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Abstract: Fan cultures, often linked with female audiences, have historically been viewed as illogical, extravagant or 
insignificant – a pattern of stigmatisation that feminist study has progressively explored and opposed. In this paper I analyse the 
affective participation of fans, particularly women, in digital fan cultures from a feminist theoretical perspective building on the 
frameworks of affective labour, participatory culture, emotional capitalism and intersectionality. It contends that female fan 
engagement represents a complex constellation of cultural activities, whose meanings are diverse and range from personal 
identity construction and community formation to counter-hegemonic creative output and collective social action. However, the 
study also critically interrogates structural problems that are intrinsic to contemporary fan culture, including the commodification 
of affective labour by platform capitalism, the maintenance of internal hierarchies and the political appropriation of fan affect. 
By locating fan culture at the crossroads of feminist theory and digital media studies, the study offers a contribution to the 
reconceptualisation of fan engagement as a culturally and politically meaningful form of gendered agency. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Research Background 
Fan culture has had an ambivalent place in the cultural 

imagination: lauded as a site of passionate creation and 
community, but also pathologised as the realm of obsessive, 
emotionally excessive and mostly female fans. The image of 
the “hysterical fangirl”-screaming at concerts, establishing 
parasocial bonds with inaccessible stars-carries a gendered 
devaluation that feminist historians have traced back to the 
broader cultural delegitimation of feminine modes of 
emotional connection and cultural production. This dismissal 
was contested by Henry Jenkins's seminal ethnographic study 
of media fan societies, which argued that fans are active 
creators and adept interpreters of culture who create 
significant social worlds out of commercial products. This 
rehabilitation has been steadily affirmed and expanded by two 
decades of later fan studies, with feminist inflections within 
the discipline highlighting the gendered features of both the 
behaviours of fandom and its historical stigmatisation. 

Digital media environments have changed the scale, 
visibility and organisational capabilities of fan cultures. 
Platforms such as Twitter, Tumblr, Archive of Our Own 
(AO3), and fan-centric social media in East Asia have 
eliminated the barriers to fan creative production and 
collective mobilisation, allowing women fans to generate, 
share, and discuss cultural content on a scale never seen 
before. This development makes issues regarding the feminist 
relevance of affective fan participation more urgent, and more 
thoroughly empirically founded, than at any previous period 
in the history of fan studies. 

1.2. Research Questions and Contributions 
The study answers to three research questions: (RQ1) What 

are the major types and forms of affective participation of 
female fans in digital fan cultures? (RQ2) What cultural and 
political ideals does feminist theory associate with these 

affective practices? (RQ3) What structural inconsistencies 
and constraints must feminist analysis confront in modern fan 
culture? This paper provides a conceptually integrated 
analysis that draws on the emotional labour tradition, 
participatory culture research, and intersectional feminist 
theory in order to analyse fan culture simultaneously, rather 
than addressing each paradigm individually. 

2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1. Feminist Perspectives on Fan Culture 
The field of fan studies was launched in 1992 by two 

foundational texts emphasising gender: Jenkins's Textual 
Poachers, which documented how fans - many of whom are 
women - transform commercial media texts through active, 
creative and resistant engagement [1], and Bacon-Smith's 
Enterprising Women, an ethnographic study of predominantly 
female fan communities and their creative production, 
focusing on the emotional functions of fan community 
membership for women experiencing social isolation and 
These foundations were later developed by Hills’ systematic 
theoretical mapping of fan cultures, offering a nuanced 
description of the oscillation between fan loyalty and critical 
detachment that characterises intelligent fan involvement [15]. 
These works together set the groundwork for the 
rehabilitation of fan emotion as an academic undertaking, in 
contrast to the delegitimation of women’s passionate cultural 
involvement as unhealthy. 

Later feminist fan study has articulated the framework of 
fourth-wave feminism-marked by digital media platforms, 
intersectional analysis, and collective online activism-as the 
political background for current female fan engagement. 
Hannell’s methodological review of fan studies as feminist 
practice reveals that the anti-positivist and participatory 
orientation of feminist research is structurally aligned with the 
collaborative, interpretive and community-embedded 
practices of fan scholars, thus making fan studies a naturally 
feminist methodological space [13]. Rosalind Gill’s analysis 
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of postfeminist media culture identifies a sensibility where 
femininity is re-inscribed as a bodily property and 
empowerment is individualised through consumption, 
forming the ideological context against which female fans 
negotiate their cultural identities and resistant practices [3]. In 
this sense, fan culture becomes a site where the 
inconsistencies of postfeminist consumer society are both 
replicated and challenged. 

2.2. Affective Labour and Emotional Economy 
The main analytical tool for understanding fan 

participation as a form of gendered work is the theoretical 
concept of affective labour . The term was introduced by 
Hardt and Negri to describe forms of work whose primary 
products are social relationships, feelings and forms of 
communicative connection [4]. As Hardt and Negri note in 
Empire and subsequent texts, affective labour, including the 
feminised care work of emotional support and interpersonal 
connection, has come to occupy an increasingly central place 
in the production of value in post-industrial capitalism, but is 
also systematically devalued precisely because of its 
association with femininity [4]. Applying this analysis to the 
digital economy, Terranova’s concept of “free labour” posits 
that the fan practices of creating content, maintaining 
communities, and participating in platforms are 
simultaneously voluntary and exploited forms of labour that 
produce value for media corporations without compensation 
[5]. Illouz’s notion of emotional capitalism captures the dual 
process through which capitalist institutions colonise 
emotional life while simultaneously investing economic 
exchange with emotional meaning. This is a cultural 
formation in which female fan affect is both exploited as a 
productive resource and disciplined as market behaviour [6]. 

2.3. Participatory Culture and Gender 
In Convergence Culture, Jenkins created a paradigm of 

participatory culture that positions contemporary media 
audiences as active co-producers of cultural meaning, capable 
of collective intelligence and creative remixing that defies the 
unidirectional logic of mass media delivery [7]. Feminist 
scholars have appropriated the concept of participatory 
culture productively to analyse female fan creative production 
as a form of counter-hegemonic cultural work, although 
Jenkins’s account has been criticised for underestimating the 
power asymmetries between corporate media producers and 
fan communities. For example, Lothian, Busse and Reid’s 
analysis of fan vidding, the practice of creating new videos by 
editing old media footage to music, situates this largely 
female fan practice as a feminist media critical practice that 
makes legible the gender politics of mainstream media 
representation [8]. Other examples of participatory culture 
that do not solely include the consumption of entertainment 
include fan fiction and slash fiction communities where 
mostly female writers re-write source texts to foreground non-
normative desires and connections. 

3. Affective Participation: Forms and 
Practices 

3.1. Emotional Investment and Community 
Building 

The fan community is a significant site of affective support 
for women who, in mainstream situations, have their 
emotional investments in popular culture undervalued or 

ridiculed. Feminist ethnographic work in fan communities 
has documented the formation of what scholars describe as 
“affective publics” – networks of followers and participants 
organised around shared emotional investments in media 
figures, texts or fandoms – in which women develop sustained 
relationships of mutual recognition, care and support [9]. 
Such communities function similarly to therapeutic or social 
support systems, especially for women socialised to 
experience marginalisation on the basis of gender, sexuality 
or other dimensions of their identity: the fan community 
provides belonging, emotional validation and a shared 
interpretive frame that constitutes a meaningful social 
infrastructure [2][9]. Transnational fan communities around 
K-pop, C-pop and East Asian media cultures illustrate the 
potential for fan affect to produce cross-cultural links between 
women across geographic, linguistic and national borders, 
establishing what Crenshaw might identify as sites where 
gender solidarity intersects with – but does not erase – other 
aspects of social difference [10]. 

3.2. Fan Creative Production as Counter-
Hegemonic Practice 

Fan literature, fan art, fan videos and other forms of 
creative production practices are the most studied form of 
female fan affective participation, and the feature of fan 
culture whose feminist implications is most overtly theorised. 
Fan fiction writers are overwhelmingly women on sites such 
as AO3, which has more than 5.6 million archived works as 
of 2024, and feminist scholars have pointed to the way in 
which fan fiction offers a space to rework gendered and 
sexualised portrayals of women and marginalised groups in 
mainstream media [1][7]. Boys' Love (BL) fiction-stories 
about male same-sex relationships, written mostly by 
heterosexual or bisexual women-has been a focus of feminist 
theory because it is a space in which women can express 
narrative desire and erotic subjectivity through the medium of 
non-heteronormative male characters, thus avoiding the 
objectifying female-gaze structures of mainstream romantic 
media [8][11]. Lothian et al. theorise fan vidding as a 
technique of feminist media criticism in which makers 
employ the audiovisual grammar of popular culture against 
its own prevailing ideological inclinations, to create critiques 
of gender representation that are at once aesthetic and 
political [8]. 

3.3. Collective Action and Social Advocacy 
Fan communities have shown their capacity for structured 

collective action that goes far beyond cultural consumption or 
creative production into the realm of social advocacy and 
political agitation. Women-led fan communities have banded 
together behind anti-harassment initiatives in fandoms, 
calling out and recording incidents of gender discrimination 
in game industries, entertainment firms and creative 
communities. Studies of fan activism have documented 
instances of female fan collectives mobilising the 
organisational infrastructure of fandom, such as fan forums, 
social media networks and collective fundraising practices, to 
produce charitable giving, political advocacy and public 
pressure campaigns aimed at institutions seen as perpetuating 
gender injustice [9]. The crossover of fandom with feminist 
activism has spawned new kinds of what scholars call "aca-
fan" identity, where the borders between fan involvement and 
feminist intellectual labour are intentionally blurred as a 
political strategy to legitimise both [1][7]. 
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4. Value Dimensions and Critical 
Analysis 

4.1. Feminist Value: Agency, Identity, and 
Voice 

Female fan emotive participation accrues several types of 
value as a site of feminist scholarship. At the individual 
development level, fan engagement develops affective 
competencies, or capacities for sustained emotional attention, 
empathetic imagination, and collaborative interpretation, 
systematically under-valued in dominant educational and 
professional frameworks, but real forms of cultural 
intelligence [6][7]. In terms of identity formation, fandom 
allows women to access sites of self-authorship and narrative 
agency that are often denied to them in mainstream media 
representations: women fans do not simply consume stories 
but author new ones, reinterpreting, extending and 
transforming the cultural texts that circulate through 
mainstream media in ways that assert their own perspectives 
and desires [1][3]. In cultural politics, women fans who 
critique mainstream media representation – who point out 
sexist, heteronormative, or racially stereotypical content – are 
engaging in a sort of feminist media literacy that has 
historically predated and impacted the work of academic 
media critics [8]. The figure of the “fake geek girl” the woman 
fan whose authenticity is constantly interrogatedis 
emblematic of the systematic gatekeeping of fan cultural 
spaces by masculinist norms, and Scott's analysis of the 
convergence culture industry chronicles how the feminist 
defence of women's fan participation is an ongoing cultural-
political project [14]. 

4.2. Structural Contradictions and 
Commercial Exploitation 

At the same time, a critically appropriate feminist 
understanding of fan culture must acknowledge its structural 
contradictions. The most basic contradiction is between fan 
creative agency and the commercial exploitation of fan 
emotive labour by platform capitalism. Fan content creation, 
however creatively meaningful to its creators, routinely 
generates value for platform corporations who extract 
advertising revenue, data and cultural cachet from fan activity 
without compensating its producers, as Terranova showed in 
her analysis of free labour [5]. Gill and Pratt’s concept of 
immaterial labour and precariousness in cultural work offers 
a critical framework for understanding how platform 
businesses systematically extract revenue from fan 
engagement while sustaining the ideological deception that 
fan labour is freely chosen leisure [12]. This dynamic is 
heightened in the contemporary platform economy, where 
corporations such as streaming services and social media 
platforms have adopted ever more complex mechanisms for 
channelling fan energy into marketing, audience building, and 
brand loyalty functions [5][6]. A second tension is the 
replication of normative hierarchies in fan cultures that 
feminist practice elsewhere resists. Appearance-based 
hierarchies, fandom gatekeeping practices, and the 
disciplining of “improper” fan expressions replicate logics of 
femininity policing that Gill identifies as characteristic of 
postfeminist media culture [3]. 

4.3. Intersectionality and Marginalisation 
Empirical experiences of fan participation vary widely 

across axes of identity [10]. Crenshaw’s theory of 
intersectionality – devised to examine the compounded 
effects of race, gender and class in generating unique patterns 
of marginalisation – is central to a comprehensive feminist 
critique of fan culture. Quantitative and ethnographic research 
on fan communities shows that women of colour face distinct 
forms of marginalisation within predominantly white, 
Western fan cultures: their fan productions are less circulated 
and recognised, their interpretations are less authoritative, and 
their identities as fans are more heavily policed than their 
white counterparts [10]. The structural inequalities of the 
wider media industry – where women of colour are under-
represented both as content creators and characters – are 
partially reproduced in the fan communities that develop 
around these texts, even as fan practices provide resources for 
resisting and re-writing these representations. 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

5.1. Feminist Significance of Fan Culture 
The evidence discussed in this paper shows that fan culture 

is a significant site of gendered cultural practice whose 
feminist features are not reducible to simple empowerment or 
simple exploitation. Female fan emotive participation 
produces genuine value-community, creative agency, identity, 
and collective advocacy-under institutional constraints of 
commercial appropriation and intersectional inequality that 
limit and distort this value in systematic ways. SDT offers a 
cohesive theoretical and empirically verified framework to 
comprehend this shared decision and to build educational 
environments that foster collaborative development. 

5.2. Critical Reflections 
A feminist politics of fan culture has to avoid the twin 

pitfalls of enthusiastic adulation and contemptuous critique. 
Affective labour by women fans in their communities and 
creative output is both really valued and systematically 
exploited; the two truths do not cancel each other but make 
up the contradictory condition of participatory culture under 
platform capitalism. Future research should engage in 
longitudinal ethnographic studies of how female fan 
communities negotiate these contradictions over time, and 
develop comparative analyses across different national and 
platform contexts in order to understand how political 
economy shapes the feminist potential of fan participation. 

5.3. Future Research Directions 
Empirical research should broaden the study of fan cultures 

beyond English-language and Western contexts to include 
East Asian, South Asian and African fan communities where 
intersections of fandom, gender politics and national cultural 
industries generate distinctive configurations of affective 
participation. Methodologically, feminist fan studies is best 
served by participatory and collaborative research approaches 
in which fans become co-investigators rather than subjects, 
thus respecting the agency and knowledge of the communities 
under investigation. 
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