
Participatory Fan Culture

Since one of the main goals of this book is to shed new light on 
fans, it’s important to analyze how fans have been studied in 
the past. One of the most prevalent topics in the research done 

on fans is their participation within fan culture. Fans participate in 
many different ways, including live action role playing (a.k.a larping), 
creating fan art, writing fan fiction, cosplaying, and several more. The 
past research on fans is an important piece of understanding current 
fans, so I have conducted my own analysis of previous studies on the 
topic.
 John Fiske his essay from The Adoring Audience1 called, 
“The Cultural Economy of Fandom”2 and “‘Strangers No More, We 
Sing’: Filking and the Social Construction of the Science Fictions 
Fan Community,”3 from Textual Poachers: Television Fans and 
Participatory Culture4, by Henry Jenkins, discuss the participatory 
nature of fan cultures. In contrast to a statement by Kristen Pullen 
where she suggests that fandoms on the internet, “May bridge the 
marginality usually associated with fan texts and the mainstream 
success most traditional fans eschew,”5 Fiske argues that “…fan 
culture makes no attempt to circulate outside its own community.”6 
Between both sides of this argument of whether fan production stays 
within fan culture is Henry Jenkins, who takes a more cultural and 
media studies point of view on the subject: “Fan reception can not 
and does not exist in isolation, but is always shaped through input 
from other fans,” he states. Jenkins recognizes the importance of 
community within fan culture, which leans more toward agreement 
with John Fiske’s point of view on the matter. Jenkins continues to 
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mention that, “…fans use their experience [consuming media] as the 
basis for other types of artistic creation… It is this social and cultural 
dimension which distinguishes this fannish mode of reception from 
other viewing styles which depend on selective and regular media 
consumption.”7

 I came across two articles in a journal8 that study fandoms 
in regards to gender, both also taking the cultural and sociological 
perspectives. Karen Hellekson, in an article titled, "A Fannish Field 
of Value: Online Fan Gift Culture,”9 explores the topic of fan created 
art and the importance of sharing fan creations, free of charge, within 
a fandom. She explains that fan communities require exchanges of 
gifts, and the notion of the gift is central to fan economy. Fandoms 
are close-knit communities that seldom allow interference from 
those outside the fandom who wish to come in solely to capitalize 
off the pre-existing culture’s structure. In regards to outside-fandom 
interference attempting to profit off of fan fiction, Hellekson states 
that, “Fan community clearly cannot be constituted by anyone other 
than the fans themselves.”10

 In her essay on the issue of monetizing fan created works 
called, “Should Fan Fiction Be Free?”11 Abigail De Kosnik argues 
against Hellekson saying that it may be time for the community to 
consider creating an alternative model that will permit fans to profit 
from their work. The basis for her argument is that she believes there 
are more aspects to the gift economy than the social engagement 
that Hellekson isolates. In the following quote from her article, she 
explains why she believes fan fiction should be commercialized:

Although fans have legitimate anxieties about fan 
fiction being corrupted or deformed by its entry 
into the commercial sphere, I argue that there is far 
greater danger of this happening if fan fiction is not 
commodified by its own producers, but by parties 
foreign to fandom who do not understand why or for 
whom the genre works, and who will promote it for 
purposes it is unsuited for, ignoring the aspects that 
make it attractive and dear to its readers.12

 She strengthens her argument by explaining that the 
proliferation of this fan fiction works as advertising for mass-
marketed media products, so media corporations are already making 
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money from fanfic writers' labor. De Kosnik also fears that without 
experimentation of fan writers, specifically women, attempting 
to monetize their works, “women writing fanfic for free today risk 
institutionalizing a lack of compensation for all women that practice 

this art in the future.”
13

 Being quite the fangirl myself, I lean more toward Hellekson’s 
stance on this subject. Although reading fan fiction has never been 
a particular interest of mine, I am part of a fan community in which 

this sort of content is exchanged from user to user daily. I believe that 

the gift culture of fandoms is extremely relevant because it keeps all 

aspects of what it means to be a fan readily accessible for anyone, and 

essentially everywhere with the help of the internet. People write 

fan fiction because they want to, not because they have to. It’s one 
of those things within fandoms that everyone enjoys, whether or not 

they read it, because it allows everyone to get involved. Fan fiction 
publishers on Tumblr, Wattpad or Archive of Our Own create these 

works not only for themselves, but for all other fans in the fandom. 

The same goes for fan art. Recently I’ve noticed that fan art is much 

more prevalent than written fan fiction.
 Amongst the analyzation of participatory fan culture, another 

thread has been woven through the fabric of fandom study: the law. 

Copyright law is a huge issue when it comes to writing fan fiction. 
Rebecca Tushnet, in an essay titled “Copyright Law, Fan Practices, 

and the Rights of the Author,”
14
 from the book, Fandom: Identities and 

Communities in a Mediated World,
15 explains the specifics of copyright 

when it comes to fan creativity:

Fans of popular media who write stories about their 

favorite characters, draw pictures of them, and 

edit music videos reworking the original sources 

occasionally stop to think about whether what they 

are doing is legal under copyright law. Others think 

that fan creations count as “fair use,” and thus as non-

infringing, at least as long as no one is making any 

money from selling them. Either way, fans tend to 

see their legal status as similar to their social status: 

marginal and, at best, tolerated rather than accepted as 

a legitimate part of the universe of creators.

 This excerpt suggests that fans see themselves as the deviant 
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stereotype that the media has made them out to be, yet at the same 

time does not diminish the effort that fans make to participate in the 
culture of their fandom. 

 In an article called “Teen Literature and Fan Culture,”16 by 

teen librarian Robin Brenner, the topic of legal implications of fan 
created works is also addressed. She mentions that there are two 

kinds of works that fans create: derivative and transformative. “If a 

work is considered derivative, adding nothing of value to the original 

work, then it is not allowed. If the work, however, is considered 

transformative, or building on what the original work created, then it 

is allowed.” Brenner continues by mentioning how individual creators 
including writers and artists are increasingly moving toward a policy 

of permission and acceptance, especially as they recognize the harm 

in potentially alienating their fans if they pursue legal action. This 

idea is in contrast to the excerpt from Tushnet in that here, the fans 

and original creators are working together to maintain the culture 

within fandoms rather than trying to sneak around behind the law’s 

back by creating a fan-work black market. As mentioned earlier by 

Karen Hellekson, the ultimate goal of fans is to share works with each 

other, not to steal the success of the original creators.

 Participatory fan culture has begun to seep into conventional, 

more widely accepted forms of media. Fan fiction has crossed over 
into the genre of novels. One example is Fifty Shades of Grey17, by 

E.L. James. Fifty Shades of Grey was originally written as a Twilight 
fan fiction, which is essentially the same except James changed the 
names of the characters from those in Twilight to names people 

would not identify with Twilight, having read it or not. Fan fiction 
is also the topic of the novel by Rainbow Rowell called, Fangirl,18 in 

which the main character, Cath, is the writer of an immensely popular 

fan fiction about Simon Snow, who represents the novel’s version of 
Harry Potter (that’s how I interpreted this character, anyway). Both of 
these novels demonstrate how the participatory nature of fandoms is 

making its way into the mainstream media.

 

 Fan Fiction is just one of the ways fans participate within 

their fandoms, but creating works to post online isn’t the only way 

to get involved, yet it seems to be the only aspect of participatory 

fan culture researchers focus on. I spoke with several fans and asked 

them how they participate within their fandoms to make them feel 

like they are involved and connected to their fellow fans. I think of 
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fan participation in two different categories: active participation and 
passive participation.
 Active participation comes from fans who are constantly 
creating or prompting others to get involved with the fandom. These 
are the fans who are writing fan fiction, creating fan art, creating 
cosplays, hosting question & answers, making videos and photograph 
edits, and so much more. The active fan participants are producing 
content for the fandom.
 Passive participation is what a majority of fans take part in. 
These fans are what make the fandoms interactive by sharing and 
talking with other fans either about the content created by other 
fans or the interest in general. They’re the readers and viewers, the 
re-tweet and re-bloggers. Passive participation in a fandom does not 
make fans any less than their fellow active fans, each just participate 
in different ways. Active and passive participation aren’t mutually 
exclusive, either. One can create fan-related works regularly and still 
passively participate, and vice versa.
 I wanted to speak to someone who actively participated in 
their fandom in the form of either writing or drawing, so I reached 
out to a girl I mentioned in the second chapter, Autumn (who asked 
me not to include her last name), who runs a very popular fan fiction 
blog on Tumblr, alritepetal.tumblr.com. With almost 12 million views 
to her page since she created her account, I thought I might not get 
a response to the message I sent her via Tumblr, but I was surprised 
when she emailed me shortly after enthusiastically agreeing to chat 
with me.
 I came across Autumn’s account on Tumblr last year (2014)
while scrolling through my dashboard and saw that she was 
responding to writing prompts that people had sent in through the 
“Ask” feature on her profile. Autumn accepts these prompts daily, 
but chooses one night of the week to pick a few of her favorites and 
write quick “daydreams,” as she calls them. All of her prompts are One 
Direction related, and why she has gained such a huge following on 
her blog. One can easily go to her blog and search her “daydreams” 
tag to see everything she has written in response to her prompts or 
just for fun. When I asked her about about how and why she started 
to write, she responded, “What prompted me to write my own fan-
related works were the others who did it seamlessly, constructing 
20,000 word chapters like it was nothing. Although my forte isn't 
sitting down at a single time and producing one monstrosity of a with
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writing, I appreciate those who have that natural talent. Their works 
of unbelievably realistic fiction both inspired and motivated me to 
share my writings with thousands of others.”19 

 We talked about how similarly to reading or writing or 
watching movies, reading fan fiction isn’t so different to any other 
form of unwinding. If people are finding things related to their 
interests as fans that they enjoy spending their time doing, then who 
is to say that is not an acceptable form of entertainment? “Like you 
said, there’s something comforting about being able to take yourself 
out of reality in times of desperation for comfort or relaxation. Having 
that luxury is one of the most rewarding things that has come out of 
this fandom. Just like the artist, the fandom’s writers can positively 
influence the impressionable teens who put forth so much of their 
time and effort into stardom.”
 Beyond my own fandom interests, I reached out to a few 
people who I knew were fans of things that I wasn’t. Barbara Carber is 
a friend of mine from my hometown. I remembered that she was a big 

Responding to fan writing prompts. Personal photograph by author. 3 April 2016.
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Disney fan and also did cosplay. Since I’m a music and social media 
fan, I don’t know a lot about comic fandoms and their participation 
and culture. I knew Barbara could give me a lot of information as well 
as a firm opinion on what being a fan means to her. I brought up fan 
participation and it was interesting to hear about cosplay fans rather 
than music fans. Even though our interests are different, our fandoms 
are quite similar in regards to their own culture.
 

I myself am a cosplayer, and I do it solely for the fun 
of it. There are many cosplayers out there who seem to 
have made it their mission to only cosplay so that they 
can become famous. Sure, it is nice when someone 
notices the hard work you’ve put into a costume, but 
that’s not the driving force behind why I do it. I think 
everyone when they were little loved to play pretend 
and have the opportunity to not be themselves for a 
while. Cosplay is just one of the ways I get to still do this 
as an adult.20

 The point of being a part of a fandom is to enjoy the time you 
spend doing the things you like. As Barbara mentions, participating 
in fandoms is fun, and why most people take part in either active or 

Barbara Carber cosplaying as Belle. Photograph provided by 
Barbara Carber. 2015.
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 passive participation. She also mentions the elitism that exists within 
her fandoms, and that some fans think they rank higher than others 
because of the ways they participate.

I myself have absolutely no sewing experience 
whatsoever, so 90% of my cosplays I buy from sellers. 
I still see it as supporting the community, and I see no 
harm in it. However, I cannot tell you how many dirty 
looks I have gotten from people when they find out my 
costume is not hand made by me. Cosplay is short for 
“costume play”. It was made so that people could easily 
escape reality for a while and honor the characters that 
they love.20

 This elitism is present in all fandoms. The notion of “real 
fans” versus “fake fans” becomes a battle between those who actively 
participate thinking they deserve a higher “value” above other 
fans who actively or passive participate differently. In reality, there 
are no fake fans, if you’re a fan of something, it is real. There is no 
participatory requirement one has to meet to be allowed into a 
fandom.
 As I mentioned, passive participation is a huge part of fandom 
activity. While talking with Michelle O’Halloran, I asked about her 
stance on participating in fandoms:
 

I participate within the One Direction fandom, and 
every other fandom I’m a part of via my Twitter. I’ve 
had it since 2009 and I find it’s a great source to express 
your opinions on a new song or book you’re reading. 
Although in recent times it has become a place of 
controversy where people ridicule you for your choices, 
but look beyond that and it’s a great place if you can 
find lovely people who share your interests. Artists 
are constantly encouraging their fans to embrace and 
follow their artistic desires, whether that’s by writing 
fan fiction, painting or writing their own songs. As long 
as it doesn’t cross an inappropriate line it can spread 
awareness of the artist or fandom in which you are a 
part of. It encourages unity and art.21

28



 Another passive participant, my sister, Katie Faughnan, talked 
to me about how she first started to participate in a fandom. She is a 
huge David Cook fan. For anyone unfamiliar with David Cook, he was 
the season seven winner of the singing competition, American Idol. 
She is equal parts an active participant and passive participant in her 
fandom. Katie said that she only created her fan presence on Twitter 
solely because she wanted to follow David Cook.
 One of the main ways she actively participates, like many other 
music fans, is by attending his concerts whenever he is even remotely 
close to where we live. Concert attendance is one of the ways fans who 
are more passive actively participate in their fandoms. Katie also looks 
into going to shows that aren’t in the New York area; last September 
(2015) David played at the Food and Wine Festival in Walt Disney 
World, and since my family are also frequent Disney-goers, my mom, 

David Cook and Katie Faughnan at Daryl’s House, Pawling, New York. Personal 
photogrpah by author. 5 March 2016.
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grandma, and Katie all went to see him perform in Florida. 
 Speaking of Disney World, from May 24th to June 1st 2015, my 
family and I visited Walt Disney World in Orlando, Florida. Although 
this was planned to be a relaxing vacation, I saw it as the perfect 
opportunity to observe hoards of Disney fans in their natural habitat. 
 Paul Booth describes in his book, Playing Fans22, affective 
play and fan tourism. He explains that affective play, “details the 
ways that fans pragmatically use their own emotional attachment 
to a media text as a ‘form of cultural activity’ or ‘play’ which moves, 
non-competitively, across the usual boundaries and categories 
of experience.” Booth goes on to say that media producers can 
entice fans with industry-created experiences, and one of the most 
common interactions being theme parks and themed attractions and 
rides at those parks.23 Disney is interesting as an industry-created 
experience because when Disneyland in California and Disney World 
in Florida opened, both parks were just destinations for families 
as magical getaways. Not only was Disney creating memorable 
magical experiences, but they were also cultivating fans. Now, the 
monumental movie franchise has created immersive experiences at 
their parks for every Disney fan there is; from live-action Frozen sing-
alongs and Star Wars re-enactments to dining with all of the Disney 
princesses in Cinderella’s castle. Not to mention the themed rides 
that now have their own fans, drawing in thrill seekers and Sunday 
drivers alike year after year. A few Disney movie themed rides include 
Toy Story Mania, The Twilight Zone Tower of Terror, The Seven Dwarfs 
Mine Train, and Pirates of the Caribbean (even though the movie was 
based off the ride, it has been updated to have the characters from 
the film within the attraction). Fans of Marvel’s, The Avengers, and 
LucasFilm’s, Star Wars can now also consider themselves Disney fans 
since the company has taken over these franchises within the past few 
years and created attractions for them as well.
 Although the ride “Star Tours” has been in Disney’s Hollywood 
Studios park for years, the recent take-over of LucasFilm has given 
Disney complete control to create more themed experiences for fans 
of the films. One of the most popular times to go to Disney World as 
a Star Wars fan is during their many Star Wars Weekends throughout 
the year. Coincidentally, my family and I were staying at Disney 
World during the third Star Wars Weekend this past May. There was 
Star Wars merchandise in pretty much every single store on Disney 
property; you could get Darth Vader mouse ears or an R2D2 rolling 
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backpack, if it was Star Wars themed, you could get it during this 
weekend. Also, despite the 100+ degree weather in Orlando, people 
were all decked out in Star Wars cosplay; I’m talking full on Princess 
Leia wigs and robes or complete Darth Vader costumes. One of the 
days that weekend we were at Hollywood Studios and outside the 
“Star Tours” ride were Disney cast members taking volunteers to dress 
up on stage and act out popular scenes from the films. 
 We also went with some family friends of ours, John 
Brockhaüsen and his family, and he is the biggest Star Wars fan I have 
ever met. The first thing he did when we got there was buy himself 
a lightsaber, then he had to go back and buy another because he 
wanted someone to fight against. He even brought my dad over to the 
dark side. I’ve never heard my dad talk about Star Wars until this trip 
and suddenly they’re wearing matching t-shirts and getting Star Wars 

John Brockhaüsen (left) and my dad, Larry Faughnan (right) wearing their 
matching Star Wars shirts. Personal photograph by author. May 2015.
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accessories for their Magic Bands. What I loved most about seeing all 
these Star Wars fans in one place is that everybody was so into it and 

parents were sharing something from their childhood with their kids 

and getting them excited about it. This was first-hand participatory 
fan culture at its finest.
 The Star Trek fandom is a great example of participatory fan 

culture from many aspects. One thing that was addressed in the 1997 

film, Trekkies24, was that it was the fans who came together to create 

the first Star Trek convention, even pooling their money together to 

get the stars there, launching decades of Star Trek fan conventions. 

They dress in full costumes, or “uniforms,” give themselves positions 

and ranks on the ship, and even declare new names. Fan creation is 

also apparent within this fandom, with all sorts of works such as fan 

fiction, art, and even movies. Brannon Braga, co-executive producer 
of Star Trek: Voyager, describes how fans have a hand in the creation 

and story line of their favorite show: “Star Trek is unique in that we 
are the only television show that has an open script submission policy. 

We will take scripts from anyone in the world.”

 One of the biggest pop culture events of the year is Comic-Con 

in San Diego, California. Drawing in thousands of fans every year, 

this once comic book-lover only event has become a place where fans 

and creators can come together and “geek out” with each other. I’m 

a fan a Morgan Spurlock documentaries because he tends to take an 

unbiased view of whatever the subject matter is, which he has done 

pretty well in Comic-Con Episode IV: A Fan’s Hope25. 

 I chose this film to analyze because it provides perfect 
examples of different ways fans participate in fan culture. It covers 
nearly every aspect of fan participation, including aspiring comic 

illustrators and writers, costume designers, enthusiasts, and popular 

comic creators as well as actors from films based off of comics. This 
film also addresses the feeling of fans experiencing a sense of comfort 
and community at Comic-Con because they are with people who 

share love of the same things. Joss Whedon states, “It is a time when 

these people can express themselves in a totally safe environment 

and it doesn’t matter what they’re a fan of.” He goes on to say that no 

matter what type of fan you are there is no competition over what 

fandom is better, there is just common ground for the love of comics, 

games, television shows and movies. Fans are able to engage in all of 

their interests all at once.

 Over the years, there has been a shift from print media 
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to digital media, which is spread across all forms of news and 
entertainment. Especially in the comic book world, those who collect 
and sell comics are finding it difficult to get people to buy their comics 
because, specifically at Comic-Con, it has become more about games 
and movies and has shifted to “Pop Culture-Con,” as Steve Mantz 
mentions in the film. With the increased popularity of forms of media 
other than comic books, producers use Comic-Con-goers as a giant 
focus group to market to when promoting new content and to get fans 
excited about the projects, and hopefully share with those who were 
not in attendance. From what I can see, this strategy works.
 Something this film also addresses that I briefly mentioned 
above is the fans finding identity within their fandoms and with 
other fans. Matt Fraction, comic book writer for Marvel Comics, says 
that comics give people something to identify with and find qualities 
within themselves in these stories and characters, while helping them 
to discover what they’re capable of. Grant Morrison, a writer for DC 
Comics, goes on saying, “The superhero is kind of a last, small, broken 
ideal of what we may all become one day if we just get it together.” 
This film really shows the drive, dedication, and commitment fans 
have to their fandoms and using their passions to make a living out of 
what they are interested in and what they love to do.
 This documentary really does do a good job at hitting every 
aspect of the convention. I think that it is a film that also works at 
giving fans something they can identify with. However, it does lack 
some perspectives from on-lookers as well as views from people who 
attend the convention just for fun.
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