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“Fandom Is Love” was a rainbow-colored bar meme that became popular 

more than a decade ago, following up on the 2004 “Marriage Is Love” color 

bar in support of gay marriage rights. A simple HTML code, it could easily 

be embedded in websites and on LiveJournal profiles to show one’s associa- 

tion with and positive feelings for fandom at large. Unlike the older slogan 

“Fandom Is a Way of Life,” which emphasized fandom affiliation as behavior 

and identity, the “Fandom Is Love” affiliation foregrounded the affective el- 

ement, defining community via shared emotions. Fandom as a virtual space 

is created by, but also in turn generates, a variety of strong emotions. While 

fan studies has only recently begun to fully articulate and theorize fandom’s 

affective component (Lackner, Lucas, and Reid 2006; Zubernis and Larsen 

2012; Coppa 2014; Lothian 2015; Stein forthcoming), the emotional invest- 

ment of fans has always been a truism, acknowledged without having to be 

spelled out (Jenkins 1992; Bacon-Smith 1992; Jensen 1992; Grossberg 1992; 

Hills 2002; Sandvoss 2005). 
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Love, passion, even obsession is a necessary component of being a fan, and 

sharing these strong emotions with others drives the creation of fan spaces, 

whether in private or public, offline or online. Fans may love or hate, but a 

strong emotional involvement is all but a prerequisite. What isn’t quite so 

clear is how these strong emotional investments come into being, and how 

they change over time (Harrington and Bielby 2010, 2017; Williams 2015). Of 

course, feelings ebb and wane, affection and frustration often switch with one 

scene or storyline, but even when hating a source text passionately, fans still 

are defined by their affective engagement (Gray 2003, 2005; Johnson 2007; 

Hills 2012; Harman and Jones 2013; Giuffre 2014; Jones 2015). 

When we consider fandom as a shared emotional space, it becomes obvious 

that this space —that is, the collective of other fans, shared conversations, 

and fannish artifacts — articulates many of the emotional components and, 

in turn, affects a given individual’s feelings. In other words, fandom not only 

is love, but it can create and destroy love as well. I want to look at a few in- 

stances to show that fannish attachment and disenchantment are dependent 

not only on the fan objects themselves, but also on fan communities’ internal 

conversations and strife. So, just as a new album, film, or TV show may spark 

interest and create fans, so can new fan fiction, fanvids, and reviews. And just 

as a disappointing source text can turn people away, so can disappointing 

fan works and fannish infighting. Obviously, I am not suggesting that any 

one story, any one event can singlehandedly create or destroy anyone’s given 

investment in a text. I do suggest, however, that only looking at the TV show, 

the records, or the books does not fully articulate the onset or the ending of 
the love affair that is fandom. 

Given the interconnectedness of fannish texts and social media, it is not 

difficult to show how fandom creates fans and facilitates the rise of fannish 
texts. Rare is the text or song or book that we just pick up without any previ- 
ous awareness, whether through friends and family, news media, or fandom: 
reading a film review in our daily newspaper, hearing colleagues talk about a 
new show, or hearing family debate a new book all create a social space that 
influences our initial engagements. Fannish spaces increase and accelerate 
such cross-influences and recommendations. After all, if fandom is love, we 
want to spread this love as far and wide as we can, not only to be able to talk 
to others about our beloved object but also, often, in the hope of creating 
more fan works. Sharing one’s gleeful embrace of a new text, creating brief 
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summaries with screen caps to entice others, writing fan fiction that might 
tempt readers to try the source text, or creating recruiter vids are all ways in 
which fans share their fannish love in the hope to infect others with their 
latest obsession. 

As a fan fiction fan myself, I can point to the exact story that caught my 
interest and made me start reading compulsively in a given fandom, often 
long before I watched the first episode. Not only did I read Due South and 
The Sentinel, Inception, and James Bond fan fiction before seeing the relevant 

source texts, I can still name the story that got me excited, that pulled me into 

reading more, and, eventually, into watching the show or film. Certain vids 

were so visually stunning that I vowed to give the show a shot. One fanvid 

convinced me to finally watch Deadwood, because it featured its many women 

characters and convinced me that the show wasn’t really a Western; another 

made me realize I should give Sense another chance, because it condensed 

and foregrounded themes I was interested in. That alone doesn’t assure the 

creation of a new fan, but it suggests that the overflow of fannish love may 

indeed generate more love and more fans, who in turn create more fannish 

artifacts, increasing the love. At its best, fandom isa love feedback loop that in 

turn generates more love, more fannish discussions, more fannish creations. 

And once inside that feedback loop, that maelstrom of fannish squee, it 

doesn’t matter whether the initial impetus was a random changing of chan- 

nels, a recruiter post, a popular piece of fiction, or my love for the actor or 

showrunner from another series. 

This feedback loop becomes important at the end of the love affair as well. 

After all, as the chapters throughout this volume show, while the process of 

emotionally disentangling from a show may be gradual, the specific moment 

a fan officially leaves is due to specific events that often generate strong fan 

responses. Most of this volume has discussed in great detail the emotional 

relationship between fans and their fan objects and the aftereffects that dis- 

appointment with the texts or their authors can cause. The chapter authors 

chronicle this moment when love turns to disaffection or even hate, and while 

the reasons differ widely, the often intense emotions of fans more often change 

from one extreme to the other when the text, its authors, or performers dis- 

appoint. The range of fan objects discussed in this volume is broad: bands, 

TV shows, amusement park rides, and even technology itself, all can evoke 

the moment of an ending, whether with a shocking scene or announcement 
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or slowly over time. Likewise, the responses chronicled throughout this book 

are varied: mourning individually or collectively, celebrating and retaining 

a changing love over time, creating community through protest, or creating 

transformative fan works. What all these chapters share, however, is that 

every one of them, regardless of specific fan object or particular fan response, 

testifies to the intense emotional investment that fans have had at one point. 

The backlash against the show becomes multiplied and reverberates in the 

same way that the initial love for the show did. Intensification and amplifi- 

cation benefit and harm shows in equal measures — a fact that many shows 

and products riding the fan wave learn the hard way when their fans become 

disappointed. Joseph Brennan describes this as a discrepancy between fan 

expectations and “perceived producer disloyalty,” so that the breaking of an 

assumed industry/fan contract creates emotional backlash. My disappoint- 

ment in Dollhouse, for example, was predicated on the strong feminist sensi- 

bilities showrunner Joss Whedon had shown in his earlier shows. Likewise, as 

Evelyn Deshane points out in her close reading of fan reactions to the deaths 

of beloved characters Beverly Katz and Allison Argent, character deaths are a 

common cause for fan disappointment and personal endings. Most recently, 

for example, there was an extreme backlash to The zoo after it killed off the 

central recurring character Lexa, who was part of its most popular femslash 

pairing. This particular death, however, not only recalled scores of other 

killed-off lesbians but also came on the heels of the show using social media 

to actively market the pairing and hail LGBT audiences. In fact, one writer 

and social media strategist joined a fan group and explicitly offered inside 

information promising that the character would not be killed off (http:// 

wedeservedbetter.com/). As such, Lexa’s death exemplified both producer 

disloyalty and fan responses to the murder of a fan favorite. 

The difference between an individual disappointment and turning away 
from a beloved fan object and the collective response we often see on social 
media is that fan communities reverberate and intensify the already existing 
emotions. Fans share their frustration, anger, and hurt just as they share their 
anticipation, excitement, and delight. Thus, hashtags that are often suggested 
by shows during the airing to aggregate fan responses can intensify the fan- 
nish excitement or they can intensify the fannish disappointment. In fact, 
when social media campaigns try to create fannish affect, they often fail to 
account for the fact that it is difficult to control. 
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Fandom communities not only mirror and intensify our emotions, they 
also often guide the responses. It is here that fandom creativity offers fans 
the stories, characters, and plot lines, the representation and identification 
that the source texts may be missing. Where a vibrant source text creates fan 
communities that celebrate their shared love and generate more discussion 
and stories, a disappointing or ending source text can create fan communi- 

ties that offer alternatives. As with Nichola Dobson’s Siar Trek fan films, or 
Nicolle Lamerich’s fan edits, transformative fan works extend and expand 

the shared community love. Even the recollection and shared discussion can 

extend fandoms, as Simone Driessen and Lucy Bennett describe in regard to 

Backstreet Boys and R.E.M. fandoms, respectively. 

Many fans continue participating in a fandom even when they have 

stopped following the show: for example, Supernatural, Teen Wolf, and Once 

upon a Time are still on the air, yet a large number of the stories on AO3 

(the online fan fiction repository Archive of Our Own) ignore one or more 

seasons of canon. Likewise, the deaths of central characters are often denied, 

and entire communities, archives, and fan groups evolve around the denial 

of those deaths, whether it is Blake's 7 communities that sidestep the series 

finale, The Phantom Menace fans who steadfastly work around Qui-Gonn’s 

death, or Harry Potter fans who responded to J. K. Rowling's postscript to 

the final book with “Epilogue, What Epilogue?” In so doing, these fans create 
communities in which they turn a hurtful, disappointing, and frustrating 

canon event into a constructive, collective, and creative one. There are many 

different ways in which collective fan responses can shape and affect the way 

important events ultimately are received and responded to, creating fandom 

above and beyond the source texts. Most of fan fiction, of course, falls under 

this category, but even there certain types of collective endeavors stand out. 

Virtual seasons used to be a popular way to collectively expand the canon: 

different volunteers would write scripts that would be released online weekly 

so as to mimic a regular TV schedule. 

Likewise, fans often generate fanverses that divorce themselves from canon 

continuity and offer alternate timelines instead. Not all of them are responses 

to traumatic fan disappointments, but many respond to characters leaving 

or dying, popular ship pairings getting pulled apart, or genre changes in the 

show. After Lexa’s death on The z00, for example, many fans followed actor 

Alycia Debnam-Carey to Fear the Walking Dead and began merging the two 
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show universes to create their happy (and alive!) pairing: the fanverse Elyza 

Lex (named after a collectively created fictional character and alluding to 

characters and the actors’ names in both fandoms) has more than a hundred 

stories on AO3 by dozens of writers, collectively expressing their anger at the 

show and their love for the characters. Fannish affect here turns the anger 

and frustration of Lexa’s death into the shared creation of a fanverse, allowing 

disappointed fans to come together and explore their love for this pairing in 

new and creative ways. 

Few collective projects that endeavor to keep a show on the air or renew a 

series after cancellation are successful, but they allow fans to turn their shared 

feelings of disappointment and betrayal into something constructive. And 

sometimes fan ardor yields results: a century ago Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 

succumbed to his fans and resurrected Sherlock Holmes after his death at 

Reichenbach Falls, and the third Star Trek season was a response to letter- 

writing campaigns. Tabasco sauce and peanuts packages sent to the networks 

supported another season for Roswell and Jericho, respectively, and it was fan 

devotion that ultimately allowed for the creation of the Firefly movie Serenity 

and the successful Kickstarter campaign for the Veronica Mars film. Other 

times, fans focus their anger and frustration in other directions, such as the 

We Deserved Better campaign: responding to the death of Lexa on The 100, 

fans quickly organized to protest the death by showing how it fit into a long 

line of dead gay characters. The quickly created website not only showcases 

the history of the “Bury Your Gays” trope and the particularly noxious way 

in which the production team and showrunners behaved, but also raises 

money for The Trevor Project, a national suicide-prevention nonprofit for 

LGBT youths, and offers a pledge for television producers and writers for 

better LGBT representation. Not unlike political fan activism (Jenkins and 

Shresthova 2012; Jenkins et al. 2016), the community structures here facilitate 

social engagements beyond the specific fannish object, though unlike most 
of the usual examples, the energy is in spite of, not because of, the show itself. 

What I hope to show here is that while the relationship between every 
fan and the fannish object is important, it is always already filtered through 
friends and family, news and media, and, in the case of members of fan com- 
munities, through other fans. And while all the examples so far have been 
positive —fan artifacts, renewal campaigns, or even political advocacy 
through the collective fan group — fannish emotions are complicated and 
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often hover on the knife’s edge of love and hate. As a result, the flip side of 
celebrating one’s favorite show, pairing, or character is feeling a profound ha- 
tred of other shows, pairings, or characters. This often relentless, and sadly, 
at times, utterly inappropriate, hostility of fans in respect to other fans can 
poison fannish communities to the point where fans leave. Their fannish end- 
ing isn’t a response to anything in the source text but is a direct result of the 
fan community itself and of the behavior of other fans. Just as the excitement 
of my Tumblr suddenly overflowing with The Force Awakens GIEs intensifies 

my desire to go see the film, so an increase in negative comments and outright 

wank can poison my love for actively participating in a fandom. It may not 

necessarily make me hate the fan object per se, but without the shared en- 

joyment I take from my community and with a constant barrage of negative 

responses, I have withdrawn more than once from a group and eventually 

from the show. 

Few of us fan scholars like to dwell on the darker sides of fandom. After all, 

many of us are still fighting academic and personal prejudices, because even as 

the geek and the fan have mainstreamed, many of us remain the wrong type 

of fan: too female, too embodied, too emotionally invested (Scott 2011; Busse 

2013). As fans, we want to share the amazing communities, creations, and ac- 

tions we encounter in our fandoms. Moreover, there are specific ethical issues 

that make it difficult to discuss fannish flame wars, wanks, and kerfuffles: 

often the textual traces get erased and the participants do not want to revisit 

the often emotionally devastating events (Busse 2018). And yet, I don’t think 

we can talk about endings without addressing the ways fandom communities 

themselves can create an atmosphere that causes fans to leave. Just as fannish 

love can increase when shared within a fan community, negative reactions can 

easily bounce around and become more extreme, more focused, and stronger. 

Whether fan communities attack one another in ship wars or several mem- 

bers call out and criticize an individual, the results often get personal quickly. 

At times, the initial subject is external, but in taking different sides, the fan 

community splits. August 2015, after NHL star Patrick Kane was investigated 

for a rape allegation, his fans were devastated but quickly divided into those 

who believed him innocent and those who didn’t. Many who believed him 

guilty decided to leave the fandom not because of his actions, but rather be- 

cause they hated the way the team, the NHL, and other fans immediately 

took his side. Likewise, Supernatural is a very tendentious fandom, with two 
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main slash ships (and their respective actors) creating the main dividing line. 

With the prominence of real people shipping in the fandom and the long 

identification of actors and characters, hate for the characters often flows over 

into hate for the actors, and love for the actors sometimes manifests in hatred 

for their spouses. Moreover, when all these strong feelings get turned onto the 

fans of the opposing pairing, it often leads to vicious behavior that can cause 

people to leave a fandom. 

Tumblr, with its globally shared tags, brings together different communi- 

ties who would otherwise ignore one another. Unlike on LiveJournal, where 

it was easier to simply follow fans who shared one’s shipping and characteriza- 

tion preferences, a post on Tumblr merely tagged SPN or Supernatural shows 

up for everyone. Worse, many shippers purposefully “tag their hate”— that 

is, they will tag the pairing they loathe and thus force its fans to read their 

negative outbursts, necessitating a Tumblr such as antispnbullying. Like SPN, 

most big media fandoms on Tumblr with more than one pairing create ship 

wars that at times tilt into something more. Most online fannish fights merely 

have fans fighting out their preferences in public and being nasty about it, but 

at times it becomes more: anonymous ad hominem attacks in people’s inboxes 

have become all but common for more popular writers who engage in contro- 

versial debates, as have doxing threats. 

Members in Once upon a Time’s Swanqueen fandom, for example, have ex- 

perienced such extreme animosity that some created the Tumblr sqreceipts for 

the simple purpose of keeping track of abusive attacks. I have no more than 

anecdotal proof from friends who stopped posting after such directed hate 

attacks or the constant hateful responses to their posts. But looking through 

even recent Tumblr conflicts, one can see how many of the participants have 

since deactivated their accounts. 

Often, the personal attacks go beyond mere insults to accuse other fans 
of being racist, sexist, or ableist, or homo-, trans-, bi-, or acephobic. Fandom 

brings together people of different ages and nationalities, let alone races, 
classes, genders, and sexualities. Calling people out when they are insensitive 
or offensive is an important way to engage, and much needed in a place that 
often mirrors the biases of the general media culture (Fink and Miller 2014; 
Wilde 2016). In particular, the inherent racism that pervades nearly all fan- 
doms to varying degrees has certainly created hostile environments that have 
caused some fans of color to stop engaging or leave entirely (Wanzo 2015). In 
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turn, however, blunt, if not false, accusations can create a toxic environment 
as well. In The Force A wakens fandom, for example, there is a vocal contingent 
of anti-Reylo fans, that is, fans who hate Rey/Kylo, the pairing of the main fe- 
male character and the main male villain in the latest Star Wars movie. Anti- 
Reylos read the pairing’s on-screen encounters as rape, and they point out the 
age difference and potential familial relationship. Often declaring themselves 
younger or even underage, with many self-defining as childhood abuse survi- 

vors, anti-Reylos not only hate the pairing but find its very existence trigger- 

ing. Calling Reylo fans abusive and pedophiles, in turn, causes Reylo fans to 

become nasty, often each side spamming the other with their vitriol. On the 

anon meme failfandom_anon many fans describe how they have left their 

fandom or, at least, have stopped reading and engaging on Tumblr because of 

the highly aggressive atmosphere. 

Much has been written about the way online communication, with its 

seeming anonymity (or pseudonymity), facilitates vitriolic attacks that would 

never occur face-to-face (Phillips 2015). And yet sometimes fans move their 

animosities into actual spaces, cyberstalking and doxing other fans, calling 

their employers, or threatening to call the police on them. I want to end with 

an example that is clearly not typical but that shows both the negative affect 

fannish love can generate and the way fan community spaces can become so 

hostile that other fans end our fannish love affair rather than the show or 

music group or sports team itself. 

In April 2015 at the BBC Sherlock con 221B, a group of fans derailed an 

eighteen-plus panel that was meant to discuss adult fiction in the fandom. 

Having previously accused people of defending rape and being pedophiles, 

they returned the discussion repeatedly to the morality of writing fiction 

about criminal sexual behavior, ultimately causing one of the panelists to 

break down in tears as she described her own sexual abuse and how writ- 

ing fan fiction is therapeutic for her. Shortly thereafter, someone uploaded 

this breakdown on YouTube, exposing the panelist’s breakdown for anyone 

to see. Even though YouTube eventually took down the video and the con 

committee banned the proud ringleader of the group, who had announced 

her intentions before the con and had a history of attacking people online 

and in person, the fallout from this con affected large parts of Sherlock fan- 

dom. I don’t know if thegreenirene (her Tumblr pseudonym used to post an 

account of the panel, alluding to her cosplaying Irene Adler in a green dress 
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in the filmed scenes) left fandom or not, but the chilling effects of fandom 

wank, ship wars, fannish fails, and subtle yet constant prejudices should not 

be forgotten when we think of fan endings. 

Paul Booth’s chapter in this collection reminds us that there is a “thin line 

between love and hate” in fannish discourse: our strong attachment to a fan- 

nish object can quickly turn to feelings of a different sort, covering a wide 

range of feelings that don’t always fit easily into the fannish extremes. If I 

focus instead on the extreme affect fannishness produces, it is not to deny 

the range of fannish engagements, but rather to focus on the way few fan- 

nish emotions exist merely between fan and object. In its stead, I foreground 

the role of the community at any stage of the fannish relationship: the re- 

lationship among fans is as important as, if not more important than, the 

relationship between fan and fan object (Ehrenreich, Hess, and Jacobs 1992). 

At any point in our fandom journey — whether in our first fandom or as a 

fannish veteran, whether in the very first stages of falling in love with a text 

or slowly removing ourselves from the community, whether leaving a fandom 

bitterly or transitioning to a different mode of engagement — we tend to feel 

strongly about the fan objects, their creators, and our fellow fans. These 

strong emotions may be positive or negative, but they all spring from the in- 

tense, if not excessive, affect that lies at the heart of fannish engagement. The 

ultimate ending may indeed not be the moment a producer angers, a writer 

disappoints, a music or sports star misbehaves, a character dies, or our com- 

munity shatters into pieces, but rather the moment we stop caring about it. 


