of diversity in Hollywood is simply one of many examples of
the ways that fans are still actively and if anything more publically
resistant to the agendas of the culture industries.

Yes, the media industry is seeking to incorporate, respond to,
and contain some aspects of fandom within its own production/
distribution logics. There are some fans who are being served in this
new economy and some are especially happy about the decisions
which are being made. Others are being systematically excluded,
their voices are being silenced, their perspectives are ignored. So
they must continue to actively resist or question those decisions. And
fandom becomes the basis for collective action, for the articulation of
shared complaints, for the emergence of alternative visions, from
within a shared public sphere. Fans question everything from the
representation of gender, race, and sexuality to the policies shaping
how intellectual property is regulated, so I do think resistance is still
useful to describe some particular aspects of fandom.

At the same time, | am more and more wishing we had said
more in these early writings about fandom as a space of negotiation, a
concept that we can trace back to Stuart Hall (1980), Christine
Gledhill (1986), Jacqueline Bobo (1995), and others.” The point is that
fans do love many aspects of these popular media franchises: they do
provide them with materials they consider meaningful as a starting
point for their own cultural identities, but appropriation and remixing
also helps us to see cases where fans need to work harder to bring
these stories into alignment with their own lived experiences. Fan
practices allow fans to make these texts, which were often produced
with someone else in mind, their own, and that makes fans the
ultimate negotiating readers.

Negotiation, in this sense, is not a fixed position but rather an
ongoing process which occurs at multiple points in the history of a
fan’s or a fan community’s engagement with a favorite media
property. Fans, as I discuss in the Beauty and the Beast chapter, fall
in and out of love with a program, which sometimes serves their
interests and other times turns its back on them. And so we need a
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more dynamic model of fan reception and transformation than either
co-optation or resistance provides. And right now, I am drawn back
to the notion of negotiation to describe those processes.

It seems that a key idea that has emerged from our conversation
so far is the convergence of culture, politics, and economy in
contemporary society. A major driving force propelling such
transformation is the rapid expansion of digital cultural
industries on a global scale. I think Textual Poachers was written
at a time when the industry had just begun to take off in the US
in the late 1980s. In China, I would say that the digital trend
really kicked off in the late 1990s with the popularization of
personal computers among a growing urban middle class
population. As you have described, new technological tools and
platforms have made it easier for people to express and publicize
their ideas and form communities. This growing momentum of
“participation” often blurs the boundary between culture,
politics, and commerce. This forces us, as scholars and students
of media and communication, to re-examine and update our
theoretical and analytic toolkits, many of which had been built
on the assumption of the autonomy of culture, politics, and
commerce.

While you seem to have emphasized in your work the cultural
and political agency of the consumer/citizen/producer in
struggling against dominant forces, generating communities of
alternative values, and bringing about positive social changes,
many others in our field tend to focus on mapping out the
conditions and mechanisms through which such participation is
already overdetermined by a new, for lack of a better phrase,
neoliberal regime of power. Could we say that this divergence is
just a matter of emphasis determined by factors such as the
researchers’ academic training and personal identification? As
far as I know, you have been very active in bringing these
different opinions into dialogue with each other. So from your
perspective, where is this debate going and how could we render
it more productive in making better sense of the transformation
we are going through?
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For sure, the differences often boil down to differences of emphasis.
I see my work as providing counter-balance to prevailing accounts in
critical and cultural studies which emphasize the structural constraints
upon grassroots power; again and again, I find myself calling
attention to the collective agency fans and other grassroots
communities exercise. I am trying to more and more acknowledge
the constraints, but there are so many others pointing them out that I
do not see this as the primary place where I can make my
contributions. A focus entirely on those structural constraints
becomes crippling in its pessimism, and it fails to acknowledge all of
the places where new ground is being gained in the ongoing struggles
around cultural participation.

There has been a tendency in contemporary media theory to
over-value critique at the expense of other functions that critical
scholarship can perform. Among these is what I would call advocacy.
As an advocate, I want to amplify struggles that are taking place, as
people experiment with different cultural, economic, and social
structures, imagine alternatives to current conditions, and develop
different kinds of communities and identities. A focus on critique can
foreclose such possibilities prematurely, before we can see what is
going to happen or understand what is at stake.

So, I look for moments of hope and possibility in the cultural
landscape. In doing so, I sometimes get accused of being too
optimistic, and I will accept that criticism as having some validity.
But I see it as important to articulate what we are fighting for and
not just what we are fighting against. For me, the most effective way
to do so is to locate a group which is exploring alternatives and
seeing what the world looks like from their vantage point. In Textual
Poachers, media fandom provides me with that kind of a starting
point. For me, writing as a fan can be the basis for a critique of
established practices. But part of being a fan is that you rework or
reimagine elements that do not satisfy you rather than simply reject
them, where-as critical studies often destroys what it critiques,
leaving no flesh on the bone as it gnaws away at the body politic.

In Textual Poachers, fandom was understood as a gendered
culture with women as the protagonists. In China, the gendered
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aspect of fandom has been mostly discussed in relation to the
flourishing of slash culture in recent years. In the book, you
interpreted slash culture in a positive light as female
empowerment that provided space for women to articulate their
sexual desires and to experiment with alternative gender
identities. In China, people hold competing views towards
women’s consumption and production of slash culture. Some
extoll women’s exercise of agency in re-directing the sexualized
gaze back at male bodies and the Chinese society’s greater
openness to homosexuality, while others lament over the absence
or flattening of female characters in slash culture as reinforcing
female submission. The latter argues that it is the prevailing
culture of female asceticism and inferiority that has contributed
to the very popularity of slash in China. So how do you think
that Textual Poachers will help Chinese readers make better sense
of the contemporary popularity of slash culture in China?

There has always been similar pushback against slash in the
American context: the sense that centering narratives almost entirely
around male characters involves the erasure of women’s lives and
identities. Part of the response here has been that women are already
marginalized in much of commercially produced media: the female
characters are less meaty and less compelling, their relationships are
grossly under-developed, and this gives fans less to work with. There
have certainly been strands of fan fiction, as I mention in the book,
that reclaim these female characters and offer fuller, more rounded
versions of them. But, the challenge is to do this in such a way that
those characters remain recognizable amongst the fan women writers
and readers, given how much active work is required to reinvent
them on the page.

We can see some examples of slash which are openly
misogynistic—dismissing the female characters in order to make way
for the male characters to love each other—and fans themselves have
been actively critical of these kinds of representations. Over time,
they have become less and less frequent, just as unthinking
homophobia within slash fiction has been decreased by active
discussions about human sexuality within fandom.

The American media-scape has changed over the past few
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decades in dramatic ways, including the introduction of more
powerful, more fully defined female characters, though there are still
struggles over diversity and inclusion. Where this has taken place,
we’ve seen more stories being written about these characters,
including more stories where men and women can love each other as
equals. But slash has remained a very popular genre for many
reasons.

For one thing, the early emphasis in Poachers and elsewhere on
straight women writing stories about male-male sex is only partially
accurate. Today, we would acknowledge that slash is a genre where
women (and some men, but it is still mostly women) of diverse
sexualities share erotic stories with each other as an expression of
their sexualities but focused around the shared bodies of male
characters. By shared bodies, I mean that these women map their
fantasies onto the same sets of characters so that some kinds of
intersubjective exchange can take place amongst them. Sharing such
stories creates a space of erotic intimacy, allowing women, who are
often in our culture as well as yours told to repress the overt display
of sexual feelings, to talk openly about their desires, and this has
proven to be one of the most progressive aspect of fan culture.

It’s really amusing to read in chapter 2 about the mutual
assistance among fans when they try to “decipher” non-English
materials in the pre-Internet days, such as how fans encouraged
each other to “shout out” their comprehension of foreign
materials during group viewing. This reminds me of the much-
discussed phenomenon of “fansubbing” (F#:4fl) in China. In the
past decade, we have seen the boom and decline of fansubbing
culture in China as fansubbers have been struggling to survive
in-between government censors and the incorporation of profit-
driven video sharing sites. With the successful international IPO
of several major Chinese video sharing sites, the subscription-
based model of viewing foreign TV and movies has gradually
become institutionalized. However, fansubbing culture persists on
the margins of the industry targeting niche shows and non-
Chinese cultural materials whose translation are unavailable on
mainstream commercial sites. Why do you think that fansubbing
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has such an enduring appeal to young people in China, and what
are the challenges faced by fansubbing as a sharing economy (&
TFELEPS) in today’s global technological and media scene?

I can’t speak directly about why certain patterns have emerged in
China, again because of the cultural and historical specifics of how
fandom evolves differently in different contexts. I can say that very
similar developments have occurred amongst American fans for
whom fansubbing also remains a very important practice in helping
them to gain access to cultural materials, especially from Asia. Here,
also, fans are getting caught between commercial interests doing
more “professional” versions of fan sub and various kinds of
government restrictions, which here mostly have to do with
intellectual property rights.

So, why does fan subbing persist? First, there is probably a
romance with the subversiveness of creating and maintaining an
underground communication channel which routes around both
governmental constraints and market constraints. Yes, fans like to
think of themselves as pirates and rebels. But there is also a sense of
participation—of being part of a larger community which values your
skills and expertise, of helping to share media you value with others,
and this is very much a pro-social aspect of the fan subbing process.
Here, many people have learned Japanese, Chinese, or Korean
languages to help make their favorite Asian-produced dramas or
cartoons more available to American fans; they have developed
cultural expertise which go beyond crude or simple translations and
often annotate their videos with information about the culture which
is not present in the commercially produced translations of these
same programmes. Fan translations are often more nuanced because
fans care about those nuances.

Fan translations often come together much faster than
commercial translations. Fans are apt to take more risks in
introducing new genres into a new cultural context, whereas
commercial producers go after content with a proven market. So, for
a long time, American fans had an ethical commitment to fan sub
only content that was not commercially available here and withdraw
it when the commercial versions were made available. But that ethic
is breaking down as fans realize what they miss out on when they
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rely exclusively on commercially produced and distributed
translations.

Are there any other issues discussed in Zextual Poacher that you
think should have deserved more attention after two decades or
would be of particular interest to the Chinese readership?

Let me turn this around and suggest some of the things I would be
interested in understanding about the ways fan culture is taking root
within a Chinese context. I hope some of the people reading this
book may tackle some of these questions through their own
scholarship and perhaps send their responses back in my direction.

At the most basic level, we need to understand how fandom
operates in a different cultural context, one with different intellectual,
cultural, social, political, and economic traditions, different
institutional norms and policies, different ideas about individualism
and personal expression, different intellectual property regimes, etc.,
than in the United States. It is hard to know which would be more
remarkable—if fandom’s own norms and practices asserted
themselves across these differences or if they were redefined and
reimagined as they were introduced into this new context.

If fan culture is understood as a kind of negotiation around
media produced by and for others, then what kinds of negotiations
are taking place in China? If fans often reimagine the characters of
popular stories to explore their own ideas about gender and sexuality,
how will shared characters change as they get reimagined in relation
to Chinese understandings of gender and sexuality? If fandom has
been a particular kind of consumerism, then in what ways does the
emergence of Chinese fandom relate to the larger expansion of
consumerism in Chinese culture and society? If fandom facilitates
exchanges across cultures, then what new kinds of exchanges are
emerging as fans in China connect with their counterparts elsewhere,
and what kinds of currency enable those exchanges? If fan culture
involves a process of localization, how are Chinese audiences
retrofitting texts produced in Japan, Korea, Great Britain, and the
United States (countries which each have complex histories in their
relations with China)? Each new fandom has raised new issues,
developed new forms, as it responds to different genres and styles of
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popular media, so what new practices have been introduced as
Chinese fans shift their attention to texts that are generated with
Chinese audiences in mind? If, as we’ve suggested here, media
industries in the west have adapted their practices to deal with a
more active, more visible, more networked audience in the Web 2.0
era, how will media producers in China adjust to the growing
visibility and influence of fans within their country?

These questions scratch the surface, but hopefully my point is
made. As Chinese audiences read this book, I hope they will test its
claims against their own experiences, taking it as one possible model
for what fandom might look like, one grounded in its own cultural
and historical particulars, and perhaps as providing them with a set
of conceptual tools or questions they can use to explore what fandom
looks like in contemporary China or elsewhere around the world.

Given the increasingly significant role that the digital cultural
industries play in China’s economy and people’s everyday life, fan
culture will surely garner more and more scholarly attention. I
believe that the publication of Textual Poachers in Chinese will
provide an opportunity for Chinese scholars, fans, and
practitioners in the media industry to learn more about the
history of fandom and fan studies in the US. This will serve as the
basis for more cross-cultural conversation, creative appropriation
and even debate, which will ultimately contribute to building up a
transnational community of fan studies.
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