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Chapter 1:
Introduction: Fan Wars — A Galaxy Far Within the Internet?

1.1: “Welcome to Online Fan Culture”: Motivation and Thesis

“Welcome to the internet
What would you prefer?

Would you like to fight for civil rights or tweet a racial slur?
Be happy

Be horny

Be bursting with rage

We got a million different ways to engage”

- Bo Burnham in “Welcome to the Internet”

As Bo Burnham describes in his poignant song quoted above, the Internet offers many ways
users can express themselves and even shape the world and its politics in ways previously
unthinkable just decades prior. Unsurprisingly, these different ways of engaging often lead
people online to clash with one another — frequently in the form of fan conflicts, debating
issues such as: Do the new Star Wars movies suck? Does feminism still have a long way to
go? Has it gone too far already and ruined Star Wars? Is Star Wars brainwashing children with
“woke” ideology? Is it even part of a larger leftist plot to undermine Western civilization?
Should Rey and Kylo Ren from the new Star Wars movie kiss or would that set a bad example
for audiences? Do fans who think they should deserve to be bullied by the fan community and
told to kill themselves?

These questions come from Star Wars fan discourse, i.e. exchanges between social

media users who either identify as fans or at least engage with issues related to the franchise,



thus investing time and emotional energy like fans (Jensen). Such users seem to exist in a
microcosm of their own: within their fandom, i.e. as part of a group of fans (“Fandom”), their
fan community. As these questions already hint at, such fan discourse can reach far beyond
discussions of the source text.

Yet what may seem like a galaxy far, far away within niches of the Internet is both a
reflection of and contribution to wider social discourses. As these examples already suggest,
popular media texts — from games and books to shows and movies — have in recent years
become central to mediated conflicts (Proctor and Kies). In such fan conflicts, fans may
negotiate differing ideologies, such as differing stances on feminism, expressions of sexuality,
or social justice, while directly or indirectly relating them to pop-cultural texts.

The discourse in which these are enacted is carried out not just by fans who have
become more visible to mainstream audiences (i.e. those who consume media texts or use
social media without deeper investment into the media text and its fan community) than ever
(Bennet and Booth). Even public figures such as journalists, actors, producers and politicians
increasingly participate in fan discourse. This is often enabled through the shared virtual space
of social media platforms where the opinion of an anonymous user (or many anonymous users)
may become just as or even more visible to “creators/producers and the general public”
(Mueller 9) than that of a public figure. Some studies even suggest that “grass roots” trends on
social media last longer than “conversations driven” top-down “by celebrities, large-scale
institutions, mass media” and the like (Van Horn et al.). Consequently, social media has been
re-writing the rules as to who can shape dominant discourses or how political polarization
arises (Pérez-Escolar and Noguera-Vivo) for over a decade, highlighting the importance of
paying attention to all discursive contributors.

Fandom and Politics



Fandom is generally perceived to be of little political importance to those not involved
in it, reflected in common calls to “keep politics out of fandom” (Penney, Pop 48) — with the
word “keep” suggesting that apolitical is the natural state of fandom despite the fact that
fandom was a place of political debates long before the Internet (Mueller 5). Yet how this is
enacted has differed over the years. I first became aware of the changing political dimension
of online fandom when I was working on my Master’s thesis in 2018: I noticed the bullying of
shippers, i.e. those supporting (i.e. “shipping”, cf. “Shipping”) a specific fictional relationship
(also called a “ship”, cf. “Shipper”). They would be mocked or insulted in comments under
fanfictions, i.e. stories written by fans set in the world of a specific source text such as Star
Wars, or receive threatening private messages on their social media accounts which they
described on their Tumblr blogs or in tweets.

Those harassing these fans would often portray their own behavior as a form of political
activism, protecting the fandom from content setting a bad example by means of antagonistic
behavior against other fans. [ was familiar with fan examples of fan activism, i.e. fans engaging
for something they wanted, for example the renewal of their favorite show. Such intense anti-
fan activism driven not by a wish to “sav[e] what [they] love” but rather “fight[] what [they]
hate” (to quote Rose from The Last Jedi) was new to me, however. I began to wonder what
drove such fan conflicts.

I also increasingly noticed YouTube pushing video recommendations on me in which
TV shows I liked would be reviewed on the premise of how “woke” they were, i.e. how much
creators assumed they were pushing an overly progressive political message (“Woke”). These
content creators frequently painted a picture of feminists threatening to ruin franchises by
“making it political” and putting gay women of Color (see chapter 3) in everything. This

reminded me of something alt-right activists would say, those who are mostly united in their



“resistance to identity politics and so-called ‘wokeness’” (Moffitt, “What Was the ‘Alt™” 14),
making me wonder about the extent of these parallels.

At the same time, there were more and more politicians and political commentators
who shared their views on Star Wars, even reacting to terms and arguments originating in and
prevalent in fan discourse on platforms not geared specifically towards fans, such as X
(formerly Twitter). A trend that has only increased recently, for example when far-right
political commentator Matt Walsh (fig. 1) argues the next Star Wars tilms will flop because of
their “feminist” director. US senator and former presidential candidate Ted Cruz (fig. 1) adds
to this the slogan #GoWokeGoBroke — a common “rallying cry [...] any time a company
announces a progressive product” (Stanfill et al.) and widespread in reactionary fandoms.

Ted Cruz
@tedcruz

Um, Disney is announcing they don’t want any men (or boys,
presumably) to go to the next Star Wars??

Have they ever actually met a Star Wars fan?

:s’ Matt Walsh & @MattWalshBlog - 3, Jan.
Here’s the feminist director of the next Star Wars film saying that her goal is to
“make men uncomfortable.”

This movie is destined to be Dishey's biggest flop yet.

Fig. 1. Ted Cruz (@tedcruz, “Um”) comments on an X post by Matt Walsh, both discussing the up-coming Star
Wars movie

Using this to argue that feminist / progressive politics will lead to the financial ruin of Star
Wars, they both lean into arguments originating in fan discourse (Stanfill et al.). The way they
discuss Star Wars is thus eerily similar to many YouTube videos I saw. This demonstrates how
such discourses often require a profound understanding of both domains to fully understand
what is being discussed between the lines in online conversations and made me wonder how
and when fan and political discourse intersect.

Fandom as a Place of Learning



Furthermore, fan discourses are not only a topic worth investigating out of intellectual
curiosity: Fan communities are also a powerful place of learning (Booth) — including
increasingly about political matters. I experienced this myself when I joined a seminar on
liberation movements in my 4th year of university: By then, [ was already familiar with many
of the events and issues to be discussed. I had informally learned about these before - on
Tumblr, a social media platform particularly popular among fans where posts about my favorite
TV shows had been interspersed with posts about political topics. This is a typical experience
of “fannish passions and social justice concerns” (McCracken et al. 10) being intertwined on
the platform. Sometimes political posts were thematically related to specific shows and
sometimes they were unrelated but posted by the same users whose blogs I was following due
to shared fannish interests. Social media increasingly encourages such “collapsed contexts”
where due to platform affordances, it is “difficult to maintain distinct social contexts” (boyd
48).

Generally, fan communities have been praised for offering all kinds of learning
opportunities, such as media literacy skills, including receptive as well as productive skills
(Jenkins, “Confronting”). Fan communities are after all what Gee calls “affinity spaces” which
“are key sites today where people teach and learn 21st Century skills” (Gee 27): Affinity spaces
can be physical or virtual spaces characterized by a shared affinity (29), like a shared fandom
— I for example learned how to use Photoshop and what mise-en-scéne meant from Anime and
Supernatural fans.

Additionally, the intrinsically motivated and communally embedded learning as it takes
place in fandom holds powerful potential to shape how fans see the world. For example, reading

b1

fanfiction, is generally assumed to change readers’ “attitudes about sexuality” (Meggers 60)
and make them grow more open, tolerant and accepting due to exposure to queer characters

and content in what they read. Consequently, media fandom has often been considered a



positive influence, particularly on (but not limited to) young people. As young people
nowadays spend more and more time online, often over 8 hours a day (“The Common Sense”)
on social media platforms such as YouTube, Instagram and TikTok (Vogels and Gelles-
Watnick), it becomes essential to understand what they might be learning online. Fan Studies
scholar Booth suggested in 2015 that “once formal schooling is complete, one's fandom may
be one of the only places where one is encouraged to think critically, to write, to discuss deeply,
and to make thoughtful and critical judgments about hegemonic culture” (1.1) — a very utopian
view of the learning potential in fandom, focusing largely on the positive aspects of fan culture.
Yet fandom is not limited to creative writing and media analysis — it is also about “fight[ing]
for civil rights or tweet[ing] a racial slur” (Burnham). Activist engagement is usually seen as
positive, yet even when “fight[ing] for civil rights”, it may involve harmful behaviors such as
online harassment towards those disagreeing which may be legitimized in fan discourse — such
as bullying users perceived as homophobic (Larsen). In response to Gee, we might call parts
of fandom in which people come together not due to a shared affinity, but a shared aversion,
“aversion spaces”. These may be equally powerful at reinforcing or even changing fans’
worldview. Moreover, some “fandoms have long been a breeding ground for hate speech and
neo-fascist ideology” (Euteneuer and Meints 358). Thus, fans may in certain environments be
in danger of political radicalization, particularly — but not limited to — to the extreme right.
The combination of fandom as a powerful place of learning and its less utopian dimensions
calls for scholarship to pay close attention to what norms and behaviors are perpetuated in fan
cultures, particularly in areas of political positions being negotiated.
Thesis

Star Wars fan conflicts illustrate various ways that ideologies can be negotiated in fan

discourse. Recent anti/fan activism in the Star Wars fandom manifests differently based on

political alignment and is shaped by the logics of a visibility economy of social media

10



platforms: Reactionary fans engage in (mostly) bottom-up attempts to reshape the media
industry, aligning with broader “anti-woke” efforts to amplify certain voices and ideas in online
discourse, making them more visible (chapter 2). At the same time, they often aim to make
their own positionality invisible through using a fan-populist style (chapter 3). Progressive fans
primarily focus on lateral policing within their own fan communities, drawing from social
justice rhetoric to suppress specific forms of fan engagement they deem harmful, thus trying to
render invisible media content and fan behaviors they disagree with (chapter 4). Despite these
differences, all anti/fan activist behaviors in my case studies intend to change the media text
and its fan community to a different ideological position, driven by negative affect (not just for
textual problems but frequently also for an enemy figure or concept), often through strategies
to render certain positions (in)visible on social media.

Such fan conflicts arise particularly when dissatisfaction with textual, fan-cultural and
socio-cultural disruptions align, turning discussions of the text into a (frequently implicit)
conflict about ideological disagreements. Such fan conflicts can be a vehicle for reactionary
worldviews, particularly to spread anti-feminist sentiments — this often blurs the lines between
fan and political discourse (chapter 2). Particularly reactionary fans frequently make use of a
fan populist style in their anti/fan activism, drawing on enemy figures, crisis narratives and
nostalgia to make their ideology appear the “common sense” one (chapter 3). On the other
hand, some fans may be perceived as reactionary by others in their fan community but engage
in behaviors harmful to the fan community which are nevertheless deeply rooted in progressive
ideals and argumentation (chapter 4).

Chapter Structure

Consequently, it is essential to understand what is known about fan discourse and

conflicts so far: In 1.2, [ will briefly define relevant concepts and frameworks for my analysis.

This will be followed by a literature review which identifies relevant gaps and points out the
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contributions of my thesis, including discussions of fan activism, “ugly” fandom, political
polarization in general, and intersections of these fields. Building on my review of the state of
the art of Fan Studies and fan conflicts, I will further discuss my research questions and my
selection of Star Wars as my case study as well as how I selected my platforms and specific
materials within the case study (1.3). Based on this, I explain my methodology, particularly my
choice of Critical Discourse Analysis (1.4). Finally, I provide an overview of the three chapters
and conclusion to follow which will all focus on fan conflicts regarding gender and sexuality,
specifically debates on feminism and heroines (chapter 2), diverse representation and perceived
“woke agendas” (chapter 3), and relationship norms and fan policing thereof (chapter 4) in

contemporary Star Wars fandom (1.5).

1.2: “A Woman’s Place Is in The Resistance”: Literature Review

Definitions: Pop Culture, Resistance, and Ideology
As I outlined in the motivation, the study of fans, i.e. those passionately engaging with a text,
a sport, or a celebrity, is fundamental to understanding our contemporary participatory media
and cultural landscape (Jenkins, Confronting; Jenkins, Convergence; Jenkins et al.,
Spreadable) and new forms of political engagement in online spaces (Jenkins et al., Popular;
Hinck). Such research is increasingly relevant as social media’s impact on culture and political
discourse grows.

For my purposes I consider part of fan discourse those who take the time to publicly
share their opinions on Star Wars on social media. This is in line with Fiske observing that
“l[a]ll popular audiences engage in varying degrees of semiotic productivity, producing
meanings and pleasure [...] [b]ut fans often turn this [...] into some form of textual production
that can circulate among [...] the fan community” (“The Cultural Economy” 30). While issues

of identity (Grossberg; Jensen), being part of a community (Jensen) and affective investment
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(Grossberg) also play into who we consider a fan, these dimensions of fandom are not easily
observed in discourse analysis. It also does not matter for the impact of an idea whether the
person it originated from identified as a fan or discussed Star Wars for other reasons.

Fandom and popular culture frequently go hand in hand (Fiske, “The Cultural
Economy” 30), with many fandoms being centered around films, TV shows or video games.
Popular culture is on one hand widespread, it’s “mass-produced and mass-distributed
entertainment” (30), but it is also generally “associated with the cultural tastes of subordinated
formations of the people” (30). This is contrasted to “high culture” which is “socially and
institutionally legitimated” (31) and liking it is generally associated with a ‘“higher socio-
economic position” (31). That is to say: Star Wars is not Shakespeare.

While this may mean that fans are right to say something like “Star Wars is only
mindless entertainment for the masses” and thus fan conflicts are trivial and do not matter,
contemporary views on audiences challenge such a one-directional understanding of popular
culture: Although earlier theories on mass culture assumed consumers to be “the mindless
pawns of capitalism” (Jenkins et al., “Hop on Pop” 39), modern Cultural Studies recognizes
the influence of consumers “through their choices, schemes, and re-creations.” (39). A movie
audience may for example not buy enough tickets or leave bad reviews for a movie, leading to
no further similar movies being produced, such as the end of the “A Star Wars Story” set of
installments after the financial failure of Solo: A Star Wars Story (Dietsch). They may also,
through word-of-mouth advertisement or hashtag campaigns, help save failing or canceled
shows (Navar-Gill and Stanfill). Such examples highlight the power of consumers to shape the
media landscape.

The increasing influence of audiences is closely tied to the rise of participatory culture,
i.e. “a culture with relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement” (Jenkins,

Confronting 3). This is due to the Internet and social media among other reasons which have
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allowed audiences to be not merely consumers, but have “a more active stake in the culture
that is produced” (Jenkins, “Confronting”): Fans are frequently actively “speaking back” to it,
often “through the production of transformative works (fanfiction, fan video, fan art)” (Scott,
“The Moral Economy” 167), expressing their opinions on social media and occasionally trying
to actively influence the production of their favorite media through coordinated campaigns.
With the increasing visibility of fan voices (Bennett and Booth) and access to media producers
due to social media, this act of “speaking back’ has only grown more powerful and widespread.

Fans participating in fan activism and fan conflicts demonstrate that fans are often
highly aware of Stuart Hall’s understanding of popular culture as “the arena of consent and
resistance” which is “partly where hegemony arises, and where it is secured” (239). By this he
means that by producing popular culture, “cultural industries do have the power constantly to
rework and reshape what they represent; and, by repetition and selection, to impose and implant
such definitions of ourselves as fit more easily the descriptions of the dominant or preferred
culture” (233).

Popular culture thus contributes to securing hegemony. Hegemony as conceptualized
by Gramsci describes “consent which is secured by the [...] popularization of the world view
of the ruling class” (Bates 352). For Star Wars, this may for example mean that in line with the
patriarchal structures of modern US society, it used to primarily depict men in leading roles
and as Jedi, thus contributing to normalizing the patriarchal worldview that only men belong
in positions of power (Clarke and Hine 2).

Yet not all fans will agree with — or even on — the ideology that shaped a given Star
Wars movie. While I have described fan conflicts as a phenomenon I particularly noticed in
the last decade, they have a long history (cf. Mueller). Particularly differing interpretations of
pop cultural texts rooted in audiences’ worldview are far from a new phenomenon and thus it

is not a surprise that fan conflicts constantly arise. In 1989 Fiske already argued that popular
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culture “contain[s] resources out of which the people can make their own meanings of their
social relations and identities” and thus “[pJopular culture is always a culture of conflict”
(Understanding 2).

The kind of fan conflicts I am interested in are first and foremost ideological
negotiations. For the purpose of this study, I understand ideology to describe a “set of ideas,
beliefs and attitudes, consciously or unconsciously held, which reflects or shapes
understandings or misconceptions of the social and political world” (Freeden). Ideology is a
term often used but rarely defined in Fan Studies. The way it is frequently used best aligns with
this definition.

Coming from a Cultural Studies background and being interested in the interplay of
ideology and media, my understanding of ideology in this work is strongly shaped by the works
of John Fiske and Stuart Hall. When analyzing cultural products, such as Star Wars and its fan
discourses, it is necessary to think of ideology more in line with Althusser’s theory of
interpellation which Fiske applies to TV!: “[I]deology is not a static set of ideas imposed upon
the subordinate by the dominant classes but rather a dynamic process constantly reproduced
and reconstituted in practice - that is, in the ways that people think, act, and understand
themselves and their relationship to society” (“Culture” 1269). Institutions, among them the
media, are part of the “ideological state apparatuses” and “produce in people the tendency to
behave and think in socially acceptable ways” (1269).

However, despite owing much to Fiske’s work on fans, I rely on a broader definition of
the term, given above. Fiske closely relates ideology with how the dominant class thinks the
world should be and proposes “a constant contradiction between ideology and the social

experience of the subordinate”, leading to constant “ideological struggle” (1273). This

' To be precise, he discusses news media, not entertainment. However, an in-depth discussion of all the
developments from Adorno and Horkheimer’s passive consumers to contemporary theories on active audiences
is beyond the scope of this introduction.
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understanding of ideology as something imposed from above but resisted from below is not in
line with how the term is commonly used in Fan and Media Studies, where we can find for
example discussions of the “far-right racial ideology” (Varda and Hahner 137), “[a]lt-right
ideology” (139) or “post-colorblind white supremacist ideology” (Kreiter 116) expressed in
fan conflicts — which are all notably fringe ideologies (as of now)?.
“Beautiful” Fandom: Fan Activism

Part of fans’ active “speaking back” to popular culture is expressed in fan activism.
This term describes fans “organiz[ing] around real-world issues through extended engagement
with and appropriation of popular culture content” (Brough and Shresthova 2.3). The study of
which is heavily skewed towards marginalized (Scott, “The Moral Economy”) (i.e.

predominantly female and queer) fans’ engagement for progressive causes.

Fig. 2. Poster of Leia with the headline “A Woman's Place is in the Resistance” (Gilmore)

Fan activism has had a profound impact on political discourse and civic activism in
recent years (Jenkins, By Any Media; Hinck). At a protest march, such as the women’s march

in 2017, we may for example find someone holding up a sign that says that “[a] woman’s place

2 Additionally, some fans in my case studies use ideology as a pejorative, frequently in combination with
“feminist” or “woke ideology”, the connotations of which are more in line with the “vulgar Marxist sense of ‘false
consciousness’” (Fiske, “Culture” 1269).
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is in the resistance” (fig. 2), displaying a print of Leia Organa, leader of the fictional Star Wars
rebels — a piece of artwork that “was spotted everywhere from Mississippi to New Zealand,
and hundreds of thousands shared it on social media sites” (Gilmore, “Women’s March”). Leia
“shaped at least one generation of women”, Barclay argues, and those who had admired her
strength and resilience “took up the resistance for her after 2016 (3), inspired to real world
action by the strength of a fictional character. For this reason, organizations may also tap into
fandom, such as the Star Wars: Force for Change campaign in support of UNICEF (Hinck), to
rally fans behind a good cause. Such examples illustrate how fandom can inspire civic action.

Historically the field of Fan Studies has overwhelmingly focused on subversive fan
practices by “marginalized voices” (Scott, “The Moral Economy” 167), mostly meaning female
and queer audiences?, as a positive and progressive force. The creation of fanworks as a form
of grassroots resistance to hegemonic, particularly patriarchal and heteronormative, norms (e.g.
Bacon-Smith; Jenkins, Textual Poachers) has been at the heart of the field and the center of
much research. Additionally, judging from the breadth of works on fanfiction and fanart, the
state of the art suggests that such “transformational works” (Scott, “The Moral Economy” 168)
seem to be the central means through which resistance is expressed — despite fanfiction being
a niche interest (Egido Lorente) many fans do not take part in.

The field’s substantial positive takes on fan culture arose from a desire to “construct an
alternative image of fan cultures [...] as active, critically engaged, and creative” (Jenkins, Fans
1), to counter the common negative perceptions of fans held by society and scholars: Fans,
particularly men, were pathologized as the “obsessed loner” (Jensen 11) who need to “get a

life” (Jenkins, Textual Poachers 9); women were often shamed as inferior fans who have

3 Race unfortunately plays a minor role, both in fan activism and academic scholarship. For a work on “decentering
white fans”, see for example Pande: Fandom, Now in Color: A Collection of Voices.
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particularly “bad taste” (Mueller 86) in genres such as romance and who act hysterical and
stupid (87).
However, the celebratory focus of the field, often described as its “fandom is beautiful” phase
(Coppa, “Fuck Yeah”), has largely ignored the discursive contributions of the majority of fans
who do not produce fanart (particularly fanfiction) or who do not participate in activist events
but simply post online. Additionally, it has intentionally overstated fandom’s democratic and
progressive potential (cf. Stanfill, “Introduction”, 123) while under-exploring the activist
engagement of reactionary and antagonistic fans. Consequently, in line with a recent shift in
Fan Studies towards exploring the ways in which “Fandom is Ugly” (Proctor and Kies; more
recently: Fandom Is Ugly: Networked Harassment in Participatory Culture by Mel Stanfill), I
focus on fan conflicts that can encourage radicalization and harassment. Thus, this thesis adds
to a growing body of works that allow for a more nuanced and complex understanding of
fandom, including its “dark”™ or “ugly” side.
“Ugly” Fandom: Toxic Fandom and Anti-Fan Activism

Unlike the examples of progressive fan activism discussed previously, some fans also
engage in behaviors that aim at changing existing power structures — either within the original
text or within the fan community — in order to achieve reactionary changes or by antagonistic
(“toxic”) ways of engagement. So far, few works on the “dark™ or “ugly” side of fan culture
exist compared to the body of work on fan activism that depicts fandom as an almost utopian
space of progressive values, democracy and unity — an image purposefully painted by many
scholars “with the goal to counteract the widespread bias against consumers of popular culture
[...]” (Mueller 1). However, this image is not a realistic reflection of the dynamics of fan
communities. Works on “ugly” fandom mainly fall into two categories which often overlap:

Toxic and anti-fans:
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Toxic fans are those who engage in “harmful practices driven by fans’ feelings of
entitlement, possessiveness or superiority” (Driessen 26). Such fans may, for example, claim
their behavior is rooted in a defense of “their” franchise against poor writing due to “forced
diversity”. This is a typical case in which such toxic fans portray themselves as the “true” fans
defending the integrity of the franchise they love. They thus don’t fall clearly into either the
category of being driven by love or dislike.

Generally, the term “toxic fans” is taken to mean fans who participate in the harassment
of others (Driessen) for a variety of reasons. Fans who dislike the idea of a romantic
relationship between Rey and Kylo Ren may, for example, bully those who do. The term
“toxic” in “toxic fan” is closely connected to the concept of “toxic online disinhibition” which
encompasses a wide range of antagonistic behaviors that are not limited to but also found in
fandoms: Behaviors which are generally “rude, critical, angry, hateful, and threatening” (Suler
184), such as mass harassment and community exclusion and even death threats (Click). They
can range from blackmail and “doxxing”, i.e. publication of private information (Proctor and
Kies), boycotts, angry petitions and data manipulation to sexist and racist abuse of actors or
authors (B. Jones; Driessen).

Additionally, fans who are for example asking for Lucasfilm to feature less, not more,
actors of Color in Star Wars are engaging in reactionary fan activism. This has often led to
direct targeted harassment: Many actors of color — such as Kelly Mary Tran or John Boyega in
the Star Wars sequel trilogy — received significant backlash against their characters that
involved mass harassment against them on social media platforms with Tran even leaving the
platform (Driessen). However, independent of harassment, Stanfill argues that such
“reactionary fandoms, as sites of domination, are inherently toxic (“Introduction” 125)” yet

“nonreactionary fandoms can also be toxic.” (125).
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As the comment by Stanfill about reactionary fans suggests, the term is not always
applied solely on the basis of observable behavior but also due to the underlying ideology:
Those opposed to social changes reflected in contemporary media, reactionary fans, are also
often perceived as toxic by the nature of their views alone — within fandom as well as by
scholars. Dannar for example describes “most of the communities discussed in [his]
dissertation [as] certainly toxic in that they legitimize white supremacy” (22). Dosser similarly
discusses that the label “‘toxic’ [is] seldom being defined and more used to describe
homophobic, misogynistic, racist, and/or violent practices or individuals” (Dosser 135).

This aligns with fandom’s natural state being assumed to be progressive (Stanfill,
“Introduction” 124): While homophobic fans might be perceived to be disruptive to the fan
community by the controversial nature of their views alone, this might similarly apply to queer-
activist fans, particularly before the more widespread contemporary cultural acceptance of
queer characters on-screen. For example, “slash shippers”, i.e. those supporting fictional same-
sex relationships, were seen as curiosities who were writing against the intended reading of the
text when they imagined straight characters in same-sex relationships until well into the 2000s
(Green et al.). This was often done despite the explicit disapproval of copyright holders such
as Lucasfilm (Brooker 164-6) — yet slash shippers of old are never discussed as “toxic” fans
despite their disruptive nature. Both the fact that the term is only vaguely defined and that it
holds a normative quality is why I refrain from describing the fans engaged in my case studies
as “toxic” — although their perception as such by other fans and scholars has certainly
influenced my decision to focus on these specific disagreements between fans and anti-fans
that [ am writing about.

There is a lot of overlap between toxic and “anti-fans”, i.e. those who are motivated not
by love but hate (or more broadly: negative affect) for a given object. Anti-fans “strongly

dislike a given text or genre, considering it inane, stupid, morally bankrupt and/or aesthetic
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drivel” (J. Gray, “New Audiences” 70). This can motivate “toxic” behaviors, but it does not
have to involve antagonistic interactions and can take harmless forms such as “hate-watching”
in which anti-fans “derive pleasure from mocking entertainment content that they find worthy
of ridicule” (Cohen et al. 136) by for example “laughing or complaining about the show with
others” (138). However, to complicate this concept, people engaging against diverse
representations in Star Wars may see themselves as deeply motivated by their love for the
franchise, thus naturally wanting to uphold the status quo of what the franchise used to be. Such
fans are only described as “anti-fans” by others yet would not self-identify as such.
Consequently, I may in my case studies describe the same person as a “Star Wars fan” but in
a specific instance as an “anti-fan” of a specific character or movie(s) from the franchise.

Additionally, in fan discourse “anti(-fan)” may be much more about a set of toxic
behaviors, than necessarily an individual’s affect towards a given text, as the term is understood
in academia. A specific kind of anti(-fan) is the “anti-shipper”, “someone who opposes
shipping or a certain pairing” (“Anti-shipper”), i.e. someone who is opposed to a specific
fictional relationship, sometimes to the point of “harass[ing] [those who enjoy the relationship
or “ship”] for shipping ‘morally wrong’ ships” (‘“Anti-shipper”). The use of “anti” as an insult
towards fans perceived to be disrupting the fan community and its shipping practices is
common, even when the fans in question are not strongly opposed to a specific relationship:
This is frequently weaponized when “fans who are critical of fandom’s negotiation of race/ism”
(Pande, “Get out” 107) are dismissed as being “antis” who are “supporting censorship in the
name of social justice” (107).

On the other hand, “anti-fan activism” can be positively connotated and associated with
progressive values depending on its driving cause: Some fans see being considered an “anti”
of a specific content which they consider problematic as a form of activist engagement that

justifies any (or many) means — fans may for example proudly declare themselves “anti-
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Twilight” as a form of “feminist critique of romance stories”, assuming that “romance
portrayed in Twilight is [...] sending a ‘bad’ message to teenage girls” (Strong 7). The social
impact of representation in media and dominant cultural practices is often given as justification
for such activist engagement (as [ will also discuss in chapter 4).

All these examples demonstrate the complexities of what I consider “anti-fan activism”,
yet little research exists so far on anti-fan activism. I understand “anti-fan activism” as a drive
to engage with “real-world issues” through “engagement with and appropriation of popular
culture content” (Brough and Shresthova 2.3), just as fan activism does. However, in contrast
to fan activism, it is primarily motivated by negative affect towards specific texts, characters,
or fan behaviors — be it the sequel trilogy or fictional relationships considered problematic. In
this thesis, I am particularly interested in reactionary “anti-fan activism”, in contrast to fan
activism (which may ask for additive changes towards a new status quo, such as including a
more diverse set of characters), that advocates for a return to the prior status quo or for a
discontinuation of the text or of specific fan behaviors, thus expressing a dislike for the text in
its current form or for recent fan culture.

While anti-fan activism may sometimes noticeably differ from fan activism (see chapter
3), I chose to use this closely related term to emphasize that the difference between fan activism
and anti-fan activism lies in participants’ behaviors, not their ideological beliefs. Although the
literature often describes fan activism as progressive and reactionary fan engagement as
“backlashes”, as Stanfill notably points out, ““it is political when anyone uses popular culture
to transform the world—traditionally excluded or not. There is slippage across this research
between changing society and being progressive, but reactionaries, too, want to change society,
and they generally also see themselves and/or their views as marginalized” (“Introduction”
128). As “anti-fan activism” differs in its ways of engagement from fan activism, a more in-

depth understanding of it is necessary.
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This thesis explores three types of anti-fan activism:

1)

2)

3)

Those who are anti-fans of Rey and other female characters and thus
(presumably) are opposed to the source text (i.e. the sequel trilogy, especially
The Force Awakens and The Last Jedi) itself.

Those who are anti-fans of new Star Wars releases generally, producer Kathleen
Kennedy, and the overly progressive ideology she presumably enforces. These
anti-fans are thus more opposed to the people and social circumstances creating
the text. Both case studies have in common that the anti-fan activism in question
is bottom-up, i.e. directed hierarchically upwards and outwards (i.e. directed
against those outside the fan community).

Finally, those who are anti-fans of a potential relationship between Rey and
Kylo Ren and who are thus against “shipping” fan behaviors they disapprove
of. In this case study, there is theoretically no power imbalance between the
parties involved, as it is an intra-fan community conflict, thus a form of lateral

anti-fan activism.

All three case studies have in common that those engaging in it do not only experience negative
affect but are driven by it to (often rather frequently) engage in productive behaviors such as
writing social media comments on Twitter/X, creating YouTube videos, or writing lengthy

Tumblr blog posts about their object of dislike in an attempt to “fix” the perceived problem.

Fandom and Political Polarization in the 2010s

Despite having discussed several examples of fan and political discourse being

“politics into”

intertwined, popular culture and fan spaces are still widely perceived as naturally apolitical —

this is also implied by the widespread accusation by fans and politicians alike of bringing

an inherently escapist text and space they were not previously part of (Condis
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and Stanfill). There are two primary ways in which fandom is falsely assumed to be apolitical
or irrelevant to politics: By fannish definition and by scholarship outside of Fan Studies.

In fan discourse, “political” is often understood (particularly by reactionary fans) to
mean that something has been included in order to influence or even manipulate the political
stance of its audience. This argument is most frequently made by fans who are part of a
dominant social group as “the line between what is considered “political” and “apolitical” has
historically been determined by dominant groups and shaped by hegemonic ideas” (Mueller 8).
This means it’s often conservatives and white men who think the media they are consuming is
apolitical (8) and that “any divergence from the fannish norm” is “an attempt to drag politics
into fandom” (82).

Fan, Cultural and Media Studies are likely to disagree with such stances and consider
that no cultural product can be devoid of political or ideological messages, as I discussed more
extensively in the first part of 1.2. For example, science fiction that is most concerned with
space fights and explosions is not — as it is usually portrayed — “just entertainment”. Rather, as
Mueller points out, such “military science fiction” is “saturated with ideological beliefs around
imperialism, militarism, colonialism, and masculinity” (83). This also applies to the original
Star Wars trilogy. Even if it wasn’t explicitly created by George Lucas to comment on the
Vietnam war (S. Campbell), it is a common misconception that a highly successful movie
franchise such as Star Wars merely exists to entertain and bring in movie-goers’ money and is
thus inherently devoid of any ideological messages that may impact its audience.

Political Science on the other hand has paid little attention to fan cultures which implies
them to be of little political relevance. One exception are the works of Jonathan Dean, who
suggests “a hitherto apolitical fan community can become politicized if and when that fan
community seeks to challenge and intervene into wider social relations” (415). In Dean’s

understanding, politicization of fandom means (formalized and informal) fan activist
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engagement, for example for greater LGBTQ acceptance outside of the fan community (415).
At the same time, this implies other fan activities that only focus on the source text or changes
within the fan community to be apolitical.

For the purpose of this work, I have a broader understanding of this than Dean: A
fandom is also politicized if discussions of the media text explicitly support or reject social
changes reflected in the media text — for example if the inclusion of a female heroine or a queer
relationship is celebrated as a social milestone or rejected as a perceived example of a
progressive “agenda”, even if the intervention is limited to the fan community.

Generally, the intersection between fan practices and political discourse seems to be
increasing. Besides fan activism which would be more in line with Dean’s understanding of
politicized fandom, there are also more low-impact ways of connecting fandom and politics
which are often better described as the “fanization” of politics: We may for example illustrate
politicians with lightsabers in hand to show our support or we insert them into memes that align
them with the evil empire to critically comment on political events, such as the 2020 US
elections (see fig. 3) — such posts sometimes even spread by “Luke Skywalker” himself to
millions of followers (Wurst, “Dildoshops’). Many political figures nowadays speak back to
us in the same language, using pop cultural terminology familiar to fans, such as President
Obama discussing “Jedi mind-meld”’ing the congress (Sneed; Petri). In such cases, fandom

serves as a shared language to comment on political events.
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Fig. 3. The titles of the original Star Wars trilogy imposed on the American presidents from 2008 to 2020, posted
by the actor of Luke Skywalker, the hero of the original trilogy (@MarkHamill).

Fan culture has also firmly secured its place in politics in various other ways: Political
subjects often act as fans (Dean) — with even extreme political behaviors such as belief in the
QAnon conspiracy theory sharing traits with fan behaviors and dynamics (Reinhard et al.). This
includes for example the “intense affective engagement; collective meaning-making and
appropriation; social interaction and identity performance; and pleasure from consumption and
engagement” (Barnes 51) commonly found in fandom. Thus, fan culture is both important to
understanding contemporary politics and impossible to understand without contemporary
politics.

Although “[t]hose who study politics often reject mixing it with popular culture as
unserious”, it can be useful to understand how popular culture can function as “complementary
resources for political communication” (Stanfill, “Introduction” 127). Consequently,
particularly since the late 2010s, more and more works in Fan Studies have addressed fandom-
like behaviors in political discourse and suggested a potential increasing political “fanization”,
often related to populist politics. This includes works on how supporters of politicians such as
Trump (Petersen et al.) or Bernie Sanders (Penney, “Social Media”) or parties such as the Tea
Party (Sandvoss 125) act as fans. Dean even suggested that “fandom is now an established

feature of contemporary politics” (409) regarding UK politics.
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Additionally, recent works have analyzed how reactionary and white supremacist
ideology may function as a fandom (Stanfill, “Introduction”; Dannar), or how QAnon
conspiracy theory believers act like transformational fans when they engage in collective
sleuthing and storytelling (Petersen; Reinhard et al.). Driessen et al. offer a broad overview
from “fan citizenship to ‘fanspiracies’” on the role of “participatory culture in times of crisis”
in their 2024 edited Special Issue on “Participatory Culture Wars”. Their issue explores how
“fan studies can be used to make sense of the seeming growth of conspiracy theory
communities and right-wing movements” (304). Works in this direction have also often
analyzed which role fan art, such as pop cultural memes (Lamerichs et al.) or even fan videos
(Butter, “This Beast), may hold in the support of right-wing politics.

While most works on fan culture and political polarization have predominantly focused
on case studies of right-wing extremism, Barnes offers a comprehensive monograph that
questions “how [...] polarization manifests in online political debate?”” (2). She suggests a “fan-
based framework” illustrates how “identity performance, entertainment, and affective
investment” shape participation in online political discourse. She particularly suggests that
“[g]iven the role of othering in polarization, anti-fandom provides a significant intervention in
how individuals experience and exhibit polarization” (6). However, her case studies like most
works in this direction explore the role of fan-like behavior in regular political discourse, not
the political elements in fan discourse.

Generally, outside of Fan Studies, research into online communication and political
discourse on social media has a strong interest in the detrimental consequences of social media
use, such as “dark participation” (Quandt) and toxic online practices (Suler), including trolling
(Phillips), digital hate (Lumsden and Harmer), “fake news” (Flew and losifidis), political

polarization (Barberd), as well as the contribution of social media to the rise of right-wing
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extremism (Nagle; Schwarz), populism (Moffitt 7he Global; Bobba), and conspiracy theories
(Caballero; Stano).

While it is contested whether the Internet or social media caused the rise of right-wing
populism and conspiracy theories, it is generally agreed that it contributed to new phenomena
particularly observed since the 2010s and gave rise to new expressions of political discourse.
As Flew and losifidis for example write, social media offers “alternative communication sites
to mainstream media” (7). Online political engagement seems to have “exposed the fissures in
modern democracies, and there is the risk of a feedback loop operating between political
polarisation, misinformation, the accumulation of user attention and engagement on politically
preferred online sites” (22). Consequently, online discourse has become particularly relevant
to recent research into polarization.

To understand such new developments in polarized online political discourse, “[a]nti-
fandom, reactionary fandom and toxic fan practices provide a useful interpretative lens for
examining the intense dislike that manifests in online political discussion” (Barnes 51) — an
approach that is slowly gaining popularity as discussed above. However, the opposite is rarely
done explicitly: Connecting fan conflicts to examples and concepts of political polarization
occurring outside of media fan communities. My aim with this thesis is to contextualize the fan
conflicts of my case studies within the political contexts and platform incentives that sustain
and shape them.

The political movement most closely connected to fan culture in scholarship is the rise
of the alt-right. It is “an alternative to the right-wing conservative establishment” (Nagle 16),
arising around 2010, drawing from ‘“the image- and humor-based culture of the irreverent
meme factory of” online messaging boards such as 4chan (16), joined primarily in their
opposition to political correctness (21) with otherwise often diverging stances on political

topics. The alt-right is particularly characterized by its tendency to present itself as apolitical,

28



using jokes to “[render] extreme right views as harmless” (Lamerichs et al. 182). Discussion
of alt-right parallels and connections will feature throughout this thesis.

Closely related issues of online polarization are the so-called “manosphere” or “red
pill” online movements (Nagle 75) which are “concerned with the decline of Western
masculinity” (21) perceived to be fueled by social advances for previously marginalized
groups. This is a theme that is also essential to many fan conflicts which are concerned with
the perceived threat of women entering previously male-dominated fan communities such as
science-fiction, gaming, and comics (Scott, Fake; Flegel and Leggatt; Chess and Shaw).

Given the attention hate, harassment, and the potential for political radicalization have
received in non-fandom online spaces and the strong ties between (TV and film) fan culture
and (progressive) political engagement, an in-depth study of politicized conflict in TV and film
fandom is overdue. It is furthermore essential to bridge the previously discussed gap between
studies into fan activism and (TV and film) fandom’s progressive potential and research on
(largely reactionary) political polarization on social media.

American Culture Wars

While it may seem trivial for fans to fight over whether or not the quality of the newest
Star Wars movies is indicative of the decline of modern Western culture, such proxy
discussions of popular culture serve as “the battleground on which the new culture wars are
being fought” (Proctor and Kies 127). Proctor and Kies see fan conflicts as a “post-millenial
spin on the extreme [US American] partisan polarities of the 1980s and ‘90s” (127).

While it is contested whether such fan conflicts are best described as a “culture war”
(e.g. Hills, “An Extended Foreword”), this framework is useful for two reasons: Firstly, it
encourages us to think of these fan conflicts not as isolated events but as responding to
American political discourse which frequently leans into the “culture war” idea, such as the

idea of a “war on woke” (e.g. Springs), necessitating a need for contextualization. Secondly, if

29



we consider those involved in anti-fan activism as seeing themselves as soldiers engaging in a
“war” that extends far beyond their fan community in order to save their “culture”, this can
explain the intense engagement of those involved.

The idea of a “culture war” is deeply rooted in American political history and culture,
yet with it fueling online conflicts, it even enables such conflicts to spread globally beyond the
American borders from which the concept originates, with fandom serving as one prominent
vehicle. Particularly Anglophone media fandom as well as social justice activism “around
queerness, gender and race” (Pande, “Who” 327) are heavily shaped by US culture and “USA -
centric language and theorization” (327). And “the history of America, for better and worse, is
largely a history of debates about the idea of America” (Hartman, 4 War 2) — thus to understand
fan conflicts, particularly around American media, it is important to relate them to the
American cultural context shaping them.

The original “culture war” describes a response to the real social transformations of the
60s (2) — including civil rights movements, feminist and gay liberation movements and anti-
war protests (4). In consequence, the 80s and 90s were marked by “angry quarrels” (1) about
various cultural topics. Issues that polarized the nation since the 1960s include “abortion,
affirmative action, controversial art and censorship, evolution, feminism, gay rights,
multiculturalism, national history standards, pornography, school prayer, and sex education”
among others (1). Only a few of these issues are reflected in recent fan conflicts, particularly
those relating to gender and sexuality, with religion being notably absent?.

Although Proctor and Kies place emphasis on previous decades, many classic culture
war issues are still just as relevant in the 2020s, such as abortion, LGBTQ rights (although with

the focus shifted from homosexuality to trans rights) or immigration. As Hartman writes, “such

4 Although fandom is surprisingly often discussed as a form of religion (e.g. Elliott), perhaps reading “fandom as
religion” is rooted in the notable absence of expressions of religious beliefs in many fandoms.
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conflict was now being fought in a different register, one shaped by the ever-intensifying
disruptions that neoliberalism has been wreaking on American life” (4 War 286) — and fandom
may very well be one of those new sites of enacting these conflicts.

This is most apparent in the fact that many fan conflicts seem to be between
progressives and conservatives, i.e. those who want to preserve social norms and traditions, or
reactionaries, i.e. those who want to return to a previous status quo (that may or may not be
imaginary). This is in line with how the culture war is thought of as a “dramatic struggle”
between “liberal, progressive [...] Americans” and ‘“conservative, traditional” (and often
religious) Americans (4 War 7) over what constitutes American identity and institutions — with
the American two-party system lending itself to such a dichotomous view of disagreements. It
is thus vital to understand “fan wars” in the context of American culture and discourses.

Even though many democracies, such as the US, appear deeply polarized today,
scholars have argued that “American public opinion is considerably more ambivalent and
internally inconsistent than the image of a culture war implies.” (Thomson 1) — this also applies
to fandom. Nevertheless, “whether one thought the nation was in moral decline was often a
correlative of whether one was liberal or conservative” (Hartman, A War 4) — and this equally
applies to its contemporary incarnations in fandom: In all case studies, fans are generally
considered to be progressive or liberal and anti-fans reactionary or conservative. Such
descriptions may come from fellow fans, journalists, or Fan Studies scholars. However, as
chapter 4 will discuss, this simplistic alignment is misguided, with progressive ideology driving
instances of anti-fandom as well.

Fan Conflicts and Polarization Within Fandom

Given the strong emphasis in Fan Studies on fan cultures’ relevance for political

activism (Jenkins et al., By Any Media; Hinck) and as a powerful site of informal learning (Gee;

Booth), the limited interest in fan conflicts and particularly their relation to political events

31



outside of fandom is astounding. When it has been done, it is mostly related to reactionary
fandom in video gaming and science-fiction fandom and their ties to the alt-right. Fan conflicts
by TV and film fans as well as progressive-leaning fans are largely underrepresented.
Particularly in this area, a more comprehensive analysis of the interplay between anti-fan
activism, its ties to political ideologies and the impact of social media platforms and cultural
context on the discourse is needed — which this thesis addresses.

Fan conflicts are generally the source or result of polarization within a fan community,
when opinions on the source text or norms within the fan community greatly diverge. There
are several recent works on conflicts within fandom, specifically regarding gender. General
marginalization of fan factions are for example explored in works such as Fractured Fandoms
by CarrieLynn D. Reinhard from 2016 which discusses fans experiencing harassment, often
resulting from “the harassers [feeling] empowered to impose their ideals for fandom on the
other person” (106) — although this is not directly related to political disagreement or fan
identity. Anti-fandom by Melissa Click (2019) and Dislike-Minded (2021) by Jonathan Gray
offer motivations and case-studies of dislike which however often do not delve into how and
why anti-fans clash with fans, especially as the focus is often on anti-fandom being directed
against (elements of) the source text.

A narrower focus on conflicts related to gender is offered by Fake Geek Girls (2019)
by Suzanne Scott which analyzes the way women are made to feel unwelcome in some fan
spaces due to being treated as “fake fans”. Indeed, works on toxic fandom have
overwhelmingly focused on the threat of toxic masculinity (cf. Proctor and Kies) to the neglect
of female and queer fans’ engagement in antagonistic behaviors. On the other hand, there is a
“glaring absence of race as an aspect of analysis” as pointed out by Rukmini Pande in Squee
from the Margins (2018), even though racism may shape antagonistic interactions just as much

as misogyny.
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Finally, there is a selection of scholarship that explicitly analyzes how fandom is
polarized as a reflection or “battleground” for ideological conflicts. Such works often focus on
reactionary fans of video games and comics. Mueller demonstrates that there is a long history
of political polarization shaping fan conflicts, from socialist sci-fi fans to discussions of race
in literature and fandom (nicknamed “RaceFail ‘09”) to the marketing of The Hunger Games.
While she acknowledges that social media has changed political fan discourse, her case studies
do not focus on how these contemporary negotiations work.

Generally, a majority of works on political polarization have refrained from explicitly
connecting fan culture to phenomena observed in political online spaces and highlighting the
existing parallels and shared mechanisms. So far, this is mostly done regarding the so called
“gates” in comics and video gaming fandom. Many notable case studies that analyze conflicts
within fandom focus on the hashtag #Gamergate which is often seen as the beginning of the
alt-right (Nagle; Woods and Hahner; Winter). In this backlash against feminist criticism of
video games that came to be known as #Gamergate, “gamers, rightist chan culture,
antifeminism and the online far right” (Nagle 24) intersected in a way notable to the mainstream
for the first time. After the rise of #Gamergate, a misogynistic harassment campaign claiming
to be concerned with ethics in video game journalism (Chess and Shaw), works on political
polarization in online spaces increasingly started to take the role of fan cultures into account:
The events of #Gamergate have demonstrated that the origin of fan conflicts as well as their
impact lie beyond disagreements in fan communities but rather reflect larger cultural conflicts
and how such movements “have blurred the boundaries between mainstream politics,
organized misogyny and white supremacy* (Salter 255). Consequently, there is much literature
that discusses #Gamergate and its connections to the rise of the alt-right (Bezio; Massanari,

“Gamergate”).
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Other notable examples worth pointing out in the realm of comics are Condis’ and
Stanfill’s article “Debating with Wertham’s ghost” and the monograph Superhero Culture
Wars by Leggatt and Flegel which both discuss the influences of recent reactionary (populist)
politics on fan backlashes often nicknamed “Comicsgate”. Finally, Kreiter as well as Dosser
both analyze the discourse of reactionary sci-fi literature fans who participated in the
“Puppygate” campaign against what the participants perceived to be a trend towards politically
progressive message fiction. Such fan backlashes by gaming, comics and sci-fi fans are
generally perceived to be a zero-sum game by the anti-fan activists involved in them: One side
gaining something must automatically mean the other side must lose something, with
particularly “straight white men” (Condis and Stanfill) being seen as the losers of contemporary
fan culture. Such case studies illustrate how “alt-right extremism emerges from perceived
culture wars waged in pop culture fandom” (Kreiter 126).

While also known for their conflicts between male fans (e.g. Hartmann), I do not review
conflicts within sports fandoms here as Fan Studies is usually only concerned with fans of
“media, comics, celebrity, music, [and] anime” (Coppa, “A Brief History” 56). This seemingly
arbitrary distinction may have allowed scholars to paint media fandom as this almost utopian
resistant space — yet “if we see attachments to whiteness and xenophobic or racist affect as
frequently central to fan practices, then sports fandom ceases to be an outlier” (Wanzo 1.4).

The different focal points in these fields that I have outlined so far seem to suggest a
false dichotomy between progressive leaning fans of TV and film often acting as fan activists,
and the inherently reactionary fandoms associated with male fans (video games, comics, sci-fi
literature), with their ties to the alt-right analyzed in studies on polarized political online
behaviors. This upholds the misguided notion of film and TV and particularly women’s fandom

as the vision of progressive and united fan communities early Fan Study scholarship often
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painted. Consequently, my focus on Star Wars film and TV fandom expands the pre-existing
scope of fan conflict case studies.

Viewing fan conflicts on social media as both reflection and central site of
contemporary struggles over political ideas necessitates analyzing how they draw from, mirror,
or consciously employ rhetoric and mechanisms of interaction observed in political
phenomena, such as the rise of misogyny, populism, conspiracy theories, and white supremacy
in online spaces. This dissertation consequently aims to analyze this under-explored
intersection between fan activism and toxic online behaviors and contextualize it within the
(American) political issues being negotiated within Star Wars fan conflicts.

Following the categorizations outlined in this literature review, this thesis will
frequently categorize participants in discourse as progressive or reactionary. These denote
different directions in social movements with progressives wanting to move society in a new
direction and reactionaries calling for the reversal of social changes. Generally, progressives
are concerned with changes towards a (in their eyes) more socially just society. However, as
Stanfill writes, “reactionaries, too, want to change society” (“Introduction” 128) for the better
in their eyes. Thus, these labels are generally also assigned based on associations with specific
issues.

When it comes to fandom, progressive fans are generally associated with typically left-
wing issues such as LGBTQ rights, racial equality, and feminism — issues that are often
summarized under the label “identity politics”: “The term identity politics is widely used
throughout the social sciences and the humanities to describe phenomena as diverse as
multiculturalism, the women's movement, civil rights, lesbian and gay movements”
(Bernstein). In the 90s already, the term was commonly “used as a derogatory synonym for
feminism, anti-racism, and anti-heterosexism” (Bernstein 48) and is still commonly used as

such in the fan conflicts analyzed for this thesis.
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Reactionary online commenters and fans on the other hand are usually associated with
right-wing ideas, most notably traditional gender roles and race relations as well as opposition
to “political correctness” — something that had already been observed in the original culture
wars (Hartman 287). There is a large overlap between reactionaries and opposition to the more
recent iteration of “political correctness” which is called “wokeness”: While “woke” originated

[1X3

in AAVE (African-American Vernacular English) meaning “‘alert to racial prejudice and

299

discrimination’” (Browne 12) with positive connotations, it is nowadays generally used as an
insult towards progressive ideology. Particularly when used by reactionaries, it is now globally
understood as “[p]Junishing people who don’t think the “right” things on social justice issues”
(Browne). A TV show may for example be considered woke when its audience perceives it as

featuring women, People of Color or queer characters to the detriment of white men (see

chapter 3). Consequently, in my case studies I use anti-woke interchangeably with reactionary.

1.3 “(Fan) Wars in (Online) Space”: Research Questions and Star Wars Case Study

Selection

As I have just described, there is a vast unexplored field of media fandom and politically
polarized discourse intersecting that can be particularly well explored in fan conflicts. To
understand how fan conflicts on social media work as ideological negotiations, I analyze
conflicts in the modern Star Wars fandom involving significant amounts of antagonism, either
against other fans’ behaviors or against the text and its producers.

Star Wars offers many different types of fan conflicts, often concerned with
representation of marginalized identities on screen or in fandom and whether such
representation is (in)adequate or (in)appropriate. Gender and sexuality are central topics in
these conflicts. Fans’ and other commentators’ views on the social roles and the power such

groups should hold shape not just their perception of the movies, but also their stance and
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behavior in these debates. Such conflicts can for example be about liking or hating female lead
character Rey (see chapter 2), dislike of how Kathleen Kennedy has led Lucasfilm in recent
years (chapter 3), or (dis)liking a potential relationship between Rey and Kylo Ren (see chapter
4).

I investigated three core questions on...

1) the topics: What issues are these fan conflicts concerned with? What stances on these
issues are negotiated by different antagonistic factions of fans when discussing pop
cultural texts (particularly TV / film)?

2) the political context: What are the origins and consequences of these conflicts? Which
mainstream political events or movements are referred to or paralleled? Does the fan
conflict impact mainstream or political discourse outside of the fan community?

3) the discourse: How are fans’ stances on these issues expressed? Which arguments,
rhetoric and strategies of self-presentation or interaction with other fans are used
when aligning one’s reading of a text with a specific ideology? Specifically, in what

way is anti-fan activism enacted?

Case Study Selection

To answer these questions, I used recent fan conflicts (2015 — 2024) in the Star Wars
fandom as exemplary source material. This includes primarily the sequel trilogy set of films,
encompassing The Force Awakens (TFA), released in 2015, The Last Jedi (TLJ), released in
2017 and The Rise of Skywalker (TROS), released in 2019. Additionally, I address issues
regarding the recent live-action Disney+ Star Wars series, which include The Acolyte, The
Mandalorian, The Book of Boba Fett, Obi-Wan Kenobi, Andor, and Ahsoka where relevant to
sequel-related conflicts.

Star Wars was created by George Lucas and initially owned by his Lucasfilm company,
which has belonged to Disney since 2012 with Kathleen Kennedy as its president. It is notably
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deeply tied to American identity with Gerathy suggesting that particularly the original trilogy
was “designed to speak to Americans in need of social and moral guidance” (197), responding
to “contemporary issues that faced America in the sixties and seventies” (197). It is thus far
from surprising that it has been central to contemporary culture war discourses.

The Star Wars franchise is exceptionally well suited to exploring fan conflicts, as it is
among the most popular media franchises in the world, together with Harry Potter and the
Marvel Cinematic Universe. In 2015, TFA was the most successful movie by a large margin
with almost twice as much gross revenue as Marvel’s Age of Ultron (“Domestic Box Office”).
Additionally, while “fandom activity” is hard to measure metrically, in 2022 it was the 6th
most popular fandom for writers to produce fanfiction for on fanfiction archive Archive Of Our
Own (toastystats), suggesting popularity both with casual movie-goers and creative online fans.

As a franchise that started in 1977 with A New Hope, Star Wars also represents not just
a big but also heterogeneous fandom, of both older fans with emotional attachment to the earlier
movies as well as younger fans only introduced to it in recent years. It is also a fandom well-
known for its numerous conflicts abouts its characters (such as the reception of its first female
protagonist Rey), its movies’ politics, its actors (particularly those of Color and their right to
exist within the franchise), and how its fans should or should not engage with the franchise
(especially what relationships between the characters to support).

Due to its sheer size and productivity alone, the Star Wars fandom presents a number
of fan conflicts common to online fandoms and is thus a valuable case study to understand how
such conflicts are both reflections of as well as part of shaping larger discourses about real -
world political issues such as feminism, diverse representation in media, sexuality, and digital
activism. Specifically, I focus on fan conflicts regarding feminist politics and the role of women
between fans and anti-fans. I look at reactions to the sequel trilogy’s heroine Rey as well as

minor spin-off show side character Cara Dune and conflicts regarding a perceived leftist, so-
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called “woke”, political agenda in recent installments of the sequel trilogy. Additionally, I also
look at conflicts regarding sexuality and the morality of fans supporting specific fictional
relationships, particularly the one between Rey and Kylo Ren, between so-called “(anti-)
shippers”. As these phenomena can be found across a multitude of fandoms, the value of these
case studies is thus not limited to understanding Star Wars fandom but will help understand
anti/fan-conflicts more broadly. The title of this thesis, “anti/fan activism”, was chosen to
denote how such identities often overlap, with users being perceived and acting both as fans
and anti-fans at the same time.

My case studies focus predominantly on gender and sexuality, two topics often explored
for their progressive activist fans in Fan Studies (Stanfill, “Introduction” 126), while only
tangentially touching upon racism in fandom. When I do so, I primarily focus on anti-woke
fans and their anti-diversity arguments that link the inclusion of non-white characters to
“pandering” and a decline in narrative quality. It is important to acknowledge that race is an
important dimension of fan conflicts in the Star Wars fan community that did, however, not
lend itself well to my approach of discourse analysis. None of this is to suggest that racism and
white supremacy are not important issues to examine or not influential in Star Wars fandom.

Primary Materials Selection

For the selection of specific posts, I have primarily focused on discourse enacted on
social media due to its aforementioned “low barriers” of entry that allow a wide group of fans
to participate. Social media means any “forms of electronic communication (such as websites
for social networking and microblogging) through which users create online communities to
share information, ideas, personal messages, and other content” (“Social Media”). I have
mainly collected and analyzed relevant social media posts — which I understand to encompass

text, images, and video clips — from X (formerly Twitter), Tumblr, and YouTube:
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YouTube is one of the most popular social media platforms used by young people. It is
central to many expressions of fandom.

Twitter (now X) was one of the world’s most important discursive platforms. It was central
to many political discourses.

Tumblr is considered the “home of fandom” and has significantly shaped contemporary
social justice discourse.

Despite their different affordances, such as X/ Twitter being primarily text-based and
YouTube a primarily video-based form of communication, all of these sites allow users to be
in “conversation” with one another even if they are not “talking” to one another directly. For
example, one way to show support for a message found on all three platforms is the “like” as
well as the ability to comment on a given tweet / post / video.

The three selected platforms are characterized by different affordances and platform
cultures which will be addressed in the related chapters. Notably, in July 2023, the platform
formerly known as Twitter was renamed X (Conger). As during time of research it was still
named Twitter, I will refer to it as Twitter throughout the following chapters except if I refer to
a post written after July 2023.

These platforms were selected as they are particularly relevant to fan discourse and as
they, due to spread of content and ideas from one platform to another, often form a larger,
overarching discourse: For example, a tweet may respond to something the user has read on a
news site, several tweets about this issue may result in a “trend” which a YouTuber will then
discuss on their channel and a Tumblr user may later link to this YouTuber’s video and write
a blogpost disagreeing with the video. Frequently, each platforms’ limitations encourage links
and references to the others.

Additionally, the multivalent nature of these platforms — where fan community-

specific, mainstream, and political discourses happen in the same space by sometimes the same
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users — allows for “collapsed contexts” (boyd 48). Such circumstances allow ideas and patterns
of behavior to spread far beyond the community they originate from: A Star Wars fan on
Tumblr may blog about a non-Star Wars related issue despite their mainly Star Wars-themed
blog, YouTube may recommend non-Star Wars related videos after a fan has watched a Star
Wars video, or a fan may use Twitter for fan-purposes only but see political topics trending —
there are many ways for followers or subscribers to come into contact with other topics
unrelated to their fandom merely due to being on these social media platforms.

I have chosen to focus on three different social media platforms to gain a more
comprehensive understanding of fan discourses. Despite discourse often being spread across
several platforms, single-platform analyses, particularly of Twitter, have dominated research
into social media (Matamoros-Fernandez and Farkas; Tufekci). Due to its multitude of short
messages from numerous users as well as ease of data-mining access, Twitter has been
particularly popular for quantitative studies, particularly sentiment and content as well as social
network analyses (Karami 67709). This did not seem adequate for the fan conflicts I am
interested in: While all anti/fan conflicts that [ have chosen to focus on are represented on all
three platforms, there are clear preferences for each topic to occur on a specific platform,
depending on the issue debated and the participants involved. For example, anti/shipper
conflicts arising from the activities and values of fan culture prominently found in fandom on
Tumblr are consequently also most actively discussed on Tumblr. Additionally, in my personal
experience of using these platforms, exchange of ideas between Tumblr, Twitter, and YouTube
in the form of links, screenshots or references is common, while Reddit, Instagram, and TikTok
form their own closed “ecosystems” which did not significantly intersect at time of research
for the given fandom.

Furthermore, these are social media platforms I am personally familiar with and had

been using before beginning my research — this is essential for contextualizing the presentation,
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tone, reference to inside jokes known primarily on specific platforms and other aspects of posts
which can be difficult if one is unfamiliar with a given platform’s culture. On Tumblr for
example, users might include “[call] [backs] to cultural movements and moments in tumblr's
history in such specific jargon as to be all but impenetrable to those who are not part of the
community” (Burton 14) in their posts. Such behavior aims “to produce a sense of shared
heritage and cultural unity among the platform's users” (Burton 14) — consequently requiring
familiarity with platform-specific events or ways of engagement. Particularly for the selection
of relevant conflicts and posts it was necessary to rely on familiarity with the Star Wars fandom
on these platforms. Deciding whether a post fits the norms of a given platform’s subculture or
understanding callbacks to earlier events on the site or fandom requires a high degree of
familiarity with the fandom on a given platform. Else it might be nearly impossible for a
researcher to analyze complex discourses on these sites. Mainly for this reason, Reddit,
Instagram, and TikTok have been excluded from analysis.

As fandom scholars Marks and Stanfill have similarly noted when working on racist
communication on social media, there are many reasons to rely on personal experience with
discourses: Due to the fast-paced nature of the Internet and the slow-paced nature of academic
publishing, “[t]erms identified by scholarly and activist sources, in research that was quite new
by academic standards, were not widely used by the time” (72) the authors conducted their
research. Content may be presented differently over time, e.g. by using “humor, irony, neutral
terminology, untagged content” (73) due to content moderation policies or changing platform
culture. Hashtag and keyword searches may thus yield little useful results. New relevant
hashtags and keywords can instead be found by analyzing the posts of users identified as
relevant or using recommendation algorithms to find content similar to that of a given user.

Related to the fast-paced and frequently highly niche nature of the Internet and its

subcultures, it is important to point out a glaring lack of relevant literature for many fan-related
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topics discussed. There are for example several instances in this thesis’ chapters where there
were no academic accounts of how certain informal terms had changed meaning, risen in
popularity, or came into being in fan culture. I thus relied on crowd-sourced but highly informal
sources such as Fanlore (a crowd-sourced wiki for fan culture) or Urban Dictionary (a crowd-
sourced dictionary for slang words) or inferred the rise and spread of certain terms from their
search query relevancy illustrated by Google Trends. While academically unconventional, I
consider such sources highly appropriate for the topics discussed?.

On the chosen platforms, publicly accessible posts created between December 2015
and June 2024 were analyzed. Posts were collected from May 2019 to June 2024 using the
following methods:

1) Posts created when audience reactivity was particularly high were collected. For
example, when Star Wars-related hashtags were trending on release dates of the
sequel movies on Twitter or when Tumblr blogs and YouTubers I followed
posted more frequently than usual.

2) Posts that ranked high in popularity under relevant hashtags — for example, the
official hashtag for a film’s premiere — formed the basis of identifying relevant
keywords, users, and comment threads to investigate further, e.g. “Star Wars +
woke”. Using the search function as well as clicking on profiles of creators of
popular posts, collection of further posts followed a snowball system.

3) Well-known conflicts often mentioned within the fan discourse as well as
scholarly literature and conferences — which do not suffer from the same time

lag as the published literature — were further explored by targeted keyword

5> Additionally, many studies have found crowd-sourced wiki Wikipedia to be as, if not more, accurate than
traditionally published sources on certain topics (e.g. Casebourne et al.). Concerning niche subcultural topics on
the Fanlore wiki, it is highly likely that fellow fans are better equipped to provide accurate fact-checking than
peer reviewers in academic journals who may be well-versed in the theoretical background of an article’s subject
but potentially unfamiliar with the fandom of a case study in question.
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searches that led to more investigation of users’ blog content and comment
section which often instigated further targeted keyword searches.

Additionally, articles on news sites that responded to the topics in question (such as the
reception of a controversial movie or TV show or fan discourse-specific key terms such as
“Mary Sue” or “Reylo”) were researched via Google News and taken into account.

Materials were collected until saturation was reached: No new themes, arguments, or
rhetorical strategies were identified by adding further primary sources. As I am interested in
the dominant discourse, it is not necessary to take all existing posts or minority arguments into
account, only those most widespread and prominent.

Having identified key patterns via a preliminary thematic discourse analysis, close
readings of representative examples were performed. For this I picked posts ranking high in
popularity suggesting an argument that resonated with many users as well as texts with few
likes that, however, contained many themes I had seen in a large number of posts I analyzed.
It is important to acknowledge that my selection and interpretation of which issues and posts
are most relevant is likely to have been shaped by being a white woman sympathetic to
progressive activism.

Ethics

My ethnographic approach to post collection to build my primary sources for further
analysis followed the strategy of “non-participant observation” due to the sensitive nature of
the topics and my interest in discursive strategies and not fan experiences. Although I consider
myself a fan of Star Wars, | have never actively participated in its online fandom, such as by
contributing posts or interacting with other fans. Posts on my selected platforms are publicly
accessible®, thus not requiring any interactions or self-identification. More closed-off

communities, such as Discord servers or Facebook groups, have thus been excluded.

® Or have been at the time of data collection.
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The general practice of contemporary ethnography often involves revealing one’s
identity as a researcher. However, this is not always advisable when researching sensitive
issues. Ideally, informed consent is obtained “for every piece of data one gathers online” (Fuchs
388), yet this can be difficult when dealing with large amounts of texts whose authors might
not be active anymore or opposed to the work of the research being done — such as their
potentially harmful impacts on a fan community being discussed. This “may not just result in
rejection, it could also draw the attention of [extremists] towards you as a critical researcher
and put you in danger” (Fuchs 386).

Additionally, to deal with the issue of protecting research subjects, Fan Studies scholars
have often resorted to “ethical fabrication”, which means “to obscure public data by rewriting
sentences to paraphrase” them (Dym and Fiesler 5.10). This “can allow researchers to delve
into contentious or sensitive subjects in fandom without potentially putting community
members” — or themselves — “at risk” (Dym and Fiesler 5.10).

However, this approach poses a challenge when the identity of the user or the exact
words used are of interest to the researcher. Fuchs discusses this dilemma in his aptly named
“Dear Mr. Neo-Nazi, Can You Please Give Me Your Informed Consent So That I Can Quote
Your Fascist Tweet”. He suggests that for public figures “a researcher does not have to obtain
informed consent for analysing and quoting comments” (392). For “users [that] are not public
figures themselves, but only make public comments [...]”, it is appropriate to “not mention the
usernames in the analysis” (392). However, with a quick Google search many post fragments
can easily be traced back to their creators, limiting its effectiveness. Consequently, this thesis
contained original citations in its unpublished form to demonstrate academic honesty and
makes use of ethical fabrication for smaller users who are not public figures in its published

form to protect both their identity and the researcher’s safety.
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1.4 “Millions of Voices Suddenly Cried Out”: Methodology, Limitations, and Critical

Discourse Analysis

Unlike many works in Fan Studies, I am not interested in interviews or analyses of fan art
(Evans and Stasi), but in what is being expressed in written, memetic, or audiovisual posts as
part of a larger discourse surrounding controversial issues. Discourse is generally understood
to mean “particular way[s] of talking about and understanding the world (or an aspect of the
world)”, ways which do “not neutrally reflect our world, identities and social relations but,
rather, play an active role in creating and changing them” (Jorgensen and Phillips 1).

This approach to studying communication owes much to Foucault’s theories on discourse,
power, and knowledge. As Jorgensen and Phillips describe it, “Foucault adheres to the general
social constructionist premise that knowledge is not just a reflection of reality. Truth is a
discursive construction, and different regimes of knowledge determine what is true and false”
(13). Based on this framework, analyses of discourse generally assume that “it is fruitless to
ask whether something is true or false. Instead, the focus should be on how effects of truth are
created in discourses” (14). This means that “the analyst has to work with what has actually
been said or written, exploring patterns in and across the statements and identifying the social
consequences of different discursive representations of reality” (21).

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) relates back to my earlier discussions of ideology in
which I defined it as a worldview. While the definition of ideology in CDA is contested, for
this thesis it is most useful to follow Fairclough’s concept that “[i]deologies are created in
societies in which relations of domination are based on social structures such as class and
gender” (Jorgensen and Phillips 75). Accordingly, “discourses can be more or less ideological,
the ideological discourses being those that contribute to the maintenance and transformation of
power relations” (75). These are exactly the kind of discourses this thesis is interested in, ones

that for example relate to gender roles, the hierarchical positions of men, women and non-
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binary individuals in fandom and society, and how such relations should potentially be
transformed.

The focus on fan discourse — which is so far largely underrepresented in Fan Studies — was
chosen as “[d]iscursive practices may have major ideological effects - that is, they can help
produce and reproduce unequal power relations” (Fairclough and Wodak 258). The goal of
CDA is then to analyze “opaque as well as transparent structural relationships of dominance,
discrimination, power and control as manifested in language” (Weiss and Wodak 15). To do
so, there are several layers of context to what is being said in a given text. Following the
Discourse-Historical Approach to CDA outlined by Wodak in The Politics of Fear: The
Shameless Normalization of Far-Right Discourse, these are: the socio-political or historical
context, the current discursive context, the internal context within the given text and
intertextual references to other texts “which have influenced the specific discursive practice”
(73). It may be of interest to the researcher which discursive strategies are used, such as “how
events/objects/persons are referred to” (74) or “what characteristics are attributed to them”
(74). These questions work well for analyzing fan conflicts.

CDA is well-suited for use in fan conflicts and understanding their intersections with
political polarization: It goes beyond the methods common to Fan Studies such as interview -
focused ethnography, textual and psychoanalytic studies of fanfiction stories’ (Evans and Stasi)
as well as beyond the focus on (textual) content analysis common to studies of toxic online
behaviors (Matamoros-Fernandez and Farkas) in Media and Communication Studies. Methods
of CDA are interested in “analysing, understanding and explaining social phenomena that are
necessarily complex and thus require a multidisciplinary and multi-methodical approach”

(Wodak and Meyer 2) that aims to “[deconstruct] ideologies and power through the systematic

7 Although recently more works particularly on reactionary fandom are using discourse analysis (e.g. Rouse et
al.).
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and retroductable investigation of semiotic data” (4) and understands “language as social
practice” (5).

Consequently, understanding how power relations are maintained and contested in fan
communities cannot be understood only by analyzing fans’ experiences expressed in interviews
or the fanworks they create, but also needs a look at how fans talk to one another on social
media. Research in Media and Communication Studies has often favored automated and
quantitative content analysis methods (Matamoros-Fernandez and Farkas) with a strong focus
on texts. However, online communication, particularly in fan communities, is often image-
heavy, multimodal, intertextual, and interactive beyond a simple text post, severely limiting
such methods (Tufekci 505). Users might for example respond not directly to an original post,
but use screenshots, allusions (e.g. so-called “subtweets”), or censored versions of keywords
(inserting for example an asterisk into the word, such as in “R*ylo”) to reply to a controversial
statement and avoid algorithmic detection (Tufekci). Users may also draw meaning not merely
from textual, but also hypertextual (e.g. links, hashtags), paratextual (such as usernames, icons,
profiles...) and visual (images, gifs, video clips, emojis...) elements of a post (505). To fully
understand the discourse, close readings and contextualization are therefore indispensable.

Given these observations, I am not merely interested in the arguments and references to
other discourses expressed in these posts, but also in how they are expressed, including the use
of visuals and other supporting elements, ways of engagement and platform of distribution
chosen. These form an important part of shaping the discourse which are often over-looked in
other approaches: For example, specific emojis (e.g. a blue butterfly for Rey/Kylo Ren
shippers) that are added to profiles or posts can signify membership in a group (e.g. the shipping
community). When authors are using such paratextual elements to ensure that only other fans
who can “decode” these are addressed by a post, such elements become a way to establish an

in-group/out-group binary and may frame a given post in a certain way. Consequently, for
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understanding these complex relations between different elements of a post and its relation to
larger discourses and power structures, limiting analyses to textual content analysis is
ineffective.

Methods of CDA do more than this by going beyond a look at what is being said on a
linguistic level: They take into account “all aspects of communicative context [that contribute]
to text meaning” (Wodak and Meyer 8) to understand “discourse as the instrument of power
and control” (9) shaped by socio-political context. Thus, CDA is particularly suited to explore
how text, images, and methods of engaging on a given platform are used by fans to express
ideological stances, establish community boundaries and fan hierarchies, and reinforce norms
of appropriate behaviors. CDA brings together my previously described questions on the form
and resulting functions that these conflicts operate with.

Consequently, a CDA approach will help illuminate the ideological negotiations
inherent in pop culture fandom conflicts on social media and thereby expand the
methodological repertoire of both fields I am drawing from (Fan Studies as well as Media and
Communication Studies) with the goal of capturing dimensions other approaches have
neglected so far. Thus, this approach not only connects fields of inquiry — such as fan activism
and political polarization online — and concepts — such as anti-fandom and populism —
previously only analyzed independently (as discussed in 1.2) but furthermore aims to
demonstrate a so far under-employed methodological approach’s potential to bring these fields
together.

Selected posts were first analyzed for prevalent issues and to identify overarching
shared themes and patterns between different posts, before analyzing the rhetorical strategies
in a close reading of relevant passages. I particularly pay attention to framing which means “to
select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text,

in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral
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evaluation and/or treatment recommendation” (Entman 52), as (anti-) fans often focus on
different aspect of a character, movie or fictional relationship and thus come to different
conclusions.

Furthermore, when analyzing these conflicts, I take parallels to broader trends in
political discourse on social media into account. These require contextualization particularly,
but not limited to, within contemporary American culture. As previously described, American
culture is closely linked to the idea of the culture wars and has heavily influenced Anglophone
fandoms. This contextualization may include highlighting keywords commonly associated
with the far-right or intertextual references to other fan conflicts. It also includes
contextualizing posts within the history of the respective franchise or its fandom which
contributes to understanding why certain conflicts arose at a certain moment in time.
Connecting fan posts to the promotional and journalistic paratexts of its release explicitly
referencing feminism will, for example, demonstrate the interplay between sociopolitical
tensions and conflicts in fandoms. Understanding the broader cultural context may include
TFA'’s release in temporal proximity to feminist events, such as the #MeToo movement and
aftermath of the misogynistic #Gamergate fan movement.

Such an approach can illustrate how fan conflicts go beyond disliking a text for the text
itself but rather express stances towards larger cultural issues. I also draw comparisons to other
fandoms where relevant to demonstrate the widespread significance of the phenomena and
generalizable mechanics of the interactions I am describing, as similar conflicts can be found
in many more franchises and fan communities besides the Star Wars sequel trilogy. It will
become apparent that fan conflicts taking on extremes are not isolated accidents but just the
most visible manifestations of much more widespread forces at work that pervade all of fan

culture as they are intrinsic parts of how discourses on social media work.
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In light of these advantages of CDA, there are nevertheless potential limitations to these
case studies that must be addressed: CDA is sometimes criticized for “cherry-picking”
(Mautner 23) as the collection of data can seem random or biased by the scholar selecting them.
However, other qualitative methods common to Fan Studies, such as interviews, are also likely
to be influenced by self-selection bias: For example, certain types of fans are more likely to
respond to calls for participants (cf. Riley) such as the harassed rather than the harasser.

My selection of posts could potentially over-emphasize some topics or arguments that
seemed more salient to me, although I have followed several strategies to avoid this: For some
aspects it was easier to ensure my examples were picked from representative samples and that
my methodology could be explained and re-traced, such as analyzing reviews by well-known
newspapers or critical videos by the most successful YouTubers as there was a limited amount
of reviews or videos available. For Twitter and Tumblr, however, there were more posts than |
could realistically read or identify as relevant. I thus relied — as discussed previously — much
more on ethnographic observations and a snowball principle which are much more prone to
bias and being skewed by encountering one blog but not another. I have tried throughout my
chapters to give different kinds of measures to demonstrate that the arguments I refer to are not
isolated incidents — such as choosing videos with high view counts on YouTube or highly
retweeted or reblogged posts on Twitter and Tumblr which indicate that many fans may agree
with the views expressed therein. I have also highlighted how the same arguments occur in
posts by different users on different platforms or are even reported on by news sites as proof
of their high discursive visibility and impact.

Finally, by the very fact that my approach is grounded in the works of Foucault whose
“ideas were [considered] nothing less than an assault on Western civilization” in the culture
wars (Hartman, 4 War 3) and Marxist theorists who are by the (contemporary online) far-right

considered to “conspire[] to destroy Western civilisation by taking over key cultural
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institutions” (Busbridge et al. 722), I am biased towards the progressive-aligned factions in
these fan conflicts. The reactionary fans I will analyze will frequently argue from the premise
that there is objective truth, i.e. what constitutes “good cinema”, that gender is essentialist and
not socially constructed, and that anything related to the academic theoretical frameworks
Cultural Studies draws from is a Marxist attack on Western civilization — notions rejected by
CDA and Cultural Studies. However, as CDA is not concerned with determining who is right

and who 1s wrong, this has little impact on the final analysis.

1.5 “Million Different Ways to Engage”: Chapter Overview

In the following, I will present three case studies taken from controversial Star Wars fan
discourse on social media, concerned with issues of feminism and representation of women,
broader progressive politics in modern movies and the representation of relationships in fan
works respectively. Each chapter presents a different way that anti-fan activism is enacted.
The second chapter, #MarySueGate: Mapping Socio-Political Disruptions onto
Anti/Feminist Fan Conflicts, examines how debates over the representation of women in Star
Wars reveal broader socio-political anxieties about feminism and the right-wing
instrumentalization of fandom. This case study focuses on the bigger picture: It analyzes how
the representation of women on screen is negotiated in discussions of female characters in Star
Wars by different factions of the audience. I focus my case study on the origin and evolution
of the “Mary Sue” discourse about how Star Wars’ female characters, particularly Rey, are
presumably badly written due to feminism. The relevant discourse is primarily observed in
(left- and right-leaning) news articles and on Twitter (and YouTube where relevant) with
attention paid to the interplay between them. I analyze texts by fans, journalists, and political
figures regarding the sequel trilogy, particularly those that discuss Rey, the “Mary Sue” issue,

or Dune actress Gina Carano.
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I argue that fans “wanting better women characters” is a proxy-debate to express
broader socio-political anxieties about 2010’°s popular feminism. This is increasingly used to
attract new audiences to right-wing and far-right voices and ideas, using a “fanization” of
political discourse as a rhetorical strategy to gain more visibility for one’s ideology.

Such (seemingly niche) fan conflicts have far wider reaching impacts than one may
assume as they map broader socio-political and related fan-cultural disruptions onto
discussions of perceived narrative disruptions in fan discourse. The chapter introduces the key
term “Mary Sue” as a central concept around which this fan conflict crystallized (2.1). To
understand the wide resonance of this fan conflict, I situate it in its contributing contexts, the
decreasing dominance of male fans in geek fandoms (2.2) on one hand and the rise of popular
feminism in society on the other (2.3). Additionally, I discuss the factors leading to the ever-
increasing visibility of this fan discourse outside of its fan community due to platform
affordances and incentives amplifying the discourse (2.4). Such amplification encouraged an
evolution of fanization: I analyze the resulting increasing mainstream right-wing
instrumentalization and reshaping of the early anti-feminist discourse (2.5). Based on the more
recent related discourse surrounding “good female role models” and the firing of actress Gina
Carano which both introduced new topics and targeted wider audiences, I finally discuss how
such fan discourse can increasingly function as a far-right “rabbit hole” (2.6).

The third chapter, Star Wars Is (Not) Political — The Fan-Populist Style of
(Reactionary) Media Analysis Essays on YouTube, then zooms in on one specific case study
of all the groups participating in the discourse from chapter 2, the reactionary “anti-woke”
fandom YouTubers and their discussions of a perceived “political agenda” of “forced
diversity” in recent Star Wars installments as well as their targeted anti-fan activism against
Lucasfilm president Kathleen Kennedy. I argue that reactionary anti-fan activist video essays

follow a fan-populist style which emphasizes authentic (male) fandom in opposition to
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perceived corporate elite enemy figures and is expressed through typical elements of the
populist style (Moffitt, The Global) such as authenticity and bad manners, as well as
constructing a constant state of crisis contrasted to nostalgia for a fictive “heartland” of
previously “apolitical” fandom.

[ mainly analyzed more recent videos on YouTube by four successful reactionary
creators to illustrate how the sequel trilogy is discussed, especially post-TROS. I demonstrate
how their use of a fan-populist style aligns them closely with right-wing populism despite
claims by these creators to be “apolitical media critics”. I contrast the style of these YouTubers
to the works of leftist YouTubers to highlight the different approaches to discussing politics in
videos on popular culture in the differing creator communities to illustrate how the fan-populist
style is specific to right-leaning channels.

To do so, the chapter sets up my motivation by discussing parallels between “anti-
woke” discourse on YouTube and its mainstream representation in South Park (3.1). I then
briefly explain the genre of the video essay and political YouTube communities before defining
fan populism (3.2). My analysis of a leftist video compared to a reactionary video-essay
demonstrates how fan activism and self-proclaimed apolitical anti-fan activism differ in these
communities, especially in regards to one’s self-presentation (3.3). I then discuss the populist
“us vs them” dynamic set up between the “true fans” and “corporate elites” represented by
Kathleen Kennedy (3.4) before analyzing how the populist elements of constructing a state of
crisis and nostalgia for the heartland are enacted (3.5). My conclusion addresses the
radicalization potential to the far-right of such YouTube channels (3.6).

The fourth chapter, “Reylos Deserve to Die”: The Performance of Progressive
Values in Negotiations of (Female) Sexuality in Anti/Shipping on Tumblr, zooms in on fans
neglected both by the previous two chapters and Fan Studies at large by providing a case study

of anti-Reylo-shippers and fans’ negotiations of (women’s) sexuality or romantic desires.
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Those fans are opposed to the imagined relationship between Rey and Kylo Ren (i.e. “Reylo”)
in the sequel trilogy. Particularly on Tumblr, they engage in anti-fan activism, arguing that
liking the idea of such a presumably “abusive” relationship is morally wrong, often resulting
in harassment towards those liking the relationship. This illustrates that anti/fan conflicts do
not always follow a divide between “woke” vs. “anti-woke”, as well as calling into question
the idea of shipping fandom as affinity space. I argue that despite surface similarities to
reactionary movements in their rhetoric and perception as “conservative intruders” of anti-
shippers by other fans, anti-shippers perform an exaggerated version of values closely tied to
the history of fan activist culture, particularly on 7umblr and its focus on (feminist) social
justice: Their strategies often perform a type of “weaponized pedagogy” in order to remove
unwelcome opinions and fans from fan discourse. To understand this phenomenon, I first
explain what motivates Reylo shippers who are by many accounts interested in a seemingly
uncontroversial relationship following the tradition of Romance novels (4.1). I then illustrate
the anti-shipping conflict and discuss the prevalent framing of anti-shipping as inherently
conservative (4.2). To understand this framing, I then discuss parallels to reactionary rhetorical
strategies, addressing commonly voiced parallels to historical censorship, purity culture,
reliance on silencing strategies which evoke associations with the alt-right, and conservative
concerns about minors and how such similarities frequently remain superficial (4.3). To
demonstrate the strong similarities with progressive activism, I discuss topics of rising feminist
awareness in the 2010s such as toxic masculinity or dealing with triggering content (4.4). I
further highlight how anti-shippers draw on the values and language of Tumblr’s social justice
activist culture and especially its focus on the (positive) impact of representation (4.5). I finally
argue that Reylo anti-shipping evolved out of a long history of shipping related activism and

specifically Twilight anti-fan activism (4.6). After having argued that Reylo anti-shippers are
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not inherently reactionary, I address the potential of such progressive anti-fan activism in
aversion spaces to nevertheless form coalitions with reactionary movements in the future (4.7).

In my conclusion, in the fifth chapter, The Fandom Is (Still) Political: The Acolyte
and the Loss of Certainty, after briefly summarizing findings from the preceding chapters, I
address the newest Star Wars fan conflict to date surrounding the Disney+ show The Acolyte
(TA). I discuss which elements of my analysis from previous chapters still apply to demonstrate
stable elements and continuing trends in anti-fan activism, illustrating how 74 discourse still
follows the patterns outlined in chapters two and three. I also highlight new emerging insights,
particularly the shift from anti-feminism as a focal point of fan backlash to broader anti-
diversity stances in line with broader shifts in American political discourse. In 5.1 I first address
the role of paratextual framing of a show for its perception by reactionary fans as “not meant
for white men”, such as pre-release interviews and news reports as well as the race and queer
identities of the cast and creator. In 5.2 I highlight the function of “the lore” in criticism of the
show as an overflowing signifier in line with the fan-populist trends of chapter 3 which
particularly symbolizes a stable worldview that is perceived to be disrupted by feminism. 5.3
focuses on how lesbians are perceived as particularly threatening to (geek) masculinity which
is reflected in an over-emphasis of “lesbian space witches” in negative reviews of The Acolyte.
5.4 then highlights that beyond anti-feminist anxieties, such fan conflicts address more general
anxieties about living in an ambiguous world that does not offer black and white answers.
Based on my findings, I return to my motivation and evaluate what the anti-fan activism

observed in my case studies means for fandom as a space of learning.
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Chapter 2:
#MarySueGate: Mapping Socio-Political Disruptions onto

Anti/Feminist Fan Conflicts

“What about the women?” she asked the professor,
whereupon Campbell explained that the women were the hero’s mother, his protectress and
the prize at the end of his quest.

What more did she want?

“I want to be the hero,”

- Tatar (1)

December 2015, the long-awaited continuation of the Star Wars-franchise opened with its first
installment, The Force Awakens (TFA), and introduced its first heroine, Rey. In many ways,
the release of 7FA felt like a keystone moment to young (white) women like me who had grown
up imagining to be Harry Potter, Frodo or Luke Skywalker and wondered if their heroes could
ever look like them. A question that even the students of Joseph Campbell, famous for his
description of The Hero’s Journey that shaped many of the most beloved works of popular
culture, including Star Wars (Jenkins and Hassler-Forest 15), sometimes wondered about:
When would women be the heroes, not just the mothers, protectresses and prizes? In some
ways, TFA did then indeed mark the beginning of a new era in which women were no longer
relegated to the sidelines but held leading roles in several legacy franchises to (mostly) great
financial success, being superheroes, space-and-time traveling aliens or starship officers: From

Ghostbusters (2016), Wonder Woman (2017) and Star Trek: Discovery (2017), to Doctor Who
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(2018), Ocean’s 8 (2018) and Captain Marvel (2019), the late 2010s had many well-known
blockbuster franchises helmed by women. Yet not everyone embraced these changes, with
these movies and shows often receiving widespread backlash online.

As it was the first in this line of fan conflicts, this chapter will use the case study of
responses to the Star Wars sequel trilogy in order to explore the political negotiations behind
the negative responses to female protagonists. Fan conflicts around 7FA and later installments
of the sequel trilogy, like many women-led shows and movies, often centered around their
female characters being “Mary Sues” and more broadly the texts’ perceived detrimental
feminist messaging — a set of arguments which I call the “Mary Sue Discourse” or MSD even
if they do not always use the term “Mary Sue” explicitly. The main narrative of the MSD is
that intentional insertions of feminism into a text lead to badly written female characters which
can also go hand in hand with weak male characters.

This exemplifies one way fan and political discourse increasingly intersect: Such fan
conflicts that act as “proxy discussions” frequently blur the lines between narrative-centered
fan discourse and anti-feminist political discourse, when fans complain that Rey made 7FA
seem like “feminist propaganda” due to her being too perfect and flawless. Interestingly, in
such complaints, fans usually do not simply dislike Rey but attribute their dislike to a fixed
trope from fan culture, the overly perfect female character described as “Mary Sue”, (which
will even be featured in more mainstream discourse later on). These traits are regularly
attributed to feminists not understanding how to tell a good story. Such arguments link
perceived “feminist politics” to their criticism of the text — a common pattern in the MSD.
Rey and the MSD appeared to be the beginning of irreconcilable divisions not just in the Star
Wars fandom but pop culture as a whole — and unlike previous conflicts about women in pop
culture such as #Gamergate, it even ultimately spread into mainstream political discourse,

turning it “fanized” with politicians using arguments from fan discourse. One of the most
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memorable instances of mainstream reactions to the on-going MSD may be conservative
British politician Nick Fletcher. During a political debate in 2021, he argued that “every male
character”, such as Star Wars’ Luke Skywalker or the Doctor from Doctor Who, was being
replaced by women nowadays — consequently, he asked whether it was “any wonder that so
many young men are committing crimes” (P. Walker) when they may at best see themselves
represented as violent killers but not as the heroes any longer. This shows that not only did the
MSD not remain limited to Star Wars, the US, and fan communities, but that this discussion of
women in fiction was seen as a topic of global political concern — even a pressing political
concern if one considers the alarmist consequence of a perceived “feminist agenda” where
women overshadowing men in fictional texts leads to more crimes committed by men that
Fletcher paints.

These examples suggest that it is worth paying attention to how anti-fan activism,
specifically the MSD about how feminism presumably harms modern pop culture, intersects
with political discourse. The MSD serves as an important steppingstone in spreading anti-
feminist discussions about popular culture from more niche fan cultural discourse about 7FA4
to other franchises, the mainstream, and ultimately politicians’ statements. Consequently, in
this chapter, I will trace key aspects of discussions of feminism in the Star Wars sequel trilogy,
such as its origin, rhetoric and parallels, to other fan conflicts in pop culture. For this, I
particularly look at the reception of 7FA in 2015. Since it is the first in a series of works
discussed within the MSD, it lends itself to being a potentially generalizable case study in
which important patterns were established. I also take into account the reception of the follow-
up movie The Last Jedi (TLJ) in 2017 and — due to the last installment, The Rise Of Skywalker
TROS) being a mostly uncontroversially received movie in terms of feminism — the firing of

Gina Carano from The Mandalorian in 2021 which has built on the MSD.
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I particularly focus on discussions of “Mary Sues” and feminism regarding 7FA4 and
The Last Jedi (TLJ) in the 2010s. Using primarily fan responses on Twitter/X and YouTube as

well as news reporting on the movies, my aim is two-fold:

1) To trace the mainstreaming of politicized fan discourse, i.e. how the MSD moved
from fan conflict into mainstream (as exemplified by well-known news sites) and
political discourse (i.e. discourse by politicians and professional political
commentators). I argue that fan conflicts tend to express broader socio-political
anxieties by proxy, e.g. the rise of (men’s) anti-fan activism against perceived
feminist influences in Star Wars in response to anxieties about 2010°s popular
feminism.

2) To demonstrate the increasing rise of ‘“fanization”, i.e. arguments from fan
discourse being instrumentalized by anti-feminist politicians for their purposes,

especially from 2018 onwards, making it a common feature of political rhetoric.

This case study is based on materials collected over time, including targeted searches
for “Mary Sue” and “Rey”, sorted by popularity and combined with other keywords such as
“Star Wars” or “The Force Awakens”. It is also based on popular texts (tweets, videos, and
journalistic articles) including the movies’ titles, found via the sites” own search engines and
Google News that exemplify the reception of the movies. I also added targeted searches for
news articles on more politically fringe websites, such as those associated with the far-right.
Selected texts had to address feminism or the gender of the characters in question prominently
to be considered for closer analysis. This has resulted in about 100 YouTube videos, 100 tweets,
20 Tumblr posts, and 180 news articles saved for closer analysis.

Notably, I did not limit my primary sources to social media posts despite my primary
interest in social media discourse. Rather, I also use news articles from news outlets from all
across the political spectrum to get an impression of the discussion of the movies and the MSD
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outside of intra-fandom discourses. Additionally, I contrast social media posts from Twitter
and YouTube with news articles in order to highlight parallels and differences between more
mainstream and intra-fandom discourses. In this case, I understand mainstream to mean news
addressed not primarily at fan audiences (who may already be aware of fan conflicts to begin
with), as opposed to fan-centric news sites that only cover pop culture and fandom topics. I
assume that such news articles are likely either written from the perspective of a non- or casual
fan (i.e. those who enjoy watching the movies but may not necessarily engage with online fan
communities) or primarily addressed to non- and casual fans®. Therefore, a look at the flow of
arguments illustrates the increasing blurring of these initially largely separate spheres of
discourse. Many arguments seem to have been shared by only a loud minority: Tweets with
“likes” in the hundreds or thousands and video views of about a million are still small compared
to over 111 million tickets sold for 7FA4 in the US alone (Mendelson). However, I interpret
news articles responding to fan discourses to discuss or echo their arguments as a sign that
what may only be social media posts by a minority of fans online has gained enough relevance
to address it. Thus, I view news articles as an important gauge of how much fan discourse
affects more “mainstream” discourse.

In 2.1 I explain the central concept of the “Mary Sue” trope and discuss how a specific
perceived narrative disruption, i.e. something that fans think does not work well such as Rey’s
characterization, can channel the anxieties about socio-political and fan-cultural disruptions
into expressions of narrative dissatisfaction, i.e. the anti-fan activism against Rey and other
women in the Star Wars franchise. This gives visibility to the underlying anti-feminist ideology
without explicitly discussing it. To understand the dissatisfaction channeled into discussions

of female characters, in 2.2 I address fan-cultural disruptions, the perceived loss of inherently

8 Although we may also interpret it as non-fan-oriented news sites discovering fans as a demographic worth
addressing or assuming that fandom has become so commonplace that most of their readers might also be fans
of big franchises. In any case, the effects are identical.
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male-dominated fandoms which also maps well onto the sequel trilogy. I introduce a model of
how fan conflicts develop and sketch how “Marysuegate” lines up with previous fan-cultural
conflicts of other “gates”. This fan-cultural disruption works in tandem with socio-political
disruptions such as the rise of popular feminism which I discuss in 2.3. [ propose that the sequel
trilogy aligns well with this popular feminist era in several dimensions, thus making it an ideal
target for such debates. Such fan conflicts make not only the narrative dissatisfaction but also
the socio-political dissatisfaction that is frequently directly tied to it more visible. Yet, to leave
the fan sphere, these fan conflicts need mechanisms which amplify the fan conflict in order to
reach the mainstream which I explain in 2.4. This makes fanization an attractive strategy for
one’s ideological standpoints. Consequently, in 2.5, I explain how the fan discourse has been
instrumentalized by bigger political figures and news sites. Finally, in 2.6, I discuss the
evolution and flexibility of the MSD by addressing the latter turn to fan-activism supporting
actress Gina Carano and her character Cara Dune in The Mandalorian and consequently reflect

on the radicalization potential to the right of such fan discourse.

2.1 “Marysuegate”: Channeling Anti-Feminist Sentiments into a Catalyst Term

Many arguments in the MSD center around Rey and, later on, other female characters of the
Star Wars franchise being unlikable “Mary Sues” — sometimes explicitly using the term,
sometimes just alluding to it. Thus, it stands to first look at the role this trope played for the
MSD and for instrumentalizing discussions about a character and related narratives to make
broader political arguments, lending them increased visibility in online discourse. In this sub-
chapter I explore the importance of the term “Mary Sue”, as it condensed complex frustrations
into a culturally resonant shorthand that made the backlash more visible and spreadable through
several mechanisms.

Origins and Usage
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The backlash to 7FA most prominently manifested in discussions about whether Rey
was a “Mary Sue”. This debate served a proxy function to voice broader social anxieties,
particularly anti-feminist sentiments. However, the popularity of the term and perhaps even the
whole discourse at first came into existence to a degree by chance, potentially mixing the right
moment in time with rising fan discontent: Based on a tweet by screenwriter Max Landis who
(disapprovingly) claimed that “they [finally] made a fan fic movie with a Mary Sue as the main
character” (qtd. in Sproull)’, “Mary Sue” was soon an established term in TFA discourse to
discuss particularly why Rey was a badly written character, albeit only by a few creators with
small direct reach (e.g. retweets, likes, or YouTube views). Early contributions to the MSD
generally consisted of listing all the ways in which she has unrealistically exceptional skills as
well as a perceived lack of weaknesses, often compared to her male predecessors Luke and
Anakin. The central argument was that this made her boring.

The Mary Sue Trope

The term “Mary Sue” being pre-established in fandom — although in the progressive,
women-dominated transformational fandom of fanfiction writers (Mueller 56) — may have
allowed for an attractive air of legitimacy and a “feminist touch”, seemingly aligning it more
with progressive-feminist fandom than reactionary fandom. The term connected this new
discourse to decades old discourse: The term “Mary Sue" originated in sci-fiction fanfiction
culture, i.e. stories written by fans about pre-existing works, specifically the Star Trek universe
and was first coined in 1973 (“Mary Sue”). Its appropriation to other contexts was mainly
popularized due to TFA discourse, starting, as described, with Landis’ tweet. Fan-created and
-curated wiki Fanlore describes this character archetype as “an original character in fan fiction

[sic], usually but not always female, who for one reason or another is deemed undesirable by

® As with other sources in this thesis, this tweet does not exist any longer, thus the reference is to someone’s
archived version of it.
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fan critics” (“Mary Sue”). This is often due to her being “competent in too many areas, [...]
physically attractive, and/or [...] viewed as admirable by other sympathetic characters.” (“Mary
Sue”) — exactly what many criticize Rey and other female characters for, with and without
explicitly using the term.

Although coined by a woman, writer Paula Smith, in a good-humored parody, it had
always been perceived by many fans to be inherently sexist: Despite a male version
theoretically existing, it is almost exclusively applied to female characters, often for traits that
are considered typical of male protagonists. Even Smith herself in an interview before “Mary
Sue” gained mainstream visibility points out that “[p]eople never notice the male version” (C.
W. Walker 2.25), they look at “wish fulfillment characters like James Bond or Superman”
(2.26) “whose presence in any universe warps it way the heck out of reality” (2.27) but is not
similarly criticized because it involves men. As one fan writes for Gizmodo, a Mary Sue was
typically “an author surrogate” that allows them to live out “the fantasy of [...] getting to live
at Hogwarts or travel on board the U.S.S. Enterprise” (Anders). As the majority of fanfiction
authors tend to be women (Mueller 56), it was predominantly female characters who disrupted
the original universe and characters. However, in the past, the term was mainly restricted to the
realm of fanfiction and a very specific kind of female character within it.

In the original tweet by Landis, it is notably implied that Rey is a “wish fulfillment”
character, explicitly calling 7F4 a “fan fic movie” and thus referring to the original
implications of the term as an author surrogate. This strongly aligns the perceived problems
with TFA with female fan culture as transformational fandom, i.e. the kind that produces fan
art and fanfiction and is predominantly queer and female (Mueller 56). Landis’ claim of Rey
being wish fulfillment (with traditional Mary Sue-style characters usually being an idealized
version of the female author) is to some degree nonsensical, as the movie was written by a man.

It does however imply “wish fulfillment” for women to be a negative thing despite the Hero’s
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Journey in all its iterations and particularly Star Wars having long been considered to be created
specifically for this purpose. As Palumbo writes, “Luke’s adventure” in the original trilogy “is
an adolescent wish-fulfillment fantasy” (21). This seems to suggest that wish fulfillment is only
a problem when it fulfills the wishes of female fans who are not the established target audience.
Establishing a new meaning of the term “Mary Sue” was likely an important catalyst event that
allowed pre-existing anxieties about women in pop culture to be expressed in a more socially
acceptable (as it was presented as critiquing the writing of 7F4 with a well-established critical
term) and spreadable, networked manner that was already inherently connected to a rejection
of female fan culture.
Crystallization Nucleus Function

I consider events such as the emergence of the term “Mary Sue” best described as a
kind of “crystallization nucleus™: “The formation of the crystal structure requires a starting
point, which is called the crystallization nucleus. Such a nucleus can be “the smallest quantities
of [...] foreign molecules” (“Crystallization”). Similarly, many backlashes seem to center
around a specific event or character, around which a seemingly united dissent forms. It is likely
that just as a crystal grows from molecules already present in a solution when a tiny disruption
is introduced, the anxieties expressed in “gates” discourse existed before — however, we can
only see a crystal and fully perceive the depth of fan-cultural and socio-political dissatisfaction
in fan culture when they become structured and grow around a specific nucleus event. Out of
such events certain repeating patterns arise. Just as a crystal is characterized by repeating
patterns, so do bigger fan conflicts “crystallize” around talking points such as “feminism
ruining geek media” (as discussed in 2.2), thereby growing in visibility.

“Mary Sue” was both an easy shorthand — with brevity being essential to Twitter’s 140
(later 280) character limit for a post — to communicate that a female character was deemed

undesirably “perfect” and also an easy way to give resentments more legitimacy and ties into
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fan culture, by repurposing the meaning of an already established term. For this to happen, the
release of 7FA and Landis’ tweet provided a helpful catalyst event. It is notable that big fan
conflicts such as the “gates” frequently rally around very specific causes to express broader
anxieties — be it the Mary Sue archetype, concerns about “ethics in games journalism” (in
Gamergate) or what kind of literature wins a Hugo Award (in “Puppygate”). Notably, all
“gates” started seemingly randomly from someone pointing out something that could be
considered a legitimate concern, from video game reviews in #Gamergate to the list of
nominees for the Hugo Awards to Rey’s superficial characterization — but grew from there on
to stand for much more.

Sarkeesian’s feminist podcast served a similar function for #Gamergate: After a
crowdfunding drive for an episode on “sexist representation of women in video games” (Banet-
Weiser 160) by Sarkeesian and the release of the indie game Depression Quest by game
developer Zoe Quinn, both faced accusations of unethical behavior as well as ensuing targeted
harassment. This eventually developed into a wider movement claiming to be concerned with
the “ostensibly legitimate [purpose]—to register their objection to questionable journalistic
ethics” (159). However, the hashtag and movement was more akin to “a ruse for a chilling
misogyny” (159) with users engaging against feminist, queer and antiracist gamers.

Similarly, “Puppygate” in 2013 began “when speculative fiction author Larry Correia”
(Dosser 35), “a conservative author frustrated over what he perceived to be a left-leaning trend
of the awards” (88), first started his “Sad Puppies” campaign to get his novel nominated for a
Hugo Award” (35). As the Hugo award is considered a “prestigious science fiction and fantasy
(SFF) award” (Kreiter 1), this was perceived to send a broader message about trends in sci-fi
literature. Only in the 2010s did the list of nominated works begin heavily featuring women
which encouraged discourse “about the role of politics in the genre” of science-fiction (1). This

turned into a “movement dedicated to delegitimizing works they deemed as liberal
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propaganda” (4). The similarity between #Gamergate and Puppygate suggests that a
“Marysuegate” uses patterns established by its predecessors of using seemingly legitimate
concerns for proxy discussions about broader resentments towards social progress which
crystallize around (superficially) simple questions, such as whether Rey (or, later on, other
female characters) are Mary Sues.
Sexism Associations and Counter-Backlash

The concept of the Mary Sue lends itself to a fan conflict because it creates strong
affective responses and offers an easy target to argue against for those who want to perform
their feminist identity online. Unsurprisingly, given the direct comparisons drawn between Rey
and previous male heroes and the already sexist history of the term, the MSD and particularly
the updated concept of the Mary Sue was widely perceived as sexist with many users pointing
out the hypocrisy of applying this term only to female characters. This often took the form of
debating an imagined sexist Other instead of addressing real users’ criticisms — in line with
how political online commenting practices are often driven by “individual and collective
identity performance” (Barnes 9), many fans ridiculed the concept to display their opposition
to sexism — and defending Rey’s skillset as realistic. Many tweets released featuring the term
“Mary Sue” also point to the stark lack of such criticism for male characters, with even Rey
actress Daisy Ridley later on arguing that calling Rey a Mary Sue was sexist because “Luke
had the exact same [capabilities]” (Morris). Such refutations comparing Rey to male heroes,
gained much support on notoriously progressive- and feminist-leaning platform Tumblr (cf.
McCracken et al.), where for example one post with over 125.000 interactions did
exceptionally well.

Additionally, out of the few news sites that picked up on the term and discourse in
December 2015 to early 2016, all shared the perception of it being a sexist accusation. They

thus involuntarily helped spread the term and MSD arguments. The news articles about the
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MSD either refuted the accusation (Anders) or argued that even if Rey was a Mary Sue, there
was nothing wrong with it — as for example Tasha Robinson argues that even though Rey in
her eyes is too flawless, “joyously proficient lady badasses are just as important to a diverse,
rich, fulfilling cultural landscape as troubled, complicated lady heroes.” (T. Robinson).
Rising Term Usage

Despite the responses to this term and the surrounding arguments suggesting that the
MSD was widely perceived as sexist, it proved useful enough to those using it to gain
popularity over the years and spread to other franchises. The “Mary Sue” trope increasingly
became a symbol for the perceived oppression of “geek” men globally. While both the regular
name “Mary Sue” and the fannish term had existed before, Google Trends suggests that it came
into widespread usage with some latency after the release of TFA. Likely the movie led many
Google users to search for it only after being used in relation to Rey. Initial interest for the term
based on Google Trends was particularly high in the US and other Anglophone countries,
specifically searched for together with “Rey” or “Star Wars”.

The discussion seems to only have reached the non-Anglophone sphere right before
TLJ was released with a sharp spike in European countries such as Germany in November
2017, although a small spike in search queries in December 2015 already demonstrates the
globally connected nature of the MSD. This speaks to the impact of fan discourses in an age of
participatory culture: An idea from American Twitter that is now used both globally and in
relation to many other films. Indeed, “Mary Sue” has since been applied to a wide variety of
characters, such as the eponymous Captain Marvel (e.g. Podcast Now) or Galadriel from Rings
of Power (e.g. Literature Devil, “Rings”), or Michael Burnham from Star Trek: Discovery (e.g.
Trekspertise).

The term “Mary Sue” was of course well-suited to spreading on social media, as it was

both short enough to fit into a tweet, specific enough to be easily recognizable and searchable,
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and unspecific enough to be a stand-in for a variety of issues. The concept of the “Mary Sue”
thus proved useful to channel people’s resentment towards Rey and other female characters as
well as feminism in general into an easily spreadable and seemingly legitimate form of

criticism, based on the perceived narrative shortcomings of these characters.

2.2 “Women Are Coming for Your Franchises”: The Crisis of (Geek) Masculinity in the

late 2010s

In early reactions to 7F'4 when the focus of criticism was still strongly on Rey as a Mary Sue,
male fans already expressed feeling like there was a shift from them being the target audience
towards women or young girls, with Lucasfilm trying to “push an agenda”. Such reactions set
up a false dichotomy that came to dominate much of MSD between old, male (white) fans, and
“girls” as a “new audience”, implying someone with no prior connections to the franchise.
Associating the perceived loss of quality of Star Wars with it being suddenly aimed at girls,
implies that girls were not already interested in Star Wars as well as echoing a zero-sum idea
of popular misogyny where “men are suffering because of women [...] and feminism” (Banet-
Weiser 5): If something is targeted at girls, it cannot possibly also be targeted at men who will
be forgotten.

I explore the dynamic of “true” fans vs. a corporate “elite” perceived to “push an
agenda” more in chapter 3 — what is relevant for this chapter is the idea that Star Wars fan
culture is being disrupted. In order to explain why such fundamental backlashes tend to happen
in some fandoms, but not others, and how the MSD mainstreamed a pattern pioneered by the
earlier “gates”, I am drawing from Hills’ theory on toxic fandom. Hills proposes that toxic
fandoms arise as a result of disrupted fan doxa, although I argue a fan-cultural disruption needs
to align with socio-political disruptions to be expressed in a fan conflict.

Doxic Disruptions
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Building on Bourdieusian field theory, Hills suggests that fan spaces are structured by
“doxa”, i.e. “unquestioned sense of how capital can be amassed” (Hills, “An Extended
Foreword” 106). Capital in this case, of course, means “cultural capital” (Bourdieu) and more
specifically fan-cultural capital, such as the kind of knowledge and activities that lead to a
higher social status as a fan. Social movements, however, can lead to fan doxa becoming
questioned and “a matter of debate rather than an accepted common-place” (Hills, “An
Extended Foreword” 107). This disruption to “previously stable doxa” (107) is when toxic
“online behaviour emerges” (107) is Hills’ main claim. I have discussed potential problems
with the term “toxic” in the introduction; thus, I apply this concept to the emergence of fan
conflicts more broadly. He furthermore suggests that “toxic fandom might [...] render explicit,
visible and conscious, logics of disparagement and (de-)legitimation that are structured into
[...] fan identities” (108). In the case of TFA, this means that it threatened previously held
assumptions that Star Wars was essentially a franchise for men and thus the long-held but often
unspoken notion of Star Wars fandom as inherently masculine was made explicit in the fan
conflict.

This disruption of fan doxa could be applied to many franchises, yet not all are equally
involved in visible fan conflicts. It also does not explain how fans deal with these disruptions.
Thus, building on Hills, I propose a more complex explanation of how fan conflicts arise: There
are different dimensions of disruptions — namely the socio-political, the fan cultural and the
narrative — that need to align for fan conflicts to rise to prominence. In the case of current fan
conflicts, such as “Marysuegate”, they center around perceived feminist disruptions of fan

culture.
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Fig. 4. Model of factors contributing to the rise and polarization of anti/fan conflicts. Graphic by author.

In this case, there was a strong alignment between these disruptions: A movie with new
characters, especially a heroine instead of a hero helming the movie (narrative disruption), at a
time where many franchises were creating women-led works that were not primarily catering
to male audiences (fan-cultural disruption) and at a time where such changes seemed
particularly salient as feminism was a present cultural topic (socio-political disruption). Such
disruptions work hand in hand, influencing each other bi-directionally: On the one hand,
feminist changes to society also tend to change the dynamics within the entertainment industry
and fan culture and allow female fans to become more visible. On the other hand, the fan-
cultural changes make fans more aware of the socio-political changes already happening
around them, making them more likely to notice and react to them. How the resulting fan
conflict grows in visibility is further explained in 2.4 and 2.5.

“Male” Legacy Franchises

71



In order to be disrupted, there first needs to be a fan culture to be disrupted. The 2010s were

shaped by popular feminism and this was also reflected in the movies being produced which

particularly impacted franchises traditionally aimed at men, such as action, sci-fi, superheroes

and fantasy. 2015 onwards saw more and more women-led blockbuster movies being released,

with TFA being one of the first. To illustrate the rise of heroines on screen and related

backlashes, I have created a table including (but not limited to) events I will address later in

this chapter:

2012 - 2013
2013 - 2017
2014 - 2016
May 2013
Dec 2013
2016 - 2018
Tul 2016
Dec 2016
Tun 2017
Sep 2017
Tan 2017
Oct 2017
Dec 2017
Mai 2013
Tun 2018
Oct 2018
Mov 2018
March 2019
Dec 2012
Feh 2020
Tun 2020

Feb 2021

Fig. 5. A non-comprehensive timeline of (anti-)feminism-related events in pop culture. Graphic by author.
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All female Ghostbusters reboat

Rogue One: A Star Wars Story

Wondsr Woman: DCEU s first woman-led film
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As fig. 5 illustrates, while The Hunger Games'’

may have been one of the first
significant female-led blockbusters of the decade, TFA4 was the one with a serious anti-feminist
backlash online. This is likely because The Hunger Games was neither a pre-existing franchise
with a pre-existing fandom nor part of a genre traditionally considered “for men”, as Young
Adult novels (from which the movie has been adapted) of the 2010s overwhelmingly feature
female protagonists (Cox). Characters often described as “Mary Sues” such as Captain Marvel,
meanwhile, share that they are all part of traditionally “geek™ genres of sci-fi and fantasy, but
also that they happen to be the first female leads in otherwise male-led pre-existing franchises
(such as the Marvel Cinematic Universe), which we could thus describe as “male legacy”
franchises.

Star Wars specifically has long been considered a “boy’s franchise”, even by those
working on it, and consequently a perceived shift in target audience marks a huge disruption
to its fan culture. As TFA director Abrams declared before the release of the movie, “Star Wars
was always a boy’s thing and a movie that dads could take their sons to, and though that’s still
very much the case”, he was hoping 7F4 might change that it’s on/y for boys (H. Lewis). This
is also echoed by many men commenting on the MSD, even by prolific figures such as
conservative political commentator Ben Shapiro who argues that “from one type of fandom to
another “Disney [...] decided that they were only going to have female heroes from now on”
even though “Star Wars is essentially a little boy’s property.” (@JasonSCampbell).

Additionally, seeing TFA as the first in a row of related disruptions can explain why the
MSD continued to grow even beyond the end of the sequel trilogy and even beyond Star Wars:
While at the time of release, having a female lead in a “geek” franchise could have been a one-

off event, the more movies with female leads were released, the more 7F4 and Rey began to

10 Although some notable earlier highly popular action movies with women in lead roles include Aliens (1986),
Terminator 2 (1991) and Kill Bill (2003), these movies did not, as the decade-wide gaps between them illustrate,
have a lasting impact on action movies protagonists’ gender equality.
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symbolize a continuing trend and to embody the fact that geek fan culture was changing and
thus the “Mary Sue” and the assumed “feminist agendas” behind it became a central target to
attach one’s grievances to. We find, for example, that the most popular video on YouTube
discussing the term “Mary Sue” and weighing in on arguments that had already arisen in 2015
was only released in July of 2020, thus more than half a year after the sequel trilogy ended
(Jordan, “Was Anakin”) and yet was seen over 2,5 million times, speaking to a continued
interest in the topic.
Framing Rey as a Feminist Disruption of Star Wars Fandom

Despite being released in a different political climate, 7F4 is not radically different
from previous Star Wars movies. TFA was the beginning of several movies (see fig. 5) that
Derek Johnson suggests are best described as “social justice reboots”, meaning it was very
similar in narrative structure to the original Star Wars trilogy (127), yet it had significant
changes at the superficial “representational level” (127) which respond to “political struggles
to transform exigent inequalities of representation” (128). Such superficial changes are also in
line with how popular feminism sees visibility “as the end rather than a means to an end”
(Banet-Weiser 23) and thus generally “[stops] short of [...] naming, or disrupting the political
economic conditions that allow that inequality to be profitable” (Banet-Weiser and Portwood-
Stacer 886).

Such superficial changes could imply to viewers that previous movies were inadequate
and in need of being “redone properly”. More likely though, news reporting contributed to the
perception of TFA as a fan-cultural disruption: Many reviews invited comparisons with
previous installments, addressing Star Wars’ history of women that are portrayed as
inadequately feminist to highlight the novelty and importance of Rey!!. This suggested that the

Star Wars beloved by fan culture was lacking. For example, The Atlantic, like many other news

! There are of course many more complex women in the Extended Universe tie-in stories.
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sites, specifically contrasts her with the women of the original and prequel trilogies to highlight
the novelty of Rey’s storyline: Unlike Leia and Padmé in previous movies, she is a “feminist
protagonist” as she is not a “distressing damsel, she’s instead a fighter and a survivor and a
nurturer and an all-around badass” (Garber). This implies that previous characters were
damsels and victims and not “badass”. Similarly, Jezebel, a notably feminist news website,
contrasts Rey to Padmé dying “to advance the plot” and Leia’s “power [being] best used in the
service of others” (S. Edwards) and describes the movie as a “a radical shift” for the franchise
and sci-fi in general. Especially Leia is a character beloved by fans of old and often seen as a
memorable feminist character who was even “a potential culture icon for women and second
wave feminism” in the 1970s (Hilck 34). However, paratexts — such as the movie itself being
a soft “reboot” and several news articles inviting comparisons — frequently suggest that the
characters of the previous trilogies were inadequate. Consequently, this makes 7FA4 a movie
reflecting the recent fan-cultural disruption of well-established franchises (and their fandoms)
being perceived in need of becoming more feminist.
Continuing Disruption of Fan Culture

In addition to being the first of a new era of women-led movies and thus marking a
turning point in popular and fan culture, 7F4 was released into an online culture shaped by
other backlashes against progressive changes to media such as #Gamergate and “Puppygate”
(see fig. 5). These two backlashes may have both modeled how to react to fan-cultural
disruptions as well as primed fans to be particularly receptive to the idea of “losing” yet another
field that used to “belong” (in their eyes) to male geeks, thus paving the way for 7FA4 backlash
by “pioneering” the proxy-rhetoric the MSD uses.

The first notable event in this trend of anti-feminist backlashes was “Puppygate” from
2013 to 2015. This event established the rhetorical pattern of the MSD of using seemingly

legitimate, i.e. textual, not political, concerns for proxy discussions about broader resentments
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towards social progress. Notably, those involved “claimed to care about the writing itself, even
as their primary concern was their presumed victimage” (Dosser 94) due to more diverse sci-
fi protagonists. Common arguments revolved around how “message or identity politics [have]
become far more important than entertainment or quality” (106) and thus led to a decline of
“good” or “entertaining” sci-fi novels. This rhetorical strategy is almost identical to the MSD
wherein feminism is linked to a perceived decline in narrative quality of Star Wars in order to
get a “message” out or to create “propaganda”. This was the first significant event in recent
fandom history where we could see a clear pattern of masking ideological opposition as neutral
concerns over quality. This pattern established during Puppygate would later reappear in the
Star Wars discourse surrounding Rey, where accusations of her being a "Mary Sue" similarly
allowed anti-feminist sentiments to be expressed under the guise of narrative critique.
Beginning later than Puppygate and directly preceding the release of TFA was
#Gamergate (see fig. 5), a movement in gaming fandom where “participants imagined
themselves as “crusaders” in a war against feminists” (Salter 253). As Hills observes, “female
gamers could represent a loss of male power” (“An Extended Foreword” 109), a loss which
was “threatening to shift the unquestioned, industrially-supported and naturalised doxa of
masculinised [sic] gaming capital into a position of “orthodoxy”, open to heterodox challenge
and reworking” (109). Banet-Weiser similarly points to #Gamergate as an example of popular
misogyny and describes men’s fears expressed in #Gamergate as being about “men feel[ing]
threatened by potential change in an industry in which they are entitled and they feel that they
own” (146). Similarly, the new Star Wars sequel trilogy threatened male fans’ sense of
ownership over the franchise with its placement of women in lead and heroic roles. In both
cases, participants seemed eerily more interested in discussing the perceived damage feminism
does to pop culture than merely expressing criticism of a character or of the behavior of video

games journalists (cf. Massanari, "Gamergate”).
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#Gamergate has also been seen as providing the “playbook™ for the alt-right (cf.
Massanari, “Gamergate”), the movement that would contribute to the rise of far-right politics
in the US. As Strick discusses, many “American right-wing figures [...] received their first
publicity through gamergate [emphasis original], and its anti-feminist and misogynist core
message translated easily into the anti-emancipatory politics of [ ...] right wing populists” (213).
Similarly, as I will discuss later, it is particularly far right news sites, conservative politicians
and political commentators that became “fanized” and adopted arguments from the MSD and
voiced them in non-fan contexts, thus mainstreaming the MSD.

Although few popular videos in the MSD explicitly address #Gamergate, there is a
sense of feminism spreading to “infect” other areas of fandom and that all these franchises are
likely to appeal to the same type of male fan: This link was more frequently emphasized by
many early and less popular YouTube videos on this issue, with early Mary Sue videos
hashtagged #Gamergate and complaints of Star Wars being the next victim of feminism. That
framing #Gamergate as a precursor of the MSD became rare later on suggests that fans perhaps
wanted to distance themselves from a movement that was at large not taken seriously by
mainstream news and rarely covered (positively) outside of fandom news sites at the time.

While more recent videos usually do not explicitly highlight the connection, they are
nevertheless generally sympathetic to #Gamergate, such as YouTuber The Quartering rejecting
comparisons between 7LJ anti-fans and #Gamergate and pointing out that the “comics gate
community [...] don't want the same crap that was trying to ruin video games to fully ruin their
favorite hobby” (Hambly, “Star Wars” 05:39-05:49), thus assuming that Star Wars, video
games and comics are generally liked by the same male fans. Therefore, the spreading of
“feminism” (or political correctness or social justice or other descriptors for progressive
politics that are frequently used synonymously) from one type of pop culture to another

embodies the threat of men “losing” their dominion over geek or pop culture.
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2.3 “Feminist Propaganda”: TFA and TLJ as Reflections of Popular Feminism in the

2010s

In addition to the rise of women-led blockbusters, the rise of popular feminism worked in
tandem with shifts in fan culture to create a growing sense of threat to (geek) masculinity. In
order to understand why Rey (and, later on, other female characters of the sequel trilogy) was
strongly associated with a (negative) influence of feminism by anti-fans, it is essential to
understand the type of feminism dominating the late 2010s. The rise of popular feminist can
be seen as a disruption to social norms with which the movies aligned in several dimensions.
Combined with the mirroring strategy of popular misogyny, it resulted in mapping discussions
of feminism onto discussions of a pop-cultural text.
Popular Feminism and Popular Misogyny in the 2010s

As Banet-Weiser discusses in Empowered, in the second half of the 2010s, we are
witnessing the rise of popular feminism (7) and with it a corresponding rise in misogynist
backlash (3). 7FA reflects this feminist zeitgeist of the late 2010s and thus lends itself to being
a target of popular misogyny and to have discussions about feminism mapped upon its textual
disruptions. This aligns with how Banet-Weiser’s case studies demonstrate how men’s rights
campaigns often mirror women’s empowerment campaigns (59) in order to mock their claims.
She sees such “mirroring”, i.e. addressing the same topics and arguments for the sake of
“restoration of male privilege” (38) by exposing the “apparently faulty logic” (61) of popular
feminism, as “a central mechanism in an economy of visibility” (62). If we transfer this logic
to TFA, exposing the perceived flaws of Rey (and later other characters) who is perceived as a
product of popular feminism, allows criticism of feminism to gain wide visibility and fit into
wider patterns of misogynist backlashes outside of fandom.

TFA and specifically Rey as its lead symbolize current socio-political disruptions

through popular feminism for several reasons. One is, of course, temporal proximity to an era
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characterized by popular feminism. Additionally, the MSD was enacted on social media which
coincides with the rise of what many have come to see as the fourth wave of feminism, being
similarly enacted in “spatial” proximity in social media spaces. Typically, the initial wave of
feminism is characterized by advocacy for legal rights, while the second wave encompasses,
among other issues, reproductive rights. Finally, the third wave is distinguished by its focus on
“the reconceptualization of sex and gender (including discourses on queerness and
transgenderism)” (Zimmerman 55). The fourth wave is mostly defined by “social media, used
as a public forum” (56), which “provide an unprecedented means for solidarity and activism”
(54). While it has been contested whether this fourth wave exists as “increased usage of the
internet is not enough to delineate a new era” (Munro 23), the issues and forms of engagement
of contemporary feminist politics are heavily shaped by the networked nature of the Internet.
Framing TFA as Feminist

Most notably, feminism in the late 2010s was defined by “media-friendly” (Banet-
Weiser 4) popular feminism. This concept is strongly reflected in the conception and marketing
of TFA. Popular feminism focuses on individual empowerment (12) and the “presence of
women” as a “solution for all gender problems” (12) instead of challenging “deep structures of
inequities” (11), i.e. it is not “disruptive to capitalism or mainstream politics” (11). This type
of feminism is frequently driven by commercial interests which is likely to have similarly
affected the choice to focus on a heroine for the new Star Wars trilogy: Popular feminism often
takes the shape of selling merchandise proclaiming feminism or acts such as “femvertising”,
1.e. using tropes such as women’s empowerment to advertise a product or movie (Banet-Weiser
and Portwood-Stacer 885) — this has for example been observed in relation to Disney princesses
(Mollet 40). Consequently, when anti-feminist fans blame feminism for 7FA’s quality, they
are not making up arguments, but they are validated by an era that has indeed discovered

popular feminism as a marketing strategy.

79



In addition to this, the paratexts advertising the sequel trilogy frequently aligned 7FA
with popular feminism: Those involved in the production highlighted the increase in
quantitative representation in front of and behind the camera. This follows the zeitgeist of
popular feminism as well, which Banet-Weiser criticizes as often relying on the logic that the
mere “presence of women” (12), be it in STEM or Hollywood, will improve gendered
inequalities. For example, Rey actress Daisy Ridley, in promotional interviews of the movie,
highlighted that “having a woman like this in a film is hugely important”'? (Woerner). As the
article does not elaborate on this further, it is implied that readers are aware of the significance
ofher lead role. Similarly, in several interviews Kennedy emphasized the importance of women
in key “positions of responsibility”, such as in the writers’ room where they could offer “a
female point of view” (Woerner). These two statements address a representational significance
of increasing the number of women both before and behind the camera. Notably, such
interviews did not claim the movie or characters to be feminist but merely highlighted the
improvement in the number of women behind and on-screen, suggesting it to be a positive
development, in line with the common “just add women and stir” belief of (liberal) popular
feminism (Banet-Weiser 33).

Journalistic Framing as Feminist

However, the discourse surrounding Rey with claims that a “feminist agenda”
prioritized “badass”-ness over good writing (as cited in the introduction to this chapter), begs
the question whether 7F4 was even widely perceived by audiences as a feminist movie. Indeed,
several news sites hailed Rey’s introduction as a significant feminist change to pop culture, as

the “feminist hero we’ve all been waiting for” (Cipriani) (for similarly titled articles see also:

12 Notably, Rey is played by white British actress Daisy Ridley, the type of “white, middle-class, cis-gendered,
and heterosexual” (Banet-Weiser 13) (at least as far as we know) woman that benefits most from popular
feminism. Although Rey and many other characters in the MSD present a non-intersectional type of “female
empowerment” narrative that may be the most palatable to mainstream audiences, it still invited a backlash “from
patriarchal culture” (2) just as all other expressions of popular feminism have.
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C. Cohen; T. Robinson). The Atlantic for example titled their article on 7FA “The Feminism
Awakens”, claiming Rey was “a female character they can finally feel un-weird about liking”
(Garber). Both titles suggest a sense of such a character being long overdue and so far missing,
with their emphasis on “waiting” for a character they can “finally” enjoy. Thus, not just pre-
release interviews but also post-release reviews strongly align 7F4 with its feminist era.

Many articles highlight qualities of 7FA they consider feminist, often in relation to
other blockbuster movies, in a way that fits the trend towards the “empowerment” narratives
of popular feminism (cf. Banet-Weiser). For example, many highlight that Rey is a uniquely
“badass” heroine who can fight — compared to other depictions of women in action movies,
with Decider for example emphasizing her to be “the first female protagonist that can save
herself AND best a bad guy in an explosive lightsaber fight” (O’Keefe). O’Keefe addresses
how despite the fact that “every so often you get a Ripley or a Sarah Conner, [...] usually action
and sci-fi heroines are relegated to sidekick status” while highlighting the significance of Star
Wars and other 2015 releases as “the year when more and more female characters overcame
sexism to save the day”.

Additionally, interpreting TFA as a feminist film was frequently also related to its
emotional resonance with journalists and potential to uplift the play of young girls, also
following the “empowerment” narrative of popular feminism. These (female) authors often
emphasized their emotional reaction to seeing Rey for the first time, such as Sally who cried
seeing “the Jedi hero [she] dreamed of as a child” (Sally) or Laura Bradley, who imagines “the
adventures little girls will have with the Star Wars universe to come” (Bradley) who will no
longer be relegated to imagining themselves as Leia only. Such reviews are often combined
with anecdotes about their own childhoods growing up as little girls who loved Star Wars (see
also: Heckman).

Popular Feminism as Uncontroversial
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News articles across the spectrum mostly frame Rey as a welcome addition. Reviews
explicitly framing the film as feminist were released mainly by news sites considered liberal,
feminist or center-left. While right-leaning news at large did not praise the movie for its
feminism, they nevertheless mostly reported positively on Rey. For example, White for
National Review, a renowned conservative news site, points out that “[Finn] is subordinate to
the new gallantry of Daisy Ridley’s Rey, who embodies the female empowerment denied to
Princess (now General) Leia.” (“Star Wars”). Craig for Fox News, a news site commonly
considered right-wing populist (Moffitt, The Global ch. 6), is even highly positive, echoing
feminist sentiments when he highlights how “Daisy Ridley is the driving force behind the film.
She takes Princess Leia's wit and Han Solo's brawn to a new level, creating the franchise's first
true female action hero. It's about time. In a year that saw many strong female action roles, Rey
is a welcome addition to the genre and the series.” (Craig). Such reviews suggest that, at this
point in time, popular feminist influences were not yet considered a divisive topic but indeed,
as the name suggests, “popular” and welcomed across the political spectrum.

All in all, TFA is emblematic of its era and reflects the increasing mainstream
acceptance and commodification of feminism in the 2010s which shaped the entertainment
industry, likely due to neoliberal considerations of the marketability of surface-level social
equality for women. Thus, it offers an ideal target to engage with feminism through expressions
of popular misogyny which Banet-Weiser argues regularly arises in response to feminist
advances. It often takes the form of “a need to take something back™ (35) that has been
perceived to have been “taken” by feminism, as will become apparent in the discussion to
follow on how feminism “took” Star Wars from its male fans.

Feminism as Controversial post-2016
Feminism came to be a controversial topic again around 2016, as the election of Donald

Trump as president coincides with a rise in “popular misogyny, from men’s rights activism to
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[...] the growing state-by-state retraction of abortion rights” (Banet-Weiser xi). Trump’s
election expressed growing anti-feminist sentiments among the public and later politics
reinforced the growing popular misogyny, with “the federal government [...] organized around
white male injury” (Banet-Weiser 38). As Banet-Weiser argues, ‘“’making America great
again’ is explicitly about recuperation — and primarily the recuperation of men whose very
masculinity has been threatened” (111).

Such discourse about male injury is most prominent in discussions of 7LJ, released in
December 2016. While 7FA4 reflects a movie that was not widely perceived to be divisive in an
era that was largely shaped by the embracement of shallow feminist values, 7LJ offered not
just a more provocative text but was also released in an era where feminism was beginning to
be more contested. 7LJ thus provided a particularly strong alignment of textual disruptions and
socio-political disruptions which were also strongly supported by the framing of its reviews:
In response to the Trump presidency, 2016 and 2017 saw controversial feminist campaigns
such as #yesallwomen, the Women’s March and #MeToo (8). Feminism as a disruptive and
contested topic was therefore much more central to the time in which 7ZJ was released, priming
audiences to react more strongly to narrative and fan-cultural disruptions.

Framing TLJ as a Feminist Movie

This is reflected in reviews more explicitly tying the movie into current feminist issues
beyond “empowerment”: Many more outlets analyzed 7LJ in relation to its feminist content
compared to TFA. Such reviews highlighted the diversity of the women on screen, such as Rose
being played by Asian-American actress Kelly Marie Tran and Vice-Admiral Holdo by middle-
aged actress Laura Dern. USA Today for example points to not only the quantity of women but
them “embody[ing] a spectrum of femininity” (Lawler). Additionally, it was perceived to
address feminist issues of our times, such as women’s opinions not being respected, especially

in professional settings. MTV for example describes 7LJ as the “Most Feminist ‘Star Wars’
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Movie Yet” due to it “featuring a cast of complex female characters” while men “not only learn
to listen to women but also suffer actual consequences when they don’t” (Bell). Digital Spy
similarly reads the movie’s message as “things [being] kinder, more humane, better organised
and a lot more peaceful” “[i]f the universe was run by women” (Fletcher). Inverse praises the
women for “steal[ing] the show”, calling it “the most feminist Star Wars movie to date” (Busch,
“Women’s Stories”) in which women have agency and their interactions and arcs do not
revolve around men.

Such reviews also tie into increasing discussions of toxic masculinity (being on the rise
in 2018), thus moving away from the “safe, friendly” (Banet-Weiser 15) nature of popular
feminism. /nverse for example points out that “feminism isn’t just about people who identify
as women’ and praises the film for allowing the male characters to “grow and change and fee/
their feelings [original emphasis]”. Holdo is particularly highlighted as not being “the bitch”,
but her actions of “sham[ing] a favorite male character like he’s an insolent child” are rather
seen as a positive. Vox highlights as well that the movie deals with feminism as in wanting to
“teach gynophobic fanboys the scariest lesson of all: That they should listen to women”
(Roberts), while Vanity Fair praised TLJ as a “Harsh Condemnation of Mansplaining [...]
Need[ed] in 2017” in a “post-Trump era” (J. Robinson). It is clear that the movie is being read
as a product of its time and perceived as more than the surface level empowerment feminism
attributed to 7FA4 due to the existence of its female characters, and rather associated with the
more activist feminism that would drive rallies and campaigns in 2017.

Initial reviews by right-wing sites criticized 7LJ for many reasons and refrained from
highlighting its feminist elements — thus diverging from the reception of 7F4 which was less
polarized along ideological lines — but feminism was not the biggest point of criticism. Some

studies such as by White and Baldwin suggest that survey respondents expressing sexist beliefs
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were more likely to dislike 7ZJ, but overall, this association was not yet encouraged by right-
leaning news (more on later alignments in 2.5).
Revival of the Man-Hating Feminists

In fan discourse, 7LJ was more explicitly associated with anti-feminism than 7FA,
particularly associations of feminism with man-hatred. This, too, marks a turning point, where
feminism was no longer perceived as “friendly, safe” empowerment narratives (Banet-Weiser
15), but rather older associations rose to the surface again. As Banet-Weiser writes,
“historically, the visibility of feminism in the US media has pre-dominantly been as angry,
defiant, man- hating women” (15). Similarly, Mary Sues are perceived to symbolize how
feminism (in the eyes of anti-feminists) puts men down and paints women as superior.
YouTuber Literature Devil explains that “Social Justice Warriors” want “Mary Sue”s to
“fulfill[...] all the author's social justice bias” (“Why Are” 06:49-06:52) where “all good men
are gay or submissive” (06:52-06:53) and particularly “straight white men are evil” (06:53-
06:55).

This argument resurfaces in other characters and franchises drawn into the MSD as
well. In one review of Captain Marvel released shortly after the movie, YouTuber Podcast
Now criticizes that Captain Marvel has no weaknesses unlike Superman’s Kryptonite. Such a
lack of weaknesses is attributed to the creators consciously inserting “feminist male-bashing
elements” for the sake of a “political feminist agenda” which sends the message that “males
are bad and worthless” (McGloin). Thus, the Mary Sue is a concept around which fears about

men being replaced in both fan culture and broader culture are crystallizing.

2.4 “Battle in the Economy of Visibility”: How Media and Celebrities Spread the MSD

While everything I have discussed so far explains why a small group of mostly male fans would

react negatively to these new changes to Star Wars, the question is how did the anti-fan activist
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posting of a few fans become a widely visible fan conflict — to a degree that increasingly
political discourse on news sites and by politicians became “fanized” and engaged with the
MSD to promote or reject feminism?

As Banet-Weiser explains, “visibility means being accessible to a large, popular
audience” (10). She argues that “popular feminism engages in a feedback loop, where it is
more popular when it is more visible, which then authorizes it to create ever- increasing
visibility” (10-1). Similarly, with the MSD, there are several issues working in tandem that
have led to its huge visibility outside of fandom — as well as a larger impact on the entertainment
industry. Many have read TROS with its particularly inoffensive narrative as a direct response
or even “apology” to the ire directed at 7LJ (Stolworthy). This demonstrates, even if there was
likely merely a loud minority of 7LJ-anti fans, that their backlash had a strong impact and
potentially influenced how the last movie of the trilogy was made or at least its reception. This
illustrates how anti-fan activism can be a powerful force, enabled by media, politicians, and
well-meaning fans spreading their message, particularly with the goal of demonstrating their
ideological allegiance. There are two important mechanisms to the visibility of the MSD that
work in tandem, thus providing a dual amplification function drawing from shared anti-fandom
or the shared aversion space: Fan discourse’s ability to highlight political discourse, even if
only by performatively refuting it, and political figures intentionally using fanization, i.e.
instrumentalizing fan discourse to spread their, generally right-wing to far-right, arguments.

Early Intentional Politicization

With backlashes such as #Gamergate that intentionally used hashtag activism to their
benefit (cf. Marwick and Lewis), many participants were aware of the potential to gain
visibility by participating in trending topics on Twitter. Consequently, some politicization of
fan discourse was also instigated intentionally from the start. By connecting something many

people are talking about at a given moment, such as a new Star Wars movie, to their political
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cause, political movements and figures can gain additional visibility, particularly reaching
those who may have otherwise not come into contact with their issues — such as far-right views.

Such intentional discursive overlap benefits from context collapse which “refers to how
people, information, and norms from different settings all converge into one context” (Loh and
Walsh 1). In this case, such discursive overlap is more likely a “[c]Jontext collusion [which]
occurs when individuals “intentionally collapse, blur, and flatten contexts” (1). In
contemporary political discourse, as Barnes argues, “the barrier between public and private and
two types of talk (i.e. political and social), has been removed resulting in a fusing of our social
and political identities” (129) — and potentially fan identities as well. Drawing from the shared
vernacular of fandom can create the sense of different participants being part of the same fan
community (Barnes 44). Creating a sense of an “us” is even more successful when one shares
the same anti-fandom (47) by being opposed to the same thing. Therefore, discourses
surrounding Star Wars may have been attractive to political movements and figures to reach a
new demographic to more easily spread anti-feminist or far-right sentiments in an era where
visibility is key. As Banet-Weiser suggests, “popular feminism and popular misogyny battle it
out on the contemporary cultural landscape [...] in an economy of visibility” (2) — and fan
discourses can provide increased visibility.

While the MSD seems to have arisen coincidentally, other early events surrounding
TFA suggest a much more intentional politicization that can be seen as an early attempt at
fanization, i.e. acting as fans for politically activist purposes: Men’s Rights Activists and racists
created hashtags in response to Finn being a prominent Black main character in 7F4 as well as
Rey being the lead character, such as #BlackStromtrooper and #BoycottStarWarsVII. The
Independent explains that its instigators claimed that the “new characters Finn and Rey took
lead opportunities away from white [male] actors” (Denham). One group involved is “Return

of Kings”, an example of so called “Men’s Rights Activists” (MRA). They had also railed
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against Mad Max: Fury Road for its female protagonist in May 2015 (De Coning) and then
tried to get men to boycott 7F'4 which they claim was successful (Denham). While this claim
is doubtful, by tying their cause into the discourse surrounding a popular movie, they were
covered by many news sites, such as the Independent which 1 cited. This illustrates the
effectiveness of participating in fan discourse in order to achieve greater visibility for their
cause.

Additionally, anti-feminist arguments were intentionally attached to MSD by various
far-right political activists who were otherwise not known for discussions of pop culture and
who did not merely see feminism as “damaging to good narratives”. There is, for example,
Dave Cullen, a far-right white supremacist and successful YouTuber (M. Brooks; Siapera),
who is considered part of YouTube’s reactionary right alternative influence network (R. Lewis,
Alternative Influence). Cullen reviewed TFA as “more [Political Correct] nonsense [that depicts
how] women don't need men's help at all right because you can never be a female damsel
anymore” in late 2016 (Cullen 11:10-11:18). He links this depiction to modern society
“pushing women to be strong females [...] which basically means act more like men” (08:57-
09:06) which will mean “women will not procreate because men won't go next door near them
if they keep acting like men” in the future (09:13-09:18). He claims that “this is ideological
feminist indoctrination” (09:21-09:24). His review is one of many examples that do not merely
express dislike for the trope of the Mary Sue but rather explicitly connect the movie to a
perceived real-world threat of feminism with its far-reaching consequences beyond fandom.

Spotlight Magnification by Refutation

Such attempts to gain more visibility for anti-feminist and racist ideology were
involuntarily encouraged by feminists and anti-racists as well as by the way algorithms on
Twitter work. Proctor observes that despite many news outlets reporting on calls for boycotts,

the #BlackStromtrooper hashtag was primarily not populated by racists but rather by those
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refuting their arguments (“I’ve seen”). This shows the downside of performative activism as
an accidental amplification mechanism. Proctor found that the “most hostile tweets were not
written by racists at all, but, rather, by those challenging — and Othering — an imaginary and
imagined corpus of reactionary fans” (“I’ve Seen” 172). I disagree with his conclusion that
there were no racist reactions to Boyega at all and it was solely “imaginary” racist fans — it
does however illustrate the effectiveness of using outrage and hashtags to spread an idea.

Likely, well-meaning refutations of Rey being a Mary Sue on social media and by news
outlets amplified the discourse significantly. Dosser coined the term spotlight magnification
for the process where “engaging with content, even to refute it, [...] can bring more attention to
it, magnifying the content, and exposing more people to that ideology” (146). It is likely that
despite only a few users actually using the “Mary Sue” term to criticize Rey, it was easy to
amplify its visibility due to the frequent use of the term by all types of fans, especially
performative displays of feminism. As Lane recounts, the term was “trending” in December,
i.e. it showed up in the trending topics section of Twitter due to its high usage within a certain
time frame, likely leading curious people to Google it (see 2.1).

As outlined by blogger Rewriting Ripley, the radical collective of white supremacist
website VDARE blogged about the success of the #BoycottStarWarsVII hashtag which they
joined in spreading by claiming that it “trended worldwide all-day yesterday”. The collective
writes that even if many people engaging with the hashtag were mocking it, “getting people to
think in the terms a movie is “anti-white” is a huge positive, because it allows them to consider
the notion of their own dispossession — especially if they’ve never even thought of this reality
before” (Kersey). This underlines how refutations not only aid goals of increasing visibility for
their ideology, by causing the hashtag to trend and thus become widely visible on Twitfer, but

are used intentionally by some groups.
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Considering the tweets available as of 2024, negative reactions to those reacting
negatively to Rey and calling her a Mary Sue were more visible than the negative responses to
Rey themselves. Tweets containing “Mary Sue” from December 2015 to early 2016
predominantly feature refutations and users parodying the criticism of Rey being “too perfect”
and pointing out that men are allowed to be such wish-fulfillment figures. While the earliest
responses did not gain much traction (i.e. high numbers of likes or re-tweets), they by far
outweigh users using the term earnestly. As Marwick and Lewis explain in relation to
#Gamergate, which profited from the hashtag and thereby made it seem more like a unified
movement than it was: “Due to the need to constantly produce news content that will lead to
the greatest number of clicks, with limited resources, reporters and bloggers rely on social
media, so a trending hashtag [...] can frequently lead to mainstream coverage.” (43) — which is
what happened eventually.

Spotlight Magnification by News Reporting

The MSD was not immediately picked up by news media aimed at mainstream
audiences and when addressed by smaller, more fan-oriented news sites, refuted and dismissed
as sexist, for example by Vox which asks “Is [Rey], in fandom speak, a “Mary Sue”?” and
provides a long essay on why the answer is “No” (Framke). This was published in December
2015, right after the release of TFA. Early reporting already speaks to the role of trending
topics. Lane for The Mary Sue writes about how she noticed “the term “Mary Sue” was a
trending topic on Twitter” and thus decided to write about it and defend “calling Rey a Mary
Sue, there’s nothing wrong with that—as long as we’re also willing to call Luke Skywalker one
too”.

Despite such initial responses not being widely visible (being neither widely retweeted
nor published on widely read news sites), they already suggest a central role of a “backlash to

the backlash” in giving fan conflicts visibility. Further public reactions are more commonly
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found in late 2016, such as reports on Daisy Ridley’s response to the MSD which was covered
by Time Magazine and other well-known outlets appearing only in October 2016: In late 2016
“Marysuegate” had gained enough visibility in fan discourse for Rey actress Daisy Ridley to
address the issue, explicitly calling the term “sexist” and using a similar argument found in
many fan posts and fan site articles (e.g. Lane) by pointing out how “Luke had the exact same
[capabilities]” (McCluskey). The response of such a well-known actress, of course, made this
topic more relevant for reporting even by news sites geared towards mainstream audiences and
not just fans who may already be aware of or interested in fan discourse.

Additionally, later articles on 7LJ and fan reactions to it heavily relied on citing tweets
and other fan reactions, with some articles even consisting of more tweets than actual article
text. This added to the perception of a large controversy and made fan discourse much more
visible. Notably, such coverage by news can even incentivize the creation of more polarizing
content as the more outrageous and anti-feminist it is, the more likely it is to be covered in
order to create feminist outrage: For example, when one user cut a version of 7LJ with all the
scenes with women removed, termed the “chauvinist cut”, it was covered among others by
Inverse, Business Insider, Digital Spy, Men’s Health, Teen Vogue, The Guardian and many
more, as well as director Rian Johnson himself and various actors (L. Nolan). Putting a huge
spotlight both on a fan-edit by a single individual and tweets by random fans gives visibility to
ideas that otherwise may have gained little traction in fan discourse. While it is unclear for
what reason the “chauvinist cut” was created, such “proliferating media coverage” even
“though it treats MR A/alt-right toxicity as a problem [...] also acts as a prize for such activism”
(Hills, “An Extended Foreword” 113) and thus allows such arguments to move from niche
“subcultural [...] circulation” into “[m]ainstream debate by piggybacking on the “media meta-

capital” of blockbuster franchises” (Hills 113) — in this case amplifying the MSD narrative of

91



feminism having created bad female characters in 7LJ and thereby indirectly also the narrative
of feminism threatening pop culture more generally.
Celebrity Magnification

Particularly with 7LJ, more and more celebrities and well-known political figures,
mostly from the right, began to share their opinions on Star Wars in regard to the perceived
war on men. This is particularly note-worthy as earlier fan conflicts, such as #Gamergate, did
not receive this level of mainstream visibility through public figures. In accordance with the
previously used terminology, this could be described as “celebrity magnification” where
something being discussed by a well-known figure makes it more visible, both to their
followers and due to news considering comments by public figures more newsworthy. The
early instances included Ridley discussing the sexism of the “Mary Sue” term. Particularly
after TLJ, others involved in the franchise, such as Luke Skywalker actor Mark Hamill, Finn
actor John Boyega, or director Rian Johnson also participated in mocking sexist fans,
particularly the aforementioned fan-edit of 7LJ that cut out all female characters (Boucher) —
thus increasing the visibility of fans who feel the movie needs to be “De-Feminized”
(MagooRobbie) because it had too much “Girlz Powah” and did not portray that “[w]omen are
naturally weaker than men” (MagooRobbie). Without the widespread mocking, even by
celebrities, the fan-edit may not have gained much traction — however, by being widely shared,
sexist fans and their arguments were magnified.

The Visibility Feedback Loop

Post-TLJ many YouTube channels either pivoted towards anti-7LJ content from
#Gamergate content or increasingly connected the MSD to broader anti-feminist arguments.
This may be due to such arguments offering visibility, as previously discussed, which can turn

outrage into views and thus into money. 7LJ became especially attractive as an outrage topic
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because its narrative choices could be framed not only as “bad writing” but also as threats to
masculinity and feminism’s influence on culture.

A central point of connection between #Gamergate and 7LJ reviews are concerns about
Luke Skywalker and thus the portrayal of masculinity. Salminen suggests that themes of
“female heroism” and a “failure of masculinity” were perceived particularly by the alt-right
and Men’s Rights Activists “as a threat to white masculinity, which is already in their
perception in a state of crisis” (205) at that point in time. Castleberry similarly writes that the
“de-mystification of Luke Skywalker was essentially perceived by white male fans in particular
as something in a long line of politically correct de-powerings” (12), thus tying together
particularly 7ZJ with male-hatred in the minds of many fans.

This issue fits well with the rise of the “manosphere” in the 2010s, “a noteworthy
conglomerate of ‘niche’ communities, roughly aligned by their common interest in masculinity
and its alleged crisis” (Ribeiro et al., “Evolution” 196) due to a “femininization of society”
(206). Such views broadly overlap with those of the alt-right which, according to reports (e.g.
Bradley and Jacobs for Huffpost), claimed to use bots for attacking director Rian Johnson on
social media due to the perceived insults to masculinity that were Poe’s “mansplaining” plot
and Luke being “turn[ed] gay” due to the “feminist agenda” — such statements, too, focusing
strongly on the idea that feminism is perceived to be put into the movies to enact an “agenda”,
1.e. politically influence its viewers on purpose.

Many YouTube channels in the late 2010s shifted from “‘skepticism’ (such as critiquing
religion and debunking pseudoscience) [content] to framing feminists and ‘social justice
warriors’”, also called SJWs, “as the new threats to rationality and ‘centrism’” (Flegel and
Leggatt 11) during #Gamergate. After #Gamergate, in 2017, the discourse that came to be
considered #Comicsgate started around a perceived problem with increasing diversity in

comics. This soon led to “numerous YouTube channels emerg[ing] to cover what they
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constructed as the undue influence of “SJW” politics on comics, and to stoke audience anger
against a variety of targets, mainly women in comics” (Flegel and Leggatt 9). TLJ being
released around this time when a shift towards new targets for such anti-SJW content was
happening made it potentially particularly attractive to incorporate into earlier narratives about
women ruining geek fandoms.

The high visibility of the MSD and 7LJ controversies made Star Wars a prime target
for channels shifting towards anti-SJW content. One study by anonymous data scientist
Rewriting Ripley, for example, found that most negative tweets about 7LJ stem from gaming-
related accounts who have YouTube accounts. Their observation that “a considerable amount
of hate against The Last Jedi is generated on YouTube” also aligns with my observations — as
previously discussed, Tumblr almost exclusively and Twitter overwhelmingly featured posts
defending Rey against Mary Sue accusations.

Furthermore, these patterns of amplification on YouTube did not operate in isolation but
intersected with a broader socio-political climate increasingly preoccupied with feminism’s
“threat” to masculinity. 2017’s increased socio-political tensions regarding feminism (see 2.3)
primed fans to read 7LJ through a lens of threats to masculinity as well as to intentionally tie
it into anti-feminist discourse. Far-right political commentators and YouTubers not only saw
that they could reach a large audience by participating in the MSD fan conflict, but by making
it more explicitly political than early iterations which focused more heavily on the “bad
writing” aspect, they could strategically feed the feedback loop: By tying particularly 7LJ into

narratives of a “masculinity in crisis”, they could create more outrage and thus more attention.

2.5 “A Fandom Divided”: The Rise of Fanization post-7TLJ

I have so far discussed what caused the Mary Sue fan conflict to arise as well as become widely

visible. My earlier examples suggest that it was initially mainly feminist voices that were
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amplified by spotlight and celebrity magnification, albeit not with a (fan-)activist dimension:
They were defending the status quo, not asking for changes to the franchise or society.
However, post-7LJ it was predominantly right-wing figures using the MSD to spread their
ideology via fanization. 7LJ both marked a turning point by being a more disruptive film,
diverging from the safe “reboot” concept of 7F4, and being released into a more divisive era
with rising anti-feminist sentiments (see 2.3).

Consensus Criticism

Despite later reviews and posts often suggesting that Rey was immediately divisive (she
was not, see 2.1) or that 7LJ broke the fandom (e.g. Filmento) and “’killed the franchise” (e.g.
Boseley) due to its presumed “wokeness”, immediate reception of 7LJ was still fairly positive
and uncontroversial along ideological lines. Indeed, its initial reception was mostly very
favorable, both regarding reviews by critics as well as CinemaScore, a survey system that asks
opening day audiences to rate the movie they have just seen which resulted in a favorable A
grade for 7LJ (Vejvoda, “Star Wars”). However, TLJ lent itself to anti-feminist arguments as
it was already discussed as a polarizing work at its point of release. It offers a significant
amount of what can be described as “consensus criticism”: Elements that were considered flaws
by a wide range of fans across the political spectrum.

It is not surprising that the news sites positively highlighting the feminist themes and
women of 7LJ were almost exclusively left-leaning. Nevertheless, while reviews by right-
leaning news sites were more likely to be negative, this was at large not due to anti-feminism
and shared many criticisms also voiced by left-leaning news sites. The main criticisms were
initially not related to representation at all: The movie was largely considered “too jokey” in
tone and the plotlines not working well, particularly the movie’s subplot centering around war
profiteers in a casino on Canto Bight. While the latter was often criticized for being unnecessary

political messaging about war profiteering and animal abuse being bad, this was not related to
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a left-right or Democrat-Republican-aligning dichotomy. A National Review article by K.
Smith, released mid-December 2017, mainly focuses on how 7LJ is unoriginal as Star Wars
has become “a cover band of itself”. Such criticism is shared by many reviews from across the
political spectrum. For example, Variety is also critical of how the movie is too similar to the
original trilogy with its “unwillingness to stray too far from the official text” (Debruge). Among
the most prominent criticisms was the characterization of Luke Skywalker, something that even
actor Mark Hamill complained about, pointing out that Luke wouldn’t give up, “if he made a
mistake, he would try to right that wrong” (Cavanaugh). Consequently, many anti-feminist
reactions later referred to consensus criticism but offered alternative explanations, attributing
things widely perceived as flaws to feminism or presumed progressive agendas.
Fanization

Increasingly after 2017, we see political figures perform a rhetorical strategy of
“fanization”. Fanization is usually applied to traditional realms of politics when “[v]oters,
political commentators and politicians alike engage in practices of language play and play with
popular culture to engage in politics” (Petersen 8). This is frequently applied to behavior such
as “fan-like attachments to politicians, [...] selfies with politicians, or the sharing of memes of
gifs of politicians one admires” (Dean and Phoenix 325). While the focus in fanization
scholarship is often on fans of politicians, I want to focus on politicians as fans or at least
participants in fan discourse: Sharing both what one is a fan of and one’s opinion on issues of
fan discourse, such as whether Rey is a Mary Sue, is a fan behavior one would not necessarily
expect from a political figure.

This is not entirely unprecedented and continues pre-existing trends to some degree:
Pop cultural vernacular and specifically Star Wars references have long been used to connect
with political subjects through shared fandom. However, this situation is different as it

primarily builds on shared anti-fandom. In the past, this merely meant that several politicians,
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or rather their audiences, drew from the symbolism of Star Wars and specifically superficial
references, be it the “Star Wars Program” (Krdmer), the “Evil Empire” speech of the Reagan
administration (Nadel) or the metaphor of “going to the dark side” in Dick Cheney’s “War on
Terror” speech (Bridwell et al. 8). Even more recently, there are examples such as Hillary
Clinton ending a 2015°s debate with “May the force be with you” (Beauchamp) or Elizabeth
Warren talking about how she sees herself “more as Princess Leia than [...] Darth Vader” in
2016 (Warmbrodt). Notably, none of these participate in fan arguments, but rather superficially
use single words or phrases to create associations with a popular franchise.

This is very different from the way Star Wars was incorporated into political discourse
after TLJ, a time when particularly right-wing political figures began using fanization: Rather
than appeals to common fandom, it was the perceived problems with the story itself that was
an issue to discuss from a political perspective. This also follows patterns previously seen in
#Gamergate and even the alt-right more broadly: Both movements are characterized by a broad
coalition of widely differing ideologies but united into a coalition through shared dislike or
anti-fandom — be it of feminists, general “wokeness” or Mary Sues.

We can see how political figures picked up on the appeal of anti-fandom and
participating in fan discourse, for example the well-known conservative political commentator
and self-proclaimed Star Wars fan Ben Shapiro. Shapiro initially, in a review published by the
Daily Wire, mostly takes issue with storylines in 7LJ that he considers going nowhere. The
only political dimension is his criticism of the “Social Justice Warrioring” of the Canto Bight
subplot discussing “income inequality”, “animal abuse” and “weapons dealing” being bad and
unnecessary political commentary. These are notably not the “identity politics”-associated
topics usually associated with “social justice warriors” (as discussed in the introduction). Rey,
meanwhile, he merely describes as “far cooler” than before (Shapiro, “Star Wars”). Popular

hyper-partisan conservative news sites (Dowling et al.) like the Daily Wire publishing pop
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culture reviews to begin with, especially as no review of TFA is published there!3, suggests a
growing interest in attracting fans to one’s site. Nevertheless, the review of TLJ appears
unbiased and unrelated to arguments from fan discourse.

However, Shapiro later describes 7LJ retro-actively as ruining “all of your favorite
characters” due to Kathleen Kennedy’s “feminist streak” which led to only women being
“competent or good” in his review of TROS (Daily Wire), thus tying discussions of fandom
and politics together by echoing arguments by anti-feminist anti-fans. As his judgment of the
movies became harsher over time and included the popular argument of Kennedy’s feminism
being to blame that became particularly popular in reactionary fan discourse (see chapter 3), it
seems that he may either have been influenced by fan discourse becoming more visibly
radicalized or intentionally tried to appeal more strongly to reactionary fans as a potential
audience.

Such fanization is not only enacted by addressing fan discourse but can also involve
merging one’s role as a political commentator with one’s fan identity: Many political
commentators weighing in on the MSD, including Shapiro, also position themselves clearly as
fans. Shapiro, for example, emphasizes how much of a Star Wars fan he has been from early
childhood on. Specifically, this shared fandom allows him to weigh in on the common anti-
feminist sentiment among (mostly male) fans that Star Wars is being “taken from them” as
Disney only wants “female heroes from now on” (@JasonSCampbell) which he sees as
“absurd” given that Star Wars fans are (he assumes) overwhelmingly men. His argument is
similar to that of fans on YouTube who think Rey being a Mary Sue is an example of feminism
that wants to replace men as heroes, thus suggesting a feminist threat towards fiction meant for

men. The statement by Shapiro is directly tied to him arguing that TROS explained “why Rey

13 Although several other short articles on Star Wars exist, such as pre-release speculation on 7FA.
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was such a Mary Sue” (Daily Wire) and thus draws from the MSD, assuming those watching
his show to be familiar with the term and argument.
Increasing Media Fanization

Furthermore, only a few of the initial reviews and reactions criticize elements of gender
representation in 7LJ and are thus tied to the MSD. All in all, early criticism of 7ZJ mainly
steers away from voicing explicitly anti-feminist arguments. For example, National Review, in
an article released December 2017 was largely critical of 7LJ for not taking itself seriously due
to its jokes and weak writing (White, “Fishy”). Only a minor sidenote disparagingly calls the
Canto Bight subplot a “PC”, i.e. politically-correct, “multi-culti play of Finn’s partnership with
Rose Tico” and mentions a “take-charge feminism of purple-haired Vice Admiral Amilyn
Holdo”, while at the same time contextualizing the movie as “follow[ing] fanboy tradition”.
This subtly implies that the presence of actors of Color makes the film “multi-culti” which has
racist undertones. Additionally, it suggests that Holdo as a leader was to appeal to feminists in
order to be “politically correct” in a time where feminism is popular and something audiences
expect to see. All of these dimensions of political critique subtly echo the alt-right which is
often tied together by “their opposition to political correctness, feminism, [and]
multiculturalism” (Nagle 18). However, these are just two subordinate clauses in a larger list
of factors that hurt the movie: They are neither considered the primary reason the movie did
not work on a narrative level nor are they considered a unique feature of 7LJ — on the contrary,
it is still a “fanboy” movie according to the author, thus still appealing to the correct target
audience in his view.

With TLJ, we also see more alarmist news sites turning towards fandom, such as
infamous far-right conspiracy theorist Alex Jones of the far-right news site /nfo Wars who told
his viewers that he will not see the movie which is “total SIW”, i.e. Social Justice Warrior, and

“state-sponsored brainwashing” that “beat[s] viewers over the head with” (A. Jones, “Alex
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Jones” 00:53-00:55) how “every bad guy [is] a man” (00:36-00:39)'*. He goes even further to
argue that “Leia has a girlfriend with purple hair” (“RWW?”) and in “every movie, the women
[...] are the heroes, they’re all lesbians” (“RWW?”). Particularly the reading of Holdo and Leia
as lesbians is interesting, as there is no such relationship in the text, yet feminism, lesbianism
and man-hatred are commonly associated with one another (Scharff 827), projecting previously
discussed fears of men being replaced as heroes and in society onto the movie.

The Retro-Active Politicization of TLJ post-TROS

Finally, there was a shift in news reporting on the MSD and 7LJ shortly before and
post-TROS, suggesting a notable impact of fan discourse on mainstream discourse. This
included a noteworthy shift from politicization in the form of connecting Star Wars to feminism
in reviews mainly by the left-leaning publications towards a politicization linking Star Wars to
feminism mostly by anti-feminist, right-leaning reviews. Moreover, this politicization often
retro-actively characterizes 7LJ (and less frequently 774 and Rey too) as more divisive than it
was initially portrayed as by the same news sites or political figures. TLJ post-TROS is
frequently framed in a more “fanized” way, i.e. sharing more arguments with the MSD in order
to make an anti-feminist argument drawing from anti-fandom.

Political commentator Ben Shapiro offers a typical example of the on-going
politicization of discussing the movie with retro-active changes regarding 7LJ: He didn’t
release an official review of TFA, but he did of TLJ, featuring rather reasonable points related
to the plot and not perceived political influences (Shapiro, “Star Wars”). Most importantly, he
generously applauds that “Rian Johnson, the director, didn’t play it safe, and that’s great” and
while there are flaws, the movie was “better than The Force Awakens”. Later on, he attunes his

opinion to fit with 7TLJ-anti-fans tenor: His TROS review explicitly calls out “Kathleen

14 Due to Alex Jones being banned from YouTube in 2018, the full original video is not publicly available anymore
and fragments are sourced from different news sites.
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Kennedy [who] has this feminist streak where the only characters [who] were allowed to be
competent or good are apparently the female characters” (Daily Wire), echoing MSD
arguments. He even appeals directly to fans who “feel like [the previous two movies] ruined
[their] childhood” (Daily Wire) by suggesting those will enjoy TROS.

TLJ becomes more negatively reviewed over time. Staying with the example of Ben
Shapiro, we can see that he continues to revisit the issue of 7ZJ in 2020, emphasizing the shared
dislike between him and 7LJ-anti-fans when he connects the 2020 elections to Star Wars (fig.
6), thus leaning more strongly than before into the shared anti-fandom aspect discussed in 2.4:

Ben Shapiro &
@benshapiro

No matter who wins tomorrow, let's all remember the most important
thing: The Last Jediis a terrible movie.

12:37 vorm. - 3. Nov. 2020

Q =048 13 1.470 Q 79.220 [ 72 X

Fig. 6. Tweet by @benshapiro about TLJ and the 2020 elections

This tweet suggests TLJ to be potentially the worst Star Wars movie. However, his initial,
rather balanced review, suggested it was “[o]verall, better than The Force Awakens’ but “below
Return of the Jedi”. This suggests the possibility that Shapiro did not see it as beneficial to
share his true views in his official review in 2017 and that fanization by drawing from MSD
only came to be seen as a good strategy as the MSD grew in visibility post-7LJ (as described
in 2.4). It can also suggest that he could have intentionally written his earlier review to appeal
to “casual” fans and his later posts more in line with the MSD in order to appeal to 7LJ anti-
fans, demonstrating their increasing relevance to the discourse — once again, likely due to their
increased visibility.

From Movie Review to “Culture War” Review
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How reviews of 7LJ became increasingly intertwined with the idea of a “culture war
against wokeness”, moving from texts aimed at fans to rather “fanized” political arguments, is
best illustrated by far-right leaning Breitbart due to it being more likely to publish articles with

offensive content in order to appeal to its audience without trying to appear unbiased.

Report Blames ‘Russian Trolls’ for Negative
Reactions to ‘Star Wars: The Last Jedi’

A university report claims “Russian trolls” are responsible for the widespread negative
reactions to Star Wars: The Last Jedi, despite admitting there is no evidence for this

by CHARLIE NASH | 2 Oct 2018, 11:21 AM PDT | ﬂ

‘Star Wars: The Last Jedi’ Actress Kelly Marie Tran

Leaves Instagram Following ‘Harassment’

Star Wars: The Last Jedi actress Kelly Marie Tran deleted all of her posts on Instagram
following alleged harassment from Star Wars fans who did not like Tran's character in the
movie.

by CHARLIENASH | 5Jun 2018, 3:40 PMPDT | E

J.J. Abrams: ‘Star Wars: The Last Jedi’ Critics Felt
‘Threatened’ by Women

J.J. Abrams has a theory about why some critics of ‘Star Wars: The Last Jedi' disliked the
film so intensely.

by DANIEL NUSSBAUM | 18 Feb 2018, 8:49 AM PDT ! m

‘Star Wars: The Last Jedi’ Posts $220M Opening, 2nd
Best All Time

Rian Johnson's second installment in the third “Star Wars” trilogy rocketed to a debut of
§220 million at the North American box office, according to studio estimates Sunday.

i 18 Dec 2017, 7:13 AM PDT | m

by BREITBART NEWS

Fig. 7. An example of articles on Star Wars on Breitbart.com using the site’s search function, showcasing the
seemingly neutral earlier reporting

Breitbart used to cover TLJ content similar to liberal news sites. In an article published in
February 2018, it still neutrally quotes J.J. Abrams from an /ndieWire interview, discussing
fans “accustomed to [...] privilege” feeling threatened by more female characters despite it
being about ‘“fairness”, not “oppression” (Nussbaum). While articles mostly presenting
someone’s point of view without the author providing much framing are common on Breitbart,
the inclusion of such quotes suggests some form of endorsement of Abram’s statements and

the assumption that this is content Breitbart readership wants to read'.

15 Although this earlier approach to more unbiased-seeming coverage did not always align with their viewership,
with its article on dislike of the female characters in 7LJ (Nussbaum) leading commentators to repeat the
previously discussed MSD arguments.
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Potentially to align more with its readership in late 2018, Breitbart discusses TLJ
again, described explicitly as “the beginning of the end” (Nolte, “Go Woke”) in order to
explain the box office failure of stand-alone movie Solo, released in 2018. In this review, the
author echoes the, particularly in alt-right circles, infamous credo “Go woke, go broke”
(Cheng and Frommann). This is to mean that works that are socially progressive, for example
by featuring feminist themes or diverse casts, are more likely to be financial failures. Thus,
this review’s themes are now more closely linked to broader “anti-social justice” stances. The
article points to producer Kathleen Kennedy as the problem — something common to anti-7LJ
fan discourse as I discuss in more detail in chapter 3. By doing so, it was among the first
news articles to do so, describing her as a “committed left-wing social justice warrior and
feminist [...] using the Star Wars franchise to push her obnoxious agenda” (Nolte, “Go
Woke”). This is particularly interesting given that it was not 7LJ but Solo that failed
commercially which tells a rather traditional adventure story centered around a male hero and
does not offer much that can be called feminist.

A significant tone shift is also visible in the review of TROS which directly puts it in
contrast with 7LJ, calling it “[a] limp apology for TLJ” (Nolte, “Star Wars”). It directly
brings up that Rey is a Mary Sue, something previously relegated to comments and defenses
of her in their reporting. It also echoes fan sentiments in claiming that Rey “serve[d] as an
avatar for producer Kathleen Kennedy’s obnoxious woke politics” — thus, like many other
examples previously discussed implying that Kennedy wanted to instrumentalize the movies
for her progressive agenda. Later reporting further leans into 7LJ- and sequel-trilogy anti-
fandom, publishing articles on it even post-7ROS which are similar to the revisitations and
click-bait like titles of many YouTubers with dramatic word choices such as “killed”,
“demolishes”, “disaster” and anti-“woke” key terms such as “woke” and “man-hating” (fig.

8).
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Nolte: 11 Ways Kathleen Kennedy Killed the "Star Wars' Golden Goose

Breitbart » Entertainment » 2020/01/02

2 Jan 2020 ... Kathleen Kennedy removing romance from an adventure trilogy not enly underscores her arrogance (she knows better than
= Shakespearel), but her

Disney Fail: Star Wars $4,800-a-Night Galactic Starcruiser Attraction
Breitbart » Entertainment » 2023/05/19
' 19 May 2023 ... The Walt Disney Co. announced Thursday that it is closing its Star Wars-themed Galactic Starcruiser attraction in Orlando
fm after a little ..

George Lucas Demolishes Woke Critics Calling His 'Star Wars' Films
Breitbart » Entertainment » 2024/05/26

P 26 May 2024 ... "Star Wars' creator George Lucas is striking back against attacks from leftists who say that his space opera is "racist” and
_‘ ‘W anti-woman

Nolte: Disney Blunders Into 2024 PR Disaster with Man-Hating 'Star ...
Breitbart » Entertainment » 2024/01/04

4 Jan 2024 ... Nolte: Disney Blunders Into 2024 PR Disaster with Man-Hating "Star Wars' Director. 218 Journalist Sharmeen Obaid-Chinoy
m speaks on stage at

Fig. 8. Example of typical later, more polarized, anti-feminist, anti-woke and MSD-borrowing articles on
Breitbart

One notable article i1s +2020’s recollection of how Kathleen Kennedy killed Star Wars
(Nolte, “11 Ways”) — similar both in title and content to typical anti-woke YouTube videos (see
chapter 3) — by blaming it on “feminist politics” with which Kennedy wants to “lecture [the
fans]”, framing 7LJ as the worst display of such feminism and “anti-male” bashing in action.
It also leans strongly into broader “anti-woke” sentiments, calling the characters of Color
“affirmative action hires” and railing against the lesbian kiss in the background of a scene in
TROS that it harms children, picking up on the homophobia already present in arguments
against 7LJ.

Additionally, its tone has also become notably aggressive and “unprofessional”, with
the author directly insulting an imaginary feminist, writing that “Romance isn’t about The
Patriarchy, you morons”. Nolte believes that the “immature and childish” “woke leftist[]”
politics of Kennedy are to blame for a lack of romance despite the movies being notorious for
fans enjoying the Rey and Kylo romance which even resulted in a kiss in 7ROS (“11 Ways”)
— however, this article largely received supportive comments, illustrating how leaning more
into the MSD was likely a choice to better appeal to their readership or potentially gather new
readers from anti-sequel trilogy anti-fandom. Such coarsening of the language is also in line

with the rise of populism under Trump, as in 2019 the president had been in office for 2 years
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already and thus a populist style with its typical “bad manners” (Moffitt, The Global) had been
more widely adopted by the far-right at that point.
Outrage Fandom as a Business Model

MSD and TLJ criticism being visible, and therefore being discussed controversially,
thus staying visible in the feedback loop, has also fed a trend of continued revisitations of
discussing Star Wars, especially on YouTube, post-TROS, i.e. after the end of the sequel
trilogy. In addition to 7LJ being retro-actively framed as a divisive movie that turned viewers
against the franchise, rather than the moment where anti-fandom became a “mainstream”
strategy to gain visibility, the MSD has continued long after the end of the sequel trilogy, even
increasing in popularity. This continuation of the MSD and specifically 7LJ is surprising as
TROS was not considered particularly divisive and particularly not feminist, and not being
discussed as such by either left- or right-wing news or YouTubers. One might have expected
that a movie to “appease” fans would have stopped the fan conflict. It is thus likely that this
continuation was not due to any new disruptions but due to the feedback loop driving
intentional capitalization on the politicization of the MSD.

Platform incentives likely play a big role in the staying power of the MSD: Many
YouTubers have frequently put out new videos on the MSD and 7LJ over the years to often
great popularity, thus gaining even more popularity as a channel, with viewers potentially
expecting content similar to what they subscribed for. Many content creators benefit financially
off this topic as many videos are monetized, i.e. the content creators make money off ads on
the video. Many critical videos on 7LJ with high view counts released on YouTube are only 4
years old, so created shortly before and after TROS. Few videos from early 2018 were created
or gained high view counts — for example, the highly viewed critique of Holdo by YouTuber

Jordan (a.k.a. The Critical Drinker) discussing whether she is a “Toxic Leader” (Jordan,
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“Admiral”) was only released in September 2020, almost a year after TROS. Still, it gained
over 2,8 million views.

Jordan is a good example of a YouTuber revisiting what made him successful: His
channel does not feature many videos (and thus was either unused or old content was deleted)
before his rise to popularity with his reviews of 7F4 and “the problem with Rey” (“Star Wars”)
therein in 2018 as well as his video on “the Assassination of Luke Skywalker” (“The Last
Jedi”) in TLJ in July 2018 — both videos notably released significantly after each film’s release.
As his other videos, such as games reviews, did not achieve similar viewing numbers, it may
be little surprise that he started revisiting his dislike of 7LJ several times, such as with a parody
of someone appreciating 7LJ in March 2019 (“The Genius Part 1”°) and in April 2019 (“The
Genius Part Two”). These reviews continue to contain the claim that the movies were “overseen
by a woman who was a political activist first” (“The Genius Part 1 00:39-00:42) and thus
continuing the narrative that the movies were ruined due to Kennedy’s feminist agenda. Other
creators also revisited issues such as “Rey is an over-powered Mary Sue” in 2024 (e.g. Jordan,
“Was Anakin”) — sometimes even almost 5 years after the sequel trilogy ended (Buechler’s
“Death by Mary Sue-icide) — due to Star Wars being misused as a “platform for things like
identity politics and intersectional feminism” (Buechler 3:48-3:52). High view counts in the
millions suggest an on-going interest in the topic, oftentimes even higher than in 2017.

Final visibility escalation: Merging topics and discourses

Recent revisitations by these YouTubers are often inserted into a grand narrative of
feminism (or broader progressivism) threatening all of entertainment, linking “gates”,
especially #Gamergate, and more recent movies discussed in the MSD (such as Captain
Marvel) in a form of a fannish super conspiracy theory. This can, for example, be seen in
WorldClassBullshitters’s 2019 video where he discusses how “The Media Fires Back at

Marvel’s Feminist Agenda” and claims that the “culture war” first targeted “the video games,
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then the comic books and now Star Wars” (01:10-01:13) — which, despite the video’s title, is
notably not a Marvel production. Yet many franchises are added to the list of perceived victims
of a “feminist agenda” to create an over-arching narrative which suggests that not only those
behind specific media franchises but all of entertainment are plotting to insert feminist
messages into anything, from video games to comics to various movies.

This theory of a feminism threat being applied to all kinds of franchises and types of
media is similar to many contemporary conspiracy theories: As Knight observes, “over the last
decades conspiracy theories have shown signs of increasing complexity and inclusiveness, as
once separate suspicions are welded into Grand Unified Theories of Everything” (204).
Similarly, many smaller arguments — from the debate about ethics in video games journalism
in #Gamergate to the discussion of Rey being a Mary Sue — have been incorporated into the
overarching narrative of feminists trying to ruin all of entertainment for their perceived agenda
of weakening men. The construction of such a super-narrative raises interest in anything that
can feed into it. Consequently, it makes sense that even with new fan conflicts, old arguments
will be brought up again, gaining more popularity but also becoming less specific overtime as
the focus of anti-fan activism shifts from Mary Sues to entertainment industry-wide “feminist
agendas”. The rhetorical style of fan-populism is present in many of these newer videos on
YouTube which I discuss in-depth in chapter 3.

As such conspiracy-like anti-feminist (or later: anti-woke) super-narratives are broad
and endlessly adaptable, they provide the connective tissue that allows aversion spaces to form:
(anti-)fans on YouTube, news sites (such as Breitbart) and political actors can draw from the
same narrative of cultural crisis and resulting shared anti-fandom or aversion space to turn fan
conflicts into shared political battlegrounds: The Mary Sue has become emblematic for a

perceived problem with society.
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2.6 “Carano made Star Wars fun again and Disney canceled her”: Fan Conflicts as a Far-

Right Rabbit Hole

The continued and increasing attractiveness of fanization even by more well-known public
figures, particularly by drawing from anti-fandom such as the MSD, can be seen in 2021 when
Republican and Texan Senator Ted Cruz (who had unsuccessfully tried to run for president in
2016) disapprovingly described Rey as a “tortured Jedi” on Twitter (@TedCruz, “Texan”) and
implied that she wasn’t the type of character “who girls [could] look[] up to”. Unlike “Texan
Gina Carano [who] broke barriers in the Star Wars universe”, as she “played a woman who
kicked ass & who girls looked up to.” His comment participated in the MSD about what kind
of female role models the Star Wars sequel trilogy was promoting — illustrating that long after
the end of the sequel trilogy, such discussions are not just voiced in fan communities but even
given a platform on the political stage. By doing so, he also mirrors arguments given by
feminists that audiences need good female role models on screen, thus using the mirroring
strategy Banet-Weiser argues is common to online anti-feminism. Role models,
particularly for young audiences, have always been an issue of controversy — yet in the past an
important issue was to preferably depict flawless role models who did not engage in violent or
immoral behaviors (see chapter 4). Outrage about characters being seemingly “too flawless”
seems to be a completely new sort of controversy — yet “Marysuegate” is only one in many
attempts of anti-feminist to even far-right actors to attach themselves and their ideology to fan
discourses.
From Anti-Feminism to “Anti-Cancel Culture”

Notably, more recent MSD engages with a broader set of issues while still
predominantly centering its concerns around the depiction of female characters, thus
demonstrating another escalation of the previously discussed “super narrative”. This is well

illustrated by the 2021 discourse surrounding 7he Mandalorian’s Gina Carano, as mentioned
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in Cruz’s tweet. The actress was fired from the show after comparing being conservative to
being a Jew during the Holocaust. She had previously also shared other controversial
statements online such as mocking mask mandates during the Covid-19 pandemic, even
implying that “Democratic Government leaders now recommend we all wear blindfolds along
with masks so we can’t see what’s really going on,” and shared various conspiracy theories
such as about Weinstein being killed and the US election being stolen (Brown). Additionally,
she mocked trans people and trans allies' tendency to include their pronouns in social media
info (Brown). This led to calls to #FireGinaCarano in February 2021 which may have
contributed to Lucasfilm’s decision to fire her. All of this is conveniently left out by Cruz when
framing her firing as motivated by her “making Star Wars fun again”.

Her firing garnered her much sympathy, particularly by right-wing figures worried
about a perceived rise of “cancel culture”. As Google Trends suggests, the term rose to
particular prominence in 2020 and 2021 as a new flashpoint in the “culture war” narrative.
This resulted in the conservative network Daily Wire hiring her specifically as a symbol of
retaliating against cancel culture. This move was framed by spokesperson Ben Shapiro in Star
Wars fan vernacular as “[showing] Hollywood that if they want to keep cancelling those who
think differently, they’ll just be helping [conservatives] build the X-wing to take down their
Death Star” (Pearce).

The Carano case demonstrates how the pre-existing MSD continued to be re-shaped
and merged with new issues that were arising. This aligns with a shift away from (anti-)
feminism as a central political conflict of the 2010s to the conflicts of the 2020s that were all
well-embodied by Carano: Rising tensions over trans rights (Hummel Mota), over free speech,
over how to handle the pandemic and the rise of extreme Democrat-Republican polarization.
This polarization was accompanied by conspiracy theories about the US government such as

the QAnon conspiracy theory which is directed against “Democrats, liberals, progressives, and
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leftists by claiming prominent members of these groups engage in a global [child] trafficking
ring” (Reinhard et al. 1154). Those believing in it “came to view themselves as an ‘army’ of

299

‘True Patriots’ who wage war on the so-called liberal ‘Deep State.’”” (1154), often incorporating
events such as the pandemic. Carano is similarly connecting it to a ruse by Democrats to
“blindfold” the public to “what’s really going on” — a vague statement that may allude to her
sharing QAnon beliefs or can be read as supportive by those who believe. She also alluded to
voter fraud preventing Trump’s re-election in 2020 (@GinaCarano). While this theory was
popular with QAnon believers, “Republican politicians” generally have started “using the
specter of voter fraud in general and the “stolen election” in particular afterwards to introduce
voting restrictions” that would particularly make voting harder for groups likely to vote
Democrat (Butter, “Conspiracy Theory” 804). Thus, Carano embodied many right-wing and
potentially even far-right to conspiracist views of the 2020s. This made Carano an ideal figure
to rally around that aligned perfectly with contemporary socio-political disruptions. This
created an interesting reversal of previous anti-fan activism against Rey towards fan activist
engagement for Carano and also specifically for her character, despite her character not being
associated with any of these political issues.
Rabbit Hole Events

Notably, Cruz does not just weigh in on a fan argument about who is the best female
character. Rather, he ties this into the “anti-feminist super-narrative” by pointing out that
Carano “was instrumental in making Star Wars fun again” and for that was cancelled, referring
to the narrative of the “gates” about entertainment being destroyed to further an agenda. This
framing of her cancelation as another example of politics “invading” fandom also functions as
a “rabbit hole event”: A moment where seemingly niche fan conflicts become entry points into

wider ideological conflicts. Such “rabbit hole events” can lead fans otherwise uninterested in

politics towards engaging with far-right ideology. Veale argues that in #Gamergate the
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harassment of individual women worked as “rabbit holes that spread and recirculated across
social media” (53). Such events lead users to want to find out what the outcry is about. As the
most prominent voices discussing issues of “Mary Sues” range from conservative to often far-
right actors, such figuring out can quickly lead users to encounter further anti-feminist to “anti-
woke” arguments. As this anti-wokeness is claimed to be intrinsically connected to the decline
of their favorite franchises, it may attract particularly fans upset by changes to legacy franchises
they previously identified with — this is most often white male fans who used to be the primary
audience of sci-fi, superhero and fantasy franchises.

The fanization of political discourse in general can be considered as setting up a kind
of rabbit hole: While achieving much more mainstream support than its predecessors,
“Marysuegate” follows a pattern established by #Gamergate. Steve Bannon may have been one
of the earliest politicians to realize the potential of harnessing online fan culture when he
realized that “[y]ou can activate that army” (Snider) by appealing to gaming fans. This equally
applies to broader pop cultural issues, as fans will “come in through Gamergate or whatever
and then get turned onto politics and Trump" (Snider). By now, many seem to have realized
the same thing and try to participate in fan discourse.

Cara Dune and the Mimicry of Feminist Fan Activism

Interestingly, in this case study, the way participation is enacted differs superficially:
Early MSD has somewhat mirrored — as popular misogyny tends to do (cf. Banet-Weiser) —
arguments about empowerment. The MSD often argued that overly perfect women and weak
men were hurting gender equality and that those expressing concerns about Mary Sues were
not sexist. The main focus remained on critiques of storytelling. However, the more recent
iteration of the MSD surrounding Carano uses a form of mirroring better described as
“mimicry”, where feminist or more broadly progressive arguments are not reversed, but rather

copied more closely. Like other recent conservative argumentation, those supporting Carano
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were using “the language that the left has deployed” (Lazere 95), thus superficially imitating
feminist rhetoric for the sake of “right-wing propaganda” (96). This has been observed in alt-
right discourses as well, such as white supremacists “mimic[king] left-oriented discourses on
the value of diversity [to] retool[] them for racist purposes” (Gallaher).

Initially, several reactionary fans were apprehensive about her before her debut and
worried that she would be a “woke” Mary Sue (cf. for example Jarbo), but her role on the show
was mostly uncontroversial. However, Dune mainly rose in popularity after Carano was fired.
After this, “strong female characters” such as Dune became something lauded by her supporters
— even highly influential ones like Ted Cruz. Notably, his post on Twitter created high
engagement with over 56.000 likes and over 16.000 retweets, suggesting strong resonance with
his followers, the success of this new rhetorical strategy. This post is particularly interesting
because he does not address free speech or cancel culture — issues associated with Carano
defenses — but focuses particularly on the role of women in the Star Wars universe, thus using
his public platform to participate in what is primarily fan discourse. He mimics feminist
arguments by contrasting Dune with previous female characters who were merely princesses
and victims, most likely referring to princess Leia and Padmé respectively — a comparison also
done by many feminist reviews of 7F4 as discussed in 2.1.

Progressive fan activism has long mobilized around fictional characters to advocate for
improved representation of women, LGBTQ identities, and people of color (Navar-Gill &
Stanfill) — demands to remove an actress for her views like Carano being a more unusual
development. By contrast, Carano’s defenders appropriated this framework not to advance
inclusivity, but to position Carano as both a symbol of embattled free speech and the "right
kind" of female role model. This is — unlike previous fan activism — unrelated to her actual
character who does not particularly fit conservative ideals of womanhood: Cara Dune is a

muscular bounty hunter with a minor role in The Mandalorian, a show otherwise focused

112



predominantly on a father-son-relationship. This case demonstrates a certain flexibility of the

MSD. Right-wing figures shifted from positioning “strong female character” as a negative

attribute in regard to Rey as well as other characters perceived as “Mary Sues”, such as Captain

Marvel who in 2019 was often “described [...] as [a] strong female character in the most

negative sense” (Budirska 53), to it being a desirable trait that fans should not be deprived of.
Dissolving the Fandom-Politics-Boundary?

The Carano case suggests several trends to the evolution of anti-fan activist discourses
such as the MSD. It is notable not just for the many political issues it touches on, far beyond
feminism, but also for the lack of pretenses that it is an apolitical discussion about “good
writing”, with a turn towards more explicit political activism. Interestingly, this “anti-cancel
culture” and “pro-female role models” centered activism was still frequently portrayed as
apolitical. Many tweets for example are similar in tone to a petition with its over 90k signatures
(“Rehire”) that asks Disney to “just leave politics out of the industry” and consider how “The
Mandalorian wouldn’t be the same” without Carano’s portrayal of Dune. Despite articles and
interviews on her firing focusing much on the importance of “free speech” and her
“uncanceling” being important for standing up for “free speech” (e.g. R. Smith), the social
media campaign focuses strongly on her character and on the argument that politics should not
influence entertainment at all. Many posts in support of Carano also used the hashtag
#WeLoveCaraDune at the same time, blurring the lines between support for the actress and the
character. By conflating actress and character and emphasizing the irrelevance of her political
views, these users do not have to endorse the actress’ controversial statements and even frame
the reinstatement of Carano as something in the interest of feminists by highlighting her
importance as a “strong female character”.

While earlier MSD discourses cloaked its anti-feminism in arguments about “good

writing,” the Carano case more openly fused fan discourse with political concerns, even as it
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continued to present itself as apolitical. This shift proved effective: unlike earlier debates about
Mary Sues, which rarely generated large-scale support, the Carano controversy drew in far
greater engagement, from mainstream political figures to social media users with thousands of
likes. Many Carano-related tweets had likes in the 1.000s range, demonstrating much more
engagement with this topic — although still often by those mocking the hashtags. However,
unlike with the previous backlashes detailed, there were notably also posts with thousands of
likes in actual support of Carano. All of this suggests that using fan discourse to promote right-
wing political ideology has developed into an attractive platform between 2015 and 2021 (and
onwards).

“Dropping the veil”, so to say, on the ideology behind the argument may make such fan
discourse an even better rabbit hole and more spreadable to wider audiences: On the one hand,
explicitly linking the fan conflict with “culture war” issues (such as cancel culture) makes it
increasingly difficult to engage with pop culture online without encountering potential rabbit
holes to predominantly the ideas of the far-right actors. On the other hand, explicitly addressing
issues from both fan discourse and wider political conflict makes the post available to share or
refute for fan and non-fan audiences (who may have otherwise missed the political message
that was only implicit in early MSD) alike, thus giving it even higher visibility.

In the introduction I highlighted the importance of affinity spaces to informal learning
and community-building in fandom. However, this MSD case study also demonstrates the
growing significance of “aversion spaces” where people come together not in their shared
affinity but in their shared aversion towards perceived political agendas in pop culture.
Particularly right-wing figures and media outlets have used fanization to appeal to the
demographic of anti-fans to gain high visibility for their ideology from the interplay of
outrage, magnification mechanisms, and platform affordances. By using the narrative of

having to “save” Star Wars from feminism and “political correctness” (such as embodied by
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“cancel culture”), they can draw fans onto their side of ideological debates. In doing so, they
potentially create pathways by which anti-fandom engagement can serve as a gateway to
broader far-right ideological content across YouTube, Twitter / X, and alternative media
ecosystems, inviting anti-fans to consider other content these prominent voices have to offer.
In this sense, much like Bannon envisioned, anti-fans may “come in through Marysuegate
and then get turned onto politics.” — and this time, this rhetorical strategy seems to have

broken through the margins of online subcultures into the mainstream.
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Chapter 3:
Star Wars Is (Not) Political — The Fan-Populist Style of
(Reactionary) Media Analysis Essays on YouTube

“Which Power Ranger are you?
Take this quirky quiz

Obama sent the immigrants to vaccinate your kids”

- Bo Burnham in “Welcome to the Internet”

As I have discussed in the previous chapter, fan conflicts arise when textual dissatisfaction
aligns with fan-cultural and sociopolitical disruptions, making the text an ideal projection space
for proxy debates. These have increasingly been instrumentalized for political discourse by
political figures publicly engaging with the fan conflict which I have described as fanization.
For the previous chapter, I focused on a broad overview of the topic and the question of who
becomes involved in the fan conflict and how it is amplified through different participants and
media platforms, but not yet on the way fan conflicts work on a closer rhetorical level — how
can fan conflicts be used to engage in ideological conflicts, particularly for right-wing
radicalization? At the same time, my thematic focus was more narrowly on anti-feminism —
yet as Mamié et al. discuss, anti-feminism is often the first step in a radicalization towards
right-wing extremism and as the Carano case study shows, the discourse about “strong female
characters” later encompassed a variety of other political topics deemed “woke” as well. Thus,
my focus is now on broader issues of “anti-wokeness” negotiated in anti/fan activist videos on

YouTube.
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The line of Bo Burnham’s song cited above perfectly encapsulates the subtle way in
which polarizing issues may become connected in fans’ minds on the Internet: Just as the lines
about engaging with a pop culture fandom appear close to the seemingly unrelated line about
vaccine conspiracy theories, so may videos about Star Wars suddenly be followed up by
discussions of right-wing conspiracy theories. One moment you may nod along to a critical
dissection of Star Wars: Yes, the sequel trilogy didn’t work because “each movie was written
without the input or knowledge of the next director” (EndymionTv, “How Woke” 10:43-10:47)
and so they are “completely different tone wise” (10:49-10:51). That makes sense... The video
goes on: “The company is currently in the toilet” (10:59-11:02). You may not be sure how so,
but it must be true, after all the latest movie wasn’t that great and the YouTuber in question has
seen a “leaked shareholders” (11:08-11:09) meeting. They are worried about the stocks falling.
Of course, everything is bad because Disney is “pushing content meant to groom children”
(11:12-11:15) Oh. Suddenly there’s a clear allusion to a popular far-right conspiracy theory
often pushed by supporters of the QAnon conspiracy theory that links LGBTQ support with
pedophilia and human trafficking (Peterka-Benton et al.).

As 1 discussed in chapter 2, particularly right-wing participants profit from and
contribute to the fan conflict, so this is not a surprise. The examples I discussed often worked
in allusions and “dogwhistles”, i.e. terms only recognizable for those who may share a similar
ideology but offering “plausible deniability that [the writer] violated any social norms”
(Drakulich et al. 372). Such an approach avoids voicing the ideology underlying the criticism
about the fan object in question, instead focusing on proxy discussions such as “badly written
female characters”. Due to their only implicit statement of values, such works might be even
more successful at interpellating fans into more extremist right-wing ideology than if such a
stance had been voiced outright. As I will demonstrate in this chapter, this is aided by the fan-

populist style of reactionary fans used when voicing such arguments on YouTube.
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At the same time, such veiled right-wing fan discourse is far from niche: In 2023, it had
gained enough visibility that long-running satirical cartoon South Park dedicated a whole
episode to Star Wars fans and their theory that “all Disney movies suck now” (Parker) because
Lucasfilm president Kennedy presumably wants to “put a chick in it and make her lame and
gay” (Parker). While the anti-LGBTQ tone of the show is more moderate and not leaning into
conspiracy theorizing in the way the example by EndymionTv did, it is nevertheless impressive
that echoes of fan discourse that originated with the MSD have made it into a popular
mainstream TV show. Dedicating a whole special episode to it assumes that enough of its
viewers may be familiar with it to understand and appreciate the jokes. Such highly visible
discourse raises the question: How exactly are reactionary and anti-feminist to sometimes even
far-right and conspiracy theorist sentiments shared in fan discourse?

In this chapter, I propose that reactionary fandom in its anti/fan activism uses a right-
leaning fan-populist style in its video essays on Star Wars. This demonstrates a sharp contrast
between anti-fan activism and fan activism with the right-leaning anti-fans predominantly
framing their commentary as apolitical and text-focused activism while left-leaning fan
activists clearly frame their video essays as a politically motivated activist intervention. I
identify the ways in which what I have termed a fan-populist style is enacted that specifically
draws from fan identity — both as a source of authenticity and locus of crisis. Drawing on the
concept of science-related populism (Mede and Schéfer), I thus illustrate the workings of “fan
populism” as a rhetorical strategy which constructs antagonism between the “true fans” and
the “corporate elite” as well as a constant “state of crisis” for the fan object which requires fans
to re-establish a “heartland”.

This chapter is based on a case study of selected YouTubers and videos on Star Wars
released between December 2015 and January 2024. The main research was completed

between July 2021 and February 2023 and consisted of using the search function to find 1)

118



popular videos discussing Star Wars generally as well as specific recent installments (such as
continued discussions of The Last Jedi and The Rise of Skywalker or new Disney+ shows such
as The Mandalorian) as well as 2) finding popular videos which addressed Star Wars in
combination with keywords from chapter 2 such as “Mary Sue”, “feminism”, or “woke” as
well as 3) scanning the content of YouTubers known for political media commentary (from
chapter 2 as well as secondary literature) for videos addressing Star Wars.

For each targeted search I listed videos sorted by number of views and analyzed the
thumbnail, title and short description for themes with a cut-off point of the 100th result in order
to understand common topics in Star Wars fan discourse on YouTube. 1 skimmed videos in
which the title and topic didn’t make it clear whether the video fit the “fan activist” and “anti
fan activist” framework. Videos which, for example, did not argue for changes to the text or
society but just discussed aspects the creator liked and aspects they disliked were discarded.
This process also resulted in notes on a few central channels re-occurring in my results due to
large amounts of content created which frequently associated their reviews with political issues.
For each relevant channel identified, I focused on the thumbnails and titles of their 50 most
recent videos to get a feeling for what franchises and issues they focus on and trends in their
presentation style. After scanning their content, I chose to focus on six (two fan activist, four
anti-fan activist) main content creators I will present later in this chapter. Based on both
processes 1 selected 105 videos for download and closer analysis of their script and
presentation. As many videos were very similar, only the ones which featured most of the
relevant key themes arising from the close reading or which were particularly clear examples
of these key themes were used for this chapter.

In order to understand the mainstream reach of the arguments put forward by
reactionary anti-fan activist YouTubers, in 3.1 I first analyze the most recent episode of South

Park and how it echoes fan discourse, as exemplified by one of my case study creators. In 3.2
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I set up relevant definitions and concepts for understanding the video essay genre, political
content creator communities on YouTube, and my fan populism framework. Then in 3.3 T first
present the ways leftist and reactionary fan activist creators on YouTube use the video essay
format to discuss and politicize Star Wars, using Jessie Gender’s reading of Andor as an anti-
fascist text as an example. This example I then contrast to the self-presentation of my four
selected reactionary YouTubers, Jordan, Buechler, Hambly, and EndymionTv to illustrate how
their political ideology is more implicit and framed as “objectivity” and “rationality”. 3.4. will
then demonstrate how the latter creators present themselves as “the fans”, an analogy to “the
people” in populism, in contrast to the corrupted “corporate elite” represented by Kennedy who
is the target of the anti-fan activism. I focus particularly on their performances of “authenticity”
and “bad manners” through visual and oral presentation style. Furthermore, in 3.5 I argue that
their videos uphold a constructed state of crisis combined with a wish for a return to the
“heartland” of Lucas-led Star Wars. In 3.6 1 reflect on potential consequences of this fan

discourse, particularly how it can encourage radicalization towards the far-right.

3.1: When Fan Backlashes Go Mainstream: From YouTube to South Park: Joining the

Panderverse

Fan discourse about whether Star Wars is “currently in the toilet” — as EndymionTv had
suggested (“How Woke” 10:59-11:02)— and what the reasons for this may be, seem like a
trivial squabble between a handful of YouTubers. These accounts may have a large enough
audience to make a living, yet compared to the over 330 million people living in the US alone,
an audience of one million views for some of the most successful videos seems laughably
small. However, these users are of course merely representative of larger discourses that can
be found on several social media platforms and in several fandoms. My case study is thus likely

generalizable to wider trends which are not limited to the Star Wars fandom.
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South Park

That these discourses resonate widely enough that mainstream audiences may enjoy
seeing them ridiculed is best emphasized by South Park: Joining The Panderverse: A special
48-minute long episode of the long-running satirical cartoon show that aired on October 27,
2023. This episode illustrates many particularly salient arguments that I will address in this
chapter that have been put forth by reactionary YouTubers engaged in anti-fan activism, i.e.
YouTubers who are opposed to progressive social changes as well as to modern Star Wars
installments which they see as heavily influenced by such changes.

The South Park episode in question deals with one of the four main characters,
Cartman, first dreaming of and then being transported to a parallel universe in which all South
Park characters are “diverse women”, meaning women of Color. Depicting a world full of
people of Color as someone’s worst nightmare and equating “diversity” to casting people of
Color in formerly white roles is undoubtedly racist and even echoes white supremacist fears of
a “Great Replacement”, i.e. the “systemic conspiracy theory, where white Europeans are
supposedly being replaced by immigrants from non-European countries through the actions of
politicians and power elites” (Ekman 1130).

Nevertheless, the episode does not simply rehash alt-right talking points from white
supremacist fans, but rather echoes a common narrative among reactionary YouTubers that
Disney is purposefully inserting “diversity” into all of their properties, thus displacing straight
white men from where they belong. Cartman experiences this first-hand when he switches
places with the alternate universe-Cartman, a Black woman. In typical South Park-fashion the
episode side-steps taking a clear position on diverse casts as the show typically tends to avoid
any “conclusive ideological meaning” (Frim 166). Rather, it frames the story through the lens
of Cartman, a character known for displaying racist behavior and often in need of learning a

lesson as he “is usually portrayed as an ardent conservative and as the show’s least sympathetic
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character” (161). Thus, the episode remains somewhat ambiguous on how much the “woke
agenda” of “forced diversity” is a “real” phenomenon and how much it only exists in the mind
of “toxic fans” like Cartman. Still, the episode putting forth such arguments from fan discourse
was seen as a validation to some users regularly voicing them. Additionally, it lends these
arguments further visibility. This is, as discussed in chapter 2, an important resource in
contemporary political struggles.

The episode also addresses a popular narrative about where to place the blame for such
developments, which is with Lucasfilm president Kathleen Kennedy and her “personal
agenda”: Eventually, only by working together with Kathleen Kennedy who has been replaced
with an evil version from another alternate universe can Cartman and Kennedy save the
multiverses. This episode summarizes many arguments commonly seen on reactionary
YouTube channels: Disney is ruled by a dictactor-like Kathleen Kennedy who wants everything
fans like Cartman love to be replaced with “diverse women” who “complain about the
patriarchy” (Parker) and also to “make it gay and lame” (Parker) which resulted in Disney’s
financial ruin as the stocks keep falling (Parker) — a complaint reminiscent of EndymionTV’s
description of enraged shareholders.

However, later on the episode reveals a more sympathetic version of Kennedy, thus
potentially implying that theories about an “evil Kathleen Kennedy” are wrong. The “true”
Kennedy had only wanted to create entertainment that everyone will love (Parker) but after
getting hate mail, she felt the need to double down on her “pandering” and became in her own
words “lazy” and “reckless” (Parker), thus causing the company harm. Although it is worth
mentioning that even in this version, “good” Kennedy is still motivated by wanting to “bring
about social change”, so an echo of the theory that movie making in contemporary Hollywood
is “agenda driven” still remains, even in the more sympathetic portrayal of Kennedy. Indeed,

many of the channels I analyzed have felt validated by this representation in mainstream media,
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with Buechler for example praising how it shows “things that have gone wrong in the
entertainment industry and trying to describe how the situation came about” (“South Park”
16:36-16:41) that all the “projects keep flopping over the last years” (17:15-17:17). He
considers this a great development as now an open “conversation about all the pandering in
Hollywood” (18:35-18:38) can be had.

Eventually, Cartman learns his lesson that writing hate-mail is bad, as he single-
handedly drove Kennedy to more extreme “pandering” with 10 000s of messages sent. In this
resolution typical for South Park, the episode avoids addressing systemic issues and rather
falsely places the blame on a handful of individuals. This is to some degree an accurate
portrayal, as it is likely that as in many polarized discourses, a few prolific voices may make
the amount of “toxic” fans in a given fandom appear larger than it is. The YouTubers in this
chapter alone, as I will discuss later, produce a large percentage of reactionary fan discourse
by creating content several times a week. On the other hand, it separates the Kennedy haters
for “rational reasons”, as many of the YouTubers I will analyze consider themselves, from the
toxic fans who write hate-mail instead of merely creating YouTube commentary about hoping
for Kennedy’s immediate job loss as my case studies do. This thus absolves other reactionary
critics from being addressed by the episode, as it suggests the problem in this fan conflict lies
solely with the few “bad apples” of the fandom, such as Cartman. Consequently, despite
broadcasting this fan conflict to a massive audience, the episode ultimately suggests this to be
merely the squabbling of a few trivial and particularly hateful fans — not part of a broader trend
of engaging with pop culture that may even encourage political radicalization.

Overall, the episode suggests that Disney should return to creating original content
instead of “rehashing stories” with a more diverse cast that merely looks different but re-cycles
the same characters and stories. This seems to tie into a form of inoffensive consensus criticism.

This message is not only voiced by Kennedy in her final epiphany, but also illustrated
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structurally by the episode’s multiverse plot itself: While the characters from the alternate
South Park may look different and occasionally mention their hatred of the patriarchy, they
still have the same personalities: Black woman Cartman for example is still a self-serving
inconsiderate person who makes rude remarks about Kyle’s mother which is underlined by
Kyle expressing: “This is Cartman for sure!” (Parker). The same plot about a practical fart joke
and Kenny having a crush on a classmate also play out in both universes in the same manner
with the episode even ending on replaying the running gag of Kenny being killed in absurd
ways in the “woke”, i.e. overly politically progressive, alternate universe. These parallels
strongly imply that “woke” shows do not have any original ideas but merely dress up the same
content in superficial “diversity”, in line with the “social justice reboot” interpretation of 7FA
discussed in chapter 2.

While this may seem a reasonable demand that fans from all over the political spectrum
can agree on, it is somewhat surprising that the episode focuses very much on Kennedy who is
only responsible for Star Wars, not Disney more broadly. Disney has indeed retold almost
identical stories in their real-life remakes with only slight “diversity” changes, such as gay
LeFou in The Beauty and the Beast (Sharf, “Josh Gad”) or Black Ariel in The Little Mermaid
(Bero). On the other hand, many characters in the Star Wars universe that have received intense
backlash for perceived pandering have been part of unique stories, such as 7FA’s Finn
(Blistein), 7LJ’s Rose Tico (CBS/AP) or Reva from Obi-Wan Kenobi (Sharf, “Star Wars”) —
notably all played by people of Color. The seemingly valid consensus criticism (cf. 2.5) that
many might agree upon offered by the episode thus ultimately does not align with its narrative
of Kennedy replacing everyone with diverse gay women of Color — just as is often the case in
the fan discourse the episode borrows from. As discussed in chapter 2, the idea of “gay”

characters being placed in everything (see also Jones in 2.5) is a projection that is based in anti-
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fans’ fears about attacks on masculinity but not in the source text, with no main characters in
any of the discussed Star Wars productions being LGBTQ.
YouTube

In many ways, this episode is similar to Jordan’s video “Kathleen Kennedy ‘Saves’ Star
Wars (Again)” uploaded in 2020. This video is just one of many of its kind by various channels
on YouTube critical of the new Star Wars installments who regularly upload their criticism and
intertwine it with advocacy for their reactionary views. YouTuber Jordan, aka The Critical
Drinker, in this video as well tells a story about the life and works of Kathleen Kennedy, as he
invites his viewers to “gather round” and listen to “a tale” (00:00-00:03). Using this framing
as a storyteller allows him to distance himself from providing factual support for his depiction
of Kennedy as an opportunist who rose through the ranks by leeching off men more famous
and skilled than herself in her pursuit of power to distribute her message. She befriends a
producer who “rises to become one of the most successful and sought-after directors in the
world” (00:36-00:41) — a description fans will easily recognize as referring to George Lucas,

b 13

creator of Star Wars. He goes on to describe the narrative of Kennedy’s “progressive agenda”
that fueled South Park’s Panderverse plot, including a suspenseful description of a betrayal to
emotionally engage the audience:
[George Lucas] decides to trust you (01:49-01:50) [...] but before the ink is
even dry you promptly say: Fuck it! (01:58-02:02) [...] You've never
particularly cared for Star Wars [...] (02:31-02:34), you see it more as a giant
megaphone with which to project your own personal ideology into the world
(02:49-02:56). [...] Mandating the all-new Star Wars movies will have a

strong female character (02:59-03:02), [...] you hire a new story group staffed

entirely by progressive activists chosen because of their ability to tick diversity

125



boxes rather than because of any actual skills (03:18-03:28). (“Kathleen

Kennedy ‘Saves’”)

Both stories want to convince the viewer that Kennedy’s agenda is the reason modern
Star Wars is focused on “diversity” and “promoting personal ideology” to the detriment of
telling a good story (echoing the MSD from chapter 2). It is clear that such YouTubers’s
narratives were ultimately familiar enough to so many fans that South Park considered them a
topic worth covering. This suggests that Kennedy has become a prominent symbol of the
perceived threat of “forced diversity” irrespective of her actual involvement. South Park is
well-known for a “both sides are idiots” approach and has been criticized for promoting
political apathy (Fathallah); consequently, it does not whole-heartedly endorse the “Kennedy’s
Woke Agenda” theory. Still, given the visibility and impact of this type of fan discourse on
mainstream discourse, it warrants a closer look at how such YouTube videos work —

rhetorically and stylistically.

3.2: The Activist and Fan-Populist Styles of Video Essays as a Form of Engaging in

(Reactionary and Left-Leaning) Politicized Fan Conflicts

For this chapter I have chosen to look at political YouTube video essays as contributions to fan
discourse. At first glance, such a video essay may seem more isolated and not part of a larger
discourse compared to social media posts which other fans often directly respond to. Many
previous studies into fan conflicts have focused on Tweets and Reddit posts (e.g. on
#Gamergate: Peckford; Massanari, “#Gamergate”; or Trice and Potts.). However, video essays
are part of a vivid online discourse in several ways: Video essays as part of fan conflicts are
created in response to creators to criticize their choices in creating a movie or show in a certain
way, e.g. creating a character such as Rey (see chapter 2), as well as in response to other video

essayists, political commentators, politicians, or arguments seen on social media. They can also
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be put into direct dialogue with one another: Response videos that comment on other videos,
often by showing large segments of source videos followed by commentary, are a common
genre of YouTube content which may even incite harassment of those responded to (Lewis et
al. 735). Opinions, be it from specific individuals or more generalized issues, may also be
included by showing video footage, still images, or screenshots of news headlines and social
media posts as well as merely spoken allusions.
The Video Essay

One example of this genre are the videos of Lindsay Ellis which exemplify typical
elements of video essays. Lindsay Ellis with her over 1.2 million subscribers is among the more
well-known video essayists, particularly within leftist communities on YouTube (Saarela). A
video essay is at its core a video in which the creator explains their standpoint on an issue and
tries to convince the audience of their argument. Lindsay Ellis for example argues in one video
that the fascist ideology in Star Wars is hollow and that the First Order does not actually believe
in anything. Coughlin describes the videographic essay as “between transformative works
produced by fans as a means of critical engagement and an audiovisual genre that is meant to
prompt a scholarly argument” (12), having evolved from the “traditional written essay” (12).
Lindsay Ellis for example responds critically both to the sequel movies’ portrayal of the First
Order under the framework of it being intended as a depiction of fascism as well as Disney’s
merchandising strategy when she discusses Captain Phasma Christmas ornaments sold on
Amazon (2:14-2:16). A picture of the ornament with voice-over-narration is contrasted to a
scene from TFA that parallels Nazi imagery. By doing so, she among other things analyzes
parallels between the aesthetic of Star Wars’ villains and propaganda in the Third Reich and
muses on Disney’s use of fascist imagery to sell merchandise.

Given the topics of the video I just described, it may be of little surprise that media

analysis in video essays often has a political and (anti-)fan-activist dimension. As Nyguen
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describes it, the genre was particularly “responsible for introducing a generation to first-person
commentary on all sorts of cultural and political phenomena”. When it comes to media texts,
creators may often argue either for progressive or reactionary changes to existing or up-coming
movies and shows. Thus, even those not searching for political content but merely looking for
dissections of their favorite movies or shows by other fans may be introduced to political ideas
and online communities through video essays — particularly when watching right-leaning
channels. In this sub-chapter, I will highlight how left-leaning creators are explicit about their
political activism and how the right-leaning creators tend to veil their position behind self-
representations as neutral and rational reviewers.

Generally, a video essay is trying to convince their audience of their argument(s) about
a media text, but can use different approaches to do so. Particularly leftist essays often show
clear parallels to the academic essay, for example by citing both primary and secondary sources
(cf. Coughlin). Ellis, for example, analyzes narratives and cinematic intertextuality in the
original and sequel Star Wars trilogies, contextualizes her analysis by talking both about the
history of fascism as well as its scholarly theorizations and criticizes capitalism and right-wing
talking points, thus taking a clear left-wing stance. She shows clips from the Star Wars movies
to support her claims and discusses scholarly works such as Umberto Eco’s 14 features of
fascism. The more right-leaning video essays which I discuss later will not be as scholarly in
style, although they may also use clips and summaries of the primary text.

The impact of video essays cannot easily be measured just by how many people like it
or leave a comment, but it may be assumed to be a particularly powerful contribution to fan
discourse. As the echoing of popular fan discourse arguments in South Park suggests, the reach
and relevance of arguments from such video essays goes beyond the video and its direct view
counts and thus we need to ask what arguments are being produced and spread in these videos.

Political Video Essays
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However, video essays are far from a monolith: I argue that ideological negotiations
through video essays in the Star Wars fandom focus on different issues and take different forms
depending on whether they’re discussing the franchise from a progressive or reactionary point
of view. Furthermore, I argue that due to the implicit and fan-populist way they present their
issues, anti-fan activist and reactionary video essays (which in these specific case studies can
be used interchangeably) may be a gateway to more extreme right-wing beliefs.

Yet particularly right-wing video essays are an understudied part of fan discourse:
Studies on the genre of video essays are more interested in left-leaning channels, potentially
due to personal preferences for the content or because of the more interesting stylistic choices
of such creators. As Nguyen points out, “[s]Jome of the best-known video essay creators |[...]
are often associated with [...] left-leaning, long-form [...] intellectualized commentary” which
often uses creative stylistic elements, such as multi-screen compositions, collaborations, or re-
enactments (Coughlin).

For this chapter, I am primarily interested in “political” or “politicized” video essays
on media texts. This means specifically video essays that criticize Star Wars on grounds of its
political message or impact, such as its lack of or its perceived over-abundance of diversity of
representation. Additionally, this criticism has to be central to the video essays and not merely
a sidenote in videos primarily focused more on issues such as incoherent plots or CGI errors.
On the other hand, there are channels focused mainly on political issues that also make use of
pop culture references — either as examples to illustrate a given argument or to entertain viewers
through shared “in-jokes”. However, they are not primarily concerned with media analysis.
Occasionally, pop culture will even serve as the window of exploring a topic, such as in “HBQO's

Chernobyl & Personal Responsibility” (Thorn), but the focus of so-called LeftTube!® channels

16 LefiTube (occasionally used interchangeably with the term BreadTube) is an established term of loosely
associated leftist video creators on YouTube (cf. Kuznetsov and Ismangil or Sylvia and Moody).
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is mainly social commentary without advocating for changes to the media text — thus they are
not (anti-) fan activist.

The corresponding right-leaning counterpart to LeftTube is often described as “anti-
woke” YouTube (Hosseinmardi et al.), which may also include “red pill” content or be part of
the “alt-lite” or the so called “intellectual darkweb” (Doody). Such creators range from
conservative to often far right in their views and do not have a similar self-designation as
LeftTube (also called BreadTube) does (Finlayson). Plenty of channels that primarily discuss
political issues from a right-leaning libertarian, conservative, or extreme right perspective exist
and often overlap with designations of “anti-woke”, “red pill” or “intellectual darkweb”
YouTube. Finlayson argues that all these diverse creators fall under different aspects of
“contemporary radical conservatism” (180) which are unified by their hostility to the idea of
the “Social Justice Warrior” (178) whose perceived radical pursuit of “feminism and anti-

3

racism” (178) is similar to what other authors summarize as “wokeness” (as discussed in
chapter 2).

Many “anti-woke” channels have made occasional videos about Star Wars — such as
Joe Rogan, Matt Walsh, Ben Shapiro or Jordan Peterson. However, their focus is not primarily
on media commentary of pop culture franchises but on political commentary and thus not likely
the first place a Star Wars fan turns to for criticism of the franchise. To have a category
specifically for channels that combine pop culture analysis and social critique or activism in
video essays of popular media texts such as Star Wars, I have thus, based on my analysis of
different YouTube channels engaging with pop culture and or politics, coined the terms Left-
Adjacent Video (Analysis/Essay) Tube (LVT) and Reactionary Video (Analysis/Essay) Tube
(RVT).

LVT is named so due to their overlap with what is already called LeftTube, out of

which I am interested in its intersection with pop culture analysis (see fig. 9). The
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corresponding counterpart [ have named Reactionary Video Tube (RVT) which intersects pop
culture analysis with anti-woke social commentary and activist channels (e.g. the “red-pill”
and manosphere communities) that are generally perceived to be right-leaning, ranging from
“alt-lite” to far-right (see fig. 9). As there is a wide range of ideologies in these groups, |
describe them primarily as reactionary: RVT channels are characterized by an opposition to
changes in media texts that are likely the result of social progress — such as more women or

people of Color in lead roles or inclusion of queer characters.

"Left-Adjacent
Video Tube” [LVT)

“LeftTube” (LT) “Reactionary Video
"Dirtbag Left” (DL) Tube” {RVT)

)

il B

A selection of politically activist YouTube communities and their most common positions on the political spectrum

Figure 1. A selection of politically activist YouTube communities and their most commaon positions on the political spectrum.

Fig. 9. lllustration of different political YouTube communities (Wurst, “Bread”)”

While my main interest in the following chapter is RVT and its fan-populist style, I will
also analyze an example from LVT to contrast the distinctions between these types of channels.
It has already been shown that video essays about social issues rather than pop culture
commentary (Wurst, “Bread”) and response videos focused on social issues (Lewis et al.)
follow different strategies depending on whether they lean left or right. One may assume that
given the shared affordances of the platform, they may gravitate towards similar strategies but
that is not the case as my comparison of LVT and RVT will confirm.

Fan Populism

17 This graphic was first published in an article on non-fan activist political YouTubers who engage with popular
culture which arose out of this case study.
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A main differentiating aspect consists in RVT videos employing what I consider an
example of “fan populism” which can be found across a variety of fandoms beyond Star Wars.
Fan populists consider, analogous to traditional populists, popular culture “to be ultimately
separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic camps” (Mudde and Kaltwasser 6), the “true
fans” and the “corrupt corporates”, which are fannish substitutes for the “pure people” and
“corrupt elite” (6). For this I borrow from Mede and Schéfer’s concept of “science-related
populism” which targets not politicians but rather the “(allegedly) unvirtuous academic elite”
(474) which transfers well to the narrative against the “Hollywood elite” of Kennedy and
Disney described in the introduction. Many videos in this case study express the demand that
Disney should create what the “true fans” want to see, in line with populists who “argue [] that
politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people” (Mudde
and Kaltwasser 6). Besides reference to the ideational approach put forth by Mudde and
Kaltwasser, for the concept of fan populism I draw on Taggart’s concept of the “heartland”
(Populism 95-98) which Mede and Schifer identify as a central element of science-related
populism: Fans similarly long for a “once-existent ideal state of” (Mede and Schéfer 476) not
society, but rather fandom, and “call for (re)establishment of the heartland” (476) — by wanting
to return to the dominance of white men of the original trilogy as well as the leadership of
George Lucas in this case study.

Additionally, given the audiovisual format and YouTubers as the typical prosumer who
not only consumes but also produces content (Moffitt, 7he Global ch.5), it is useful to look at
RVT through the lens of the populist style: The YouTubers make use of “bad manners” (Moffit,
“Taking” 7), they present themselves as being part of the common fans (people) treated unfairly
by the elite (movie and TV show producers or politicians with an “agenda”) (7) and they elicit
the idea of a world or at least several franchises in crisis (7). Moffitt himself suggests that, so

far, the “visual politics of populism” remain an “under-researched avenue” (7). This framework
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has, for example, previously been used to discuss political memes (e.g. Morger) as well as more
social-issue- than pop culture-focused political video essays (e.g. Wurst, “Bread”).
Consequently, it can highlight how RVT content creators enact their political views even when
the focus of the video is on a more trivial topic that seems removed from the political discursive
sphere such as Star Wars commentary and which thus offers less concrete evidence of their
political ideologies than a politician’s speech would. RVT creators’ style explains how they

gain a large following despite their content frequently focused on negativity.

3.3: “Art Must Inspire Us” VS. “Objectively, This Is Bad Storytelling”: LVT- and RVT-

Self-Presentation as (A)political Channels

The Fan-Activist Style of LVT
A notable difference between LVT and RVT channels is whether they self-identify as political
channels with LVT often presenting explicitly as activist and RVT as apolitical. One LVT
YouTuber engaging with popular sci fi media is Jessie Earl of the channel Jessie Gender who
prominently highlights her activist intentions: The channel description acknowledges her
looking for “nuance in the nerdy” and focusing “on issues facing the LGBTQ community,
transgender specific community, women, nonbinary and autistic folks as well as other social
and political issues through and within geek topics, with an eye to the most vulnerable” (Earl,

YouTube).

- Jessie Gender
Finding Nuance in the Ner_dy

Jessie Gender

@JessieGender1 - 244.000 Abonnenten - 621 Videos
On this channel, | talk about the nuance in the nerdy, and focus on issues facing the LGBTQ... >

patreon.com/jessiegender und 6 weitere Links

[\ Abonniert v

Fig. 10. Self-presentation of Jessie Gender (Earl) with trans flag colors in her channel’s banner and her profile
picture
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Additionally, the username includes “gender” and the — as of now — profile picture
is draped in the colors of the trans flag (fig. 10). Her channel mainly discusses Star Trek but
also other sci fi topics as well as occasionally also social issues, such as her experiences
growing up and living as a transgender woman in the US. Coughlin describes her work as an
“example of a transformative work, reflecting how the practices encouraged within fandom
prompt fans to critically engage with a specific fan text” (12).

When she discusses Star Wars, she focuses on notably leftist issues such as the
problems with capitalism (“Baby Yoda”), depictions of fascism and revolution in the Star Wars
series Andor on Disney+ as well as the three trilogies (“The Revolutionary Spirit”, “The
Decaying Monomyth”), or the question of sexism and Mary Sues (see also chapter 2; “What is
a Mary Sue”). The titles of the videos and thumbnails clearly express the political issue in
question. It is clear to viewers before they even open the video that the text will be analyzed
through a specific lens. With her intention of providing “welcoming” content and focus on “joy
and love for each other” (Earl, YouTube), it makes sense to clearly signal to viewers from
potentially vulnerable groups that these videos are meant for them: They will not discourage
their identity or their political ideology. As far-left ideology that advocates for radical changes
towards a more equal society particularly including anti-capitalist stances is a minority view in
the US (“Modest Declines”) and views on transgender acceptance is still divided in the US
(Parker et al.), it makes sense that creators and videos advertise themselves in a way that makes
it easy for like-minded fans to find the content.

In order to later analyze how RVT videos aim to appear apolitical and also differ
stylistically, I will provide a closer analysis to demonstrate how Earl as a typical example of
LVT intertwines pop culture and political activism. Notably, the video I selected for analysis
is not primarily interested in diversity in representation — although it will link back to queer

and other marginalized identities at the end of the video essay. “The Revolutionary Spirit of
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Star Wars Andor” is a video that focuses on close analysis of the Disney+ series Andor in 2022.
It is a spin-off of the spin-off movie Rogue One, which was released in 2016 and focused on a
story set shortly before the original trilogy.

In the video, Earl presents herself as occupying several roles: She is first and foremost
a nerd, a trait which, as she points out to her audience, they have in common, when she
addresses her audience in the video with “I know if you're a nerd like me” (00:00:10-00:00:12).
Beyond her own statement, her nerdiness is illustrated by the props and costumes seen
throughout the video: She sits on a couch wearing and surrounded by merchandise of several
“nerdy” franchises (00:05:37) or appearing in two different costumes including cosplay, a
typical fan activity (Lamerichs).

At the same time, she emphasizes her role as someone of a marginalized queer group
several times throughout the video. She closely links her role as a nerd and as a transgender
woman, such as when she reminisces about her outfit: she bought it as “little pre-out
transgender me” (Earl, “The Revolutionary” 00:02:49-00:02:50), referring to the time when
she still presented herself as a man to the world but already dreamed of looking like Padmé.
This is part of the introduction of the video: Before delving into her analysis of the show, she
makes the position from which she will look at the show clear.

Furthermore, beyond being just a queer fan, she comes across as an expert on Star Wars
that consumes a lot of textual and paratextual materials, as is common for “affirmational” fans,
when she for example discusses a George Lucas interview about the conception of the original
trilogy being “intentionally about the Guerrilla War of the Vietnam War” and Lucas
intentionally modeling the Empire after the US (“George Lucas Reveals”). This dual nature of
“expert/entertainer” (Coughlin 73) is also present in her videos on Star Trek and a typical staple
of (leftist) video essays in which both “paraphernalia” and “performative elements” express an

essayists fannish-ness and expertise (74).
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Additionally, by drawing this parallel to real world political conflict as well as by
presenting herself as someone versed in political discourses and actively engaging in them
throughout the whole video, she is visibly part of a leftist community. Her progressive social
stance towards the LGBTQ community as well as her frequent criticism of capitalism clearly
establishes herself as left-wing with a tendency towards the more far left socialist end of the
spectrum which frequently manifests in outspoken criticism of capitalism. The aim of these
channels generally does not seem to be to hide the ideology shaping their reading of the texts
when they use the texts as vehicles to discuss how the world should be — rather they explicitly
aim to make these ideologies more accessible to their viewers. This also becomes clear in the
subject matter and the references Earl uses throughout her video essay on Andor as well as in
her final call to action. Throughout the video, she discusses real world political issues such as
the Vietnam war and America’s role in it, 9/11 and the Patriot Act (cf. 00:14:00) or America
being “at a turning point [of] fascism” (00:08:19) right now.

By discussing the historical context and contemporary parallels of the Star Wars
franchise, Earl highlights how movies are not merely entertainment but just as much shaped by
the world around us as they have an impact on it. In order to showcase the parallels between
the Rebellion in Star Wars as depicted by Andor and our world, Earl meticulously breaks down
plotlines and scenes to support her reading. As is common in video essays (Coughlin 46), the
video often includes scenes with voice-over narration which points out the relevant aspects the
audience should pay attention to. Her close readings of different characters add to her overall
thesis that these characters provide insights into how supporters of a fascist system think and
become part of a system, such as Dedra who is described as “[representing] a sort of girl boss
feminism, only wishing to get ahead for herself in a system that harms others” which she is
willing to do “as long as it means that she gets ahead” (“The Revolutionary” 00:54:49-

00:54:56). Earl also supports these readings with well-established academic literature. To
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analyze the movies and TV shows of the Star Wars universe, Earl for example also draws on
Herman and Chomsky’s concept of “Manufactured Consent” (“The Revolutionary" 00:43:47,
cf. Herman and Chomsky) as a framework for her reading of one Andor plotline.

Much of her approach suggests that she assumes that she will most likely be “preaching
to the choir”, to audiences who have a certain understanding of leftist politics already. She, for
example, discusses specific leftist discourses on communism and revolution and uses terms
and historical references most people might not be familiar with. However, she does not explain
these, thus assuming her audience is already familiar with them. Her video, for example, segues
into a comparison of Andor with Metropolis, claiming that both work as a “pro Marxist critique
of a capitalist world, even showcasing a worker's rebellion that seems similar to Andor’s prison
storyline” (01:26:33-01:26:39). This primary aim of addressing her community is also
supported when she follows up her description of different leftist factions by pointing out that
these often “worked with and against each other” (01:01:38-01:01:40) which means that “all
of our ideologies are [not] necessarily aligned” (01:01:46-01:01:49, emphasis mine). The “our”
suggests this video to be by leftists for leftists. It seems clear that she primarily wants to inspire,
not convert, through her video essay and she uses Andor to show her audience that “in true Star
Wars fashion, [Andor] shows [them] the way out: That hope can be inspired by working
together” (01:38:02-01:38:07) and overcome differences and that it is necessary to “use this art
to inspire us to continue the fight, continue to push back” (01:51:39-01:51:44) against fascism.

Finally, she ends the video with a call to action that clearly emphasizes both her leftist
political affiliations as well as the anti-fascist and pro-LGBTQ rights activist intentions behind
her analysis. She switches from more neutral analysis to addressing and including her audience.
First, in the later middle, she interjects that audiences can learn from Star Wars that “we should
never let ourselves off the hook for what we have to do against fascism” (00:59:21-00:59-25).

The frequent use of “we” in this section of the video implies an understanding of her and her
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audience as part of a community with a shared ideology. The switch from discussing what the
text is doing to what consequences for audiences arise from it illustrates the activist intention.

Eventually, in the closing section of the video, she adds current events onto her analysis.
Her final call to action illustrates how video essays work not only as contributions to wider
discourses but also as acts of community building and activism in a participatory culture on
social media: She ends the video by addressing how “a person entered an LGBTQ nightclub
Club Q in Colorado Springs, Colorado, and killed five people” (01:40:45-01:40:52) on the 19th
of November 2022. This event affected her personally and added to her cathartic experience of
Andor’s season finale. Her reading of the finale becomes heavily intertwined with her call to
action, addressing viewers particularly urgently: Following her analysis of fascism depicted in
the world of Star Wars, she urges that “no matter what you do, fascism will try to take
Community from you, it will take everything” (01:47:10-01:47:18). As fascists “don't want us
to have each other, they want us to be scared and alone [...] and take away our community with
that fear” (01:49:09-01:49:19), but that art can “show us the way forward how to fight for each
other and build community” (01:55:13-01:55:16). Her plaidoyer emphasizes a need to take
action and a need for community. All in all, in LVT videos, it is not necessarily Star Wars that
has to change but rather it should inspire audiences to change the world.

The Anti-Fan-Activist Style of RVT

What I have described above is the type of media analysis that video essays are most
well-known for. However, media analysis more aligned with a right-wing perspective works
differently and most importantly aims to not present itself as a political or activist work —
despite heavily advocating for reactionary changes to media and society. The channels I have

grouped together as RVT channels do not have a common denominator they or their fans
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identify them under'8. “Anti-woke” as a descriptor to such channels is generally applied by
scholars rather than being a positively-connotated community identifier self-selected by fans
such as BreadTube or LeftTube. Anti-woke channels are known to “not identify themselves as
politically conservative, and often position themselves as nonideological or even liberal “free
thinkers”, although “in practice, their positions are largely defined in opposition to progressive
social justice movements, especially those concerning identity and race, as well as critiquing
institutions such as academia and mainstream media for their “left-wing bias” (Hosseinmardi
et al. 1). Thereby, “anti-woke” channels “typically do not explicitly endorse far-right
ideologies” but are often in various ways part of “legitimizing far-right ideologies™ (1).

Out of this broader group of anti-woke channels, RVT are an understudied subgroup
that present themselves as media analysis channels. Despite some thematic overlap in their
anti-wokeness-stance, RVT channels focus much more on media analysis than social
commentary and are for this reason not commonly considered part of the “Intellectual Dark
Web” (Doody), anti-feminist “red pill community” (Nagle 75) or other “anti-woke” social
commentary (R. Lewis, “This Is”) genres of YouTube content.

The word “woke” as a pejorative term features prominently in many videos, both in
titles and scripts and subsumes a variety of progressive positions, whose advocates are often
pejoratively considered “social justice warriors”. As Atkins writes “[t]he term woke has largely
been a cultural slang term for someone who is aware of social injustices and oppression. Right-
wing media, however, has taken woke as a derogatory term for progressive policy” (321). It is
frequently used synonymously with “Social Justice Warrior”, arising from alt-right discourse
(Sobande et al. 1579). Nagle writes about how the alt-right considers those concerned with

modern progressive politics, such as “gender fluidity and providing a safe space to explore

'8 Some may consider these creators “The Fandom Menace”, a term stemming from “Comcisgate” which 1 will
discuss later on.
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other concerns like mental ill-health, physical disability, race, cultural identity and

299

‘intersectionality’” (Nagle 62) overzealous “Social Justice Warriors” (SJW) — opposition
against which unites them. These topics are similarly associated with “wokeness”.

Based on the prominence of negatively-connotated “woke” in their discourse, I consider
such channels right-leaning, with evidence from their other arguments often pointing towards
alt-right sympathies. This includes displays of sexism, racism, as well as anti-feminist, and
anti-LGBTQ stances as well as condemnations of leftist ideology as harming modern society
which I will point out later on. One may even consider the expression of such sentiments an
explicit political alignment or dogwhistle, i.e. a veiled signal to others of similar political
leaning — yet these channels tend to explicitly describe themselves as apolitical.

Thus, RVT channels are an example of anti-fan activism whose activism is (seemingly)
focused primarily on the media text (and by extension those responsible for it such as
Kennedy), not its wider social impact as in the example by Earl. Their anti-wokeness stance
seemingly arises merely from trying to protect their franchise as it once was, like the reluctantly
political populist. This is in line with the fact that populists generally consider what they want
to be based on “common sense” (Mudde and Kaltwasser 18), not a specific political ideology.
Particularly for the right-leaning populism relevant for my case studies, this works well
together with the idea that “white supremacy, patriarchy, and heteronormativity are all systems
that have been, at one time or another, legitimized under the claim that they are biological
realities rooted in a ‘natural’ order” (Esposito 100). Consequently, particularly in the alt-right,
“patterns associated with whites dominating blacks, or men dominating women, or
homosexuals being regarded as pathological, are not assumed to be predicated on any ideology
or political agenda, but rather constitute part of a universal structure that is apolitical” (100).

This presumed natural order of things may then explain why “populists are only ‘reluctantly’

political — that unconventional populist leaders will often claim to be in politics as a temporary
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measure to fix a crisis” since “[p]olitics is a degenerative activity” (Taggart, “Populism and
Unpolitics” 81) that regular people just want to avoid. Similarly, RVT channels may present
themselves not as advocating for something, as LVT fan-activist creators like Earl do, but
rather merely exasperated by something they dislike, having to “reluctantly” discuss politics in
order to protect their franchises in an act of anti-fan activism.

Based on my first preliminary research into well-known YouTube media analysis
channels associated with the left and right, I grouped together creators that convey anti-woke
themes in their videos and are being discussed together in Reddit threads and in LVT videos
by (anti-)fans or interacting with one another on Twitter. Many channels featured here are
considered part of “The Fandom Menace” (cf. “The Fandom Menace”), “a group of
(predominantly) white men” generally considered racist and sexist who are united by their
hatred of 7LJ and new “woke” movies (Ford 109) who were often also involved in #Gamergate
and Comicsgate (see chapter 2). This name was partially chosen by participants, partially
attributed by others and is rather vaguely defined, hence why I am not using it. While they are
considered “anti-woke”, it is contested whether only the right-wing can be “anti-woke” with
some arguing that leftists can be opposed to overzealous progressive activism as well
(Neiman), hence why it is not an ideal descriptor either. As these channels are more right-wing
aligned and opposed to progressive social changes, often expressing the sentiment that media
and society were better in the past, reactionary seems an apt descriptor, hence RVT.

Generally, RVT channels aim to present themselves as rational media analysts without
a political bias shaping their media commentary and without their own identity influencing
their analysis. For this chapter, I am focusing particularly on four users out of the RVT sphere
which have all produced popular videos criticizing Star Wars, particularly in regard to

perceived “woke” influences. I selected channels that are representative of different “types” of
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RVT to illustrate the spectrum of users and similarity of their content. As these descriptions
illustrate, none describe themselves as political or right-wing:
1) “The Critical Drinker” has about 1,9 million subscribers at the moment of writing and

is thus the most successful channel out of those I have analyzed.

{ o A
Babh, *

The Critical Drinker®

@ThecCriticalDrinker - 1,88 Mio. Abonnenten - 418 Videos

d | say things. I'm here to deliver reviews, breakdowns and analysis on modernen.. >

twitter.com/TheCriticalDri2 und 3 weitere Links

Mitglied werden

Fig. 11. Channel info of The Critical Drinker (Jordan)

Creator Will Jordan from Scotland describes his role in his YouTube info as “deliver[ing]
reviews, breakdowns and analysis on modern entertainment media” with “a healthy dose of
sarcasm, biting criticism and low-functioning alcoholism” (Jordan) (fig. 11).

2) The second most successful channel from this sphere is “TheQuartering”:

i NEWS, BEARDS &

TheQuartering ®
@TheQuartering - 1,56 Mio. Abonnenten - 7233 Videos

Another social commentary channel but this one the guy has a beard! Let's Talk Games! I t >

0 thequartering.com und 4 weitere Links
Mitglied werden

Fig. 12. Channel info of TheQuartering (Hambly)

Behind this channel with its almost 1,6 million subscribers is Jeremy Hambly (“The
Quartering”), an American YouTuber and “guy with a beard” (fig. 12). While he describes his
channel’s focus as more on “social commentary” with the aim for his audience to be

“entertained & informed”, he primarily talks about “issues many of'us care about in the gaming
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industry, comics, and the world at large” (Hambly). Although a few videos are not focused on
pop culture, most videos focus on Disney, Marvel and Star Wars. Out of all channels being
analyzed in-depth, he is closest to being a political commentary channel and also more likely
to create response videos to things said by well-known public figures such as Stephen Colbert,
Tim Pool, or Elon Musk. He is, however, commonly discussed with the other RVT channels
and has also discussed Star Wars in-depth; he is thus representative of the part of RVT that is
closer to general “anti-woke” political channels.

3) The third most successful channel, Nerdrotic, has close to a million subscribers as well

with over 900k.

Nerdrotic *
@nerdrotic - 917.000 Abonnenten - 1425 Videos
Former Comic Book Retailer. Covering the good, the bad, and the ugly from Pop Culture. Ho.. >

nerdrotic.com und 4 weitere Links

Mitglied werden

Fig. 13. Channel info of Nerdrotic (Buechler)

Gary Buechler’s (“Nerdrotic”) channel description states that he used to be a comic book
retailer and uses his channel to cover “the good, the bad, and the ugly from Pop Culture” (fig.
13). His videos focus very much on typical geek culture, such as comics, sci-fi, and video
games which is a big focus of the channel’s self-representation, given the name and the
stereotypical “nerdy” glasses in the logo. He could thus be seen as the RVT analogue to LVT’s
nerdy science-fiction analysts such as Jessie Gender.
4) EndymionTv has merely 200k subscribers, but was included as he seems very prolific

and several of his videos show up when searching for controversial Star Wars topics on
YouTube when sorted by relevance and view counts. He only joined YouTube in 2021 and thus

represents the newer participants in RVT discourse.
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ENDYMIONtv

d of a cynical man. Email: Endymion¥T@hotmail com Twitter:

Fig. 14. EndymionTv’s simplistic channel info (EndymionTv)

His channel description simply describes himself as producing “commentary [...] from the mind
of a cynical man” (EndymionTv, fig. 14), slightly similar to Jordan’s self-description of being
sarcastic. The channel info is otherwise rather minimalistic. Potentially because his channel is
the smallest and youngest, he is the least subtle about his dislike of everything he considers
“woke” and thus often lends himself to being used as an example in the following, but I would
not consider him more radical than the other channels, just more prone to “saying the quiet part
out loud”.

Despite all of these creators’ videos clearly focusing on “anti-woke” content and their
political affiliation likely right-leaning, as will become more apparent in the following
analyses, their political stance is not part of their channels’ descriptions. While leftist channels,
particularly by people of marginalized identities, make this central to their channel info and
presentation, the presentation of RVT channels is seemingly neutral and thus they appear as
apolitical channels, merely interested in discussing pop culture.

Performance of Objectivity

The content of the videos analyzed ranges between speculation on leaks and rumors to
the analytical review. Analyses generally focus on the plot being coherent and faithful to the
lore, but do not offer analyses of themes, allegories, or cultural influences which are more
typical for LVT. Several of these four YouTubers for example point out “plot holes” in Star
Wars movies and series in their analyses, thus focusing on the narrative’s quality. Plot holes
are “logical inconsistencies that should normally prevent the progression of the plot” (Ryan
66), for example characters who suddenly act a certain way without the movie providing a
reason for their behavior (Ryan). Buechler for example reviews TROS in “The Rise of
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Skywalker Destroys George Lucas’ Star Wars | Spoiler Review” and judges that “this film had
more than plot holes, it had plot wormholes” (30:22-30:25). Similarly, Jordan in “The Rise of
Skywalker, and The Fall of Star Wars (Part 2)” even breaks down the plot step by step in a 2-
part video series, to criticize inconsistencies in writing and ultimately judges the movie “an
absolute mess riddled with plot holes contrivance™ (20:32-20:36).

Videos will regularly allude towards elements of film criticism in a somewhat
mechanical understanding of film analysis. Both example videos allude to theoretical
frameworks on movie structure: Buechler points out many commonly criticized problems, such
as that it was a “meandering MacGuffin chase” (“The Rise” 01:23-01:25). “The term,
popularized by Alfred Hitchcock, refers to an object or goal that kicks the story into action and
drives it to the third act” (Windolf) — this is not explained in the video but can be recognized
by viewers familiar with the term. While not naming it MacGuffin, Jordan refers to the same
problem when he points out that “45 minutes into the movie and we haven’t really done
anything except to replace our first objective with a different objective” (“The Rise Part Two”
00:50-00:57). With criticisms like this, the reviews appear valid, drawing from “consensus
criticism” by voicing problems many in the audience saw, and partially informed by film
theory. Thus, it appears they are looking at the movies through a neutral lens and are interested
mainly in narrative structure and storytelling choices.

The RVT YouTubers commonly refer to this view of themselves as “objective analysts”
as well, when they feel like criticisms like theirs are portrayed by Disney and news media in
bad faith. For example, Hambly in his review of TROS “Box Office TANKS Again & Star
Wars Fans Blamed! The Rise of Skywalker Mess” defends audiences reacting badly to TROS
as well as its predecessor 7LJ: He states that “objective film issues” (08:23, emphasis mine)
such as “bad storytelling” (08:28) and “bad disrespecting Star Wars lore” (08:30-08:33) are the

main reason to dislike the movies. These “are objective and non-emotional reasons to not like
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the film” (08:35-08:38, emphasis mine). Yet he claims Disney sees such critics who point out
“objectively bad filmmaking” (08:13-08:14, emphasis mine) as “just a troll” (12:07), i.e.
someone who only wants to enrage others for fun.

Notably, in their “objective criticism” the creators regularly construct a false dichotomy
between quality of writing and “diversity” or “wokeness” — a strategy common to such fan
conflicts (see also chapter 2). For example, Jordan in the video analyzed in 3.1 claims Kennedy
hired people based on their “ability to tick diversity boxes rather than because of any actual
skill” (“Kennedy Saves” 03:23-03:28). This implies an either-or scenario where such “diverse”
hires cannot possibly have “any actual skill”. A similar strategy of creating a false dichotomy
or false dilemma wherein art can either be “politically correct” or “woke” or of good narrative
quality, has also been used in regard to games (#GamerGate), comics (#Comicsgate) and novels
(“Sad Puppies”, Kreiter), in short: In all major recent backlashes to popular culture. Kreiter,
for example, writes about how in backlashes regarding science fiction novels, such as the
“Puppygate” response to diversity in science fiction novels, “works of fiction [...] adding more
diverse representations [...] are dismissed as focusing on “PC token characteristics”’ (54) by
reactionary fans. “The implied logic is that these stories are sacrificing quality narratives in

b

favor of PC (politically correct) tokenism” (54). Additionally, the “Puppies”’ characteristic
“discursive tactic used [is] to discredit the political opposition to [the rational] Sad Puppies as
irrational, and thus illegitimate” (96) — a common implication in RVT as well, where RVT
having “objective” reasons implies their opponents to be irrational and “ideology”’-driven.
Claims emphasizing the importance of objectivity and rationality versus emotions are
also heavily present with RVT creators and parallel the popular dichotomous idea of men as
rational beings and women as emotional. Women’s affective responses towards media texts are

frequently treated as almost hysterical obsession (Jenson 15) and a lesser form of engaging

with media (Scott, Fake). Despite the clear influence of emotions on their analyses, the video
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creators frequently point out their rationality and “non-emotional” reasoning. EndymionTv for
example assumes that the Star Wars franchise is not doing well financially because “the
rational thinking public is winning” (“Fans Demand” 14:14-14:16) — among which he
considers himself.

While an emphasis on objectivity may make their criticisms appear more valid than
ones based on emotional responses, it is not consistent with their provided commentary which
often focuses on their emotions: They frequently support their claim that a show is bad based
on how they could not relate to a character or were bored by them or specific shows. Hambly
for example discusses how the Star Wars tie-in TV shows on Disney+ “do nothing for [him],
it's just completely boring” (“Kathleen Kennedy Finally Fired” 05:50-05:57). Negative
emotions often serve as shortcuts for explaining why a movie or TV show was bad without
necessarily providing any further backup for their argument.

When further explanation is provided, the language used when describing a storyline
they did not enjoy is often highly emotionally charged. For example, Buechler in his 7TROS
review talks about 7LJ “desecrating the corpse” of Star Wars (“The Rise” 02:56-02:57). RVT
creators show a particularly strong attachment to the original trilogy and its main characters.
Consequently, they often express bitterness about the fate of the original trio of Luke, Han and
Leia. Jordan for example laments that Leia deserved “a glorious swang song” (“The Rise Part
Two” 20:14-20:16). Buechler similarly sees “Luke's story, Princess Leia’s story, Chewbacca’s
story and my favorite character in Star Wars, Han Solo [destroyed]” (“The Rise” 31:46-31:53),
calling Leia’s death “the most shameful moment in this film” (20:44-20:46). The cynical tone
with which he mocks the scene indicates that the character’s death did not have the gravitas
that it deserved in his eyes.

The negative emotions are even expressed as feeling like the movies “hate them” for

their identities as (white) men which are otherwise considered irrelevant: EndymionTv for
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example discusses how he does not want to support movies, in a tangent about DC, by
“someone who openly hates me without knowing anything about me” (“Fans Demand” 13:32-
13:34) because of the director being perceived to “[hate] conservatives and white people”
(11:46-11:48). Similarly, Jordan in his TROS review hands it to the movie that compared to
TLJ, at least he didn’t feel like the movie “hated [him] because of [his] race and gender” (“The
Rise Part Two” 18:03-18:05). It is apparent that the content creators’ identities as white men
and the perceived rejection of white men by the franchise does significantly play into their
negative evaluation of the movies. Yet, unlike the videos by marginalized creators, they
distance themselves from this dimension of their analyses and do not acknowledge their
positionality as relevant to their reception of the texts.

Furthermore, the analyses given often mix criticism of a show’s or movie’s structure or
narrative with its perceived hostile (anti-male) message and emotionally-charged language.
This is best encapsulated by EndymionTv’s video “How Woke Ideology Is Ruining Star Wars
and Can It Be Saved” in which he complains that “Rey is quite literally everything wrong with
modern cinema and its storytelling: She’s an ultimate no flaws space Jesus that rejected the
teachings of a Jedi master only to appropriate his name and then assume his identity” (03:54-
04:08). On the one hand, while calling back to the Mary Sue discourse discussed in chapter 2,
he points out a narrative problem with Rey: She has no flaws. This is assumed to be self-
evident, as no further explanation is given on how this is what’s “wrong with modern cinema”
(03:56-03:58). On the other hand, he then seamlessly connects it to a plot point he did not like
for personal reasons: “Reject[ing] the teachings of a Jedi master” (04:02-04:04) may seem a
particular offense to many reactionary fans who often place great importance on adhering to
the established lore — as for example pointed out by Hambly (“Box Office Tanks”). Even worse,
Rey steals “[Luke’s] name and [...] his identity” (EndymionTv, “How Woke” 04:06-04:08):

The charged language of “appropriation” and accusation of identity theft makes it seem like he
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feels offended on behalf of fictional character Luke Skywalker. As no narrative explanation is
given for why this is bad storytelling, it is easy to read the problem on an abstract level: Rey
“stealing” Luke’s identity symbolizes the fear of men being replaced by women in modern
entertainment and society (see chapter 2). Thus, half of this argument is based on the fact that
a plot line made him feel uncomfortable as a fan and man.

Consequently, despite claims to neutrality and objectivity, the movies are often judged
based on the YouTubers’ feeling like the scenes didn’t do their favorite characters justice as
well as tying this into a perceived hatred of (white) men by Hollywood. Despite this, these
YouTubers do not talk about what it feels like to live as a white man in the Anglophone world
— unlike Earl in my earlier example who frequently addresses her identity as a transgender
woman. Consequently, both LVT and RVT videos discuss pop culture in light of the creators’
identities and the emotions the works thus inspire in them, yet the white man as a traditionally
unmarked category remains unacknowledged (S. Robinson 1'°). As they downplay both their
positionality and their use of emotional arguments, RVT creators present their works as
seemingly objective and unbiased despite their own works proving these claims untrue.
Nevertheless, at first glance, LVT videos appear as primarily political works while RVT videos

are framed as primarily analytical “apolitical” works by their creators.

3.4: “True (Male) Fans” vs. Kathleen Kennedy, the “Disney Elite”: Authenticity, “Bad
Manners” and Scapegoating in the Fan-Populist Style

Besides their self-proclaimed focus on narrative over politics, videos by RVT creators are
characterized by a strong fan-populist antagonism between the “true fans” and the “corrupt

elite” of Disney executives, particularly Kathleen Kennedy. I will first illustrate how these fans

19 Assuming that white masculinity is always invisible is of course, although a common perception, an
oversimplification, as discussed by S. Robinson in her book.
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portray themselves as the true fans of Star Wars and then how they create a progressive
scapegoat out of Disney and Kennedy.

As EndymionTv describes the situation, “the relationship between Disney and the fans
is that of an abusive one — we are all seeing the potential of something we love being
squandered” (“How Woke” 00:20-00:28, emphasis mine). This — in populist fashion — makes
the fans seem to be one monolithic group with right-leaning sentiments for which the RVT
creators can speak. While Earl, for example, addressed specifically the leftist queer community,
RVT creators often do not address a specific audience of their videos, but rather all Star Wars
fans. They also do not acknowledge that Disney may cater to some fans, just not to them,
frequently implying that all “true fans” hate Disney. Recurring language like Disney “push[ing]
for woke content” (EndymionTv, “How Woke” 11:43-11:45) further implies a top-down
imposition and denies the possibility that part of their audiences may want to see the type of
content that is being created.

Rather than acknowledging this possibility of a pluralistic fanbase, they assume that
Kennedy only cares about “getting [her] message out” (Jordan, “Kathleen Kennedy” 10:40-
10:42) or that she is trying to “pander” to audiences (see my analysis of South Park) but does
not realize that those to whom her “agenda’” would appeal are not her true fan base. As Buechler
for example puts it, he does not think people “have disposable income for intersectional
feminism, identity politics or political correctness” (“Kathleen Kennedy Cancelled” 05:30-
05:35), implying that whatever the reason for the political message focus of Star Wars, it will
not bring Disney money because it is not what the true fans want to see. Consequently, RVT
channels heavily imply that they are representative of the majority of fans that do not enjoy
political correctness, i.e. they are likely conservative, yet would bring Disney money if only
they were catered to. Although RVT creators rarely but occasionally substitute “the fan base”

with a quantitative descriptor, they still see themselves as the majority, using descriptors such
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as that there was backlash by “huge parts of the Star Wars fan base” (Jordan, “Kathleen

Kennedy” 04:52-04:54, emphasis mine) or saying that Disney “shame[s] more than half of

[their] fan base” (Buechler and Chan 06:31-06:33, emphasis mine). This is in line with
populists generally assuming they are the “silent majority” (Mudde und Kaltwasser 11).
“True Fans”

If “the fanbase” is a monolithic group, it is one made of male “geek” fans who enjoy
the original trilogy and adhere to affirmational fandom: A group with which RVT creators align
themselves. Their channels mostly cover “geek” topics such as gaming, comics, sci-fi and
fantasy. For example, EndymionTv started out as a videogame discussion channel before
branching out into broader “wokeness” in entertainment, while Buechler used to review shows
such as Game of Thrones, Marvel, Star Trek or Doctor Who. Furthermore, they regularly
invoke lore as a point of criticism, i.e. how much new Star Wars aligns with pre-established
facts about its fictional universe. This aligns these creators with “affirmational fandom”, i.e.
fans that know a lot of facts about the object of their fandom, which is traditionally associated
with men’s culturally privileged fandom. As Scott has observed, it is “overwhelmingly white,
cishet men who” engage in the “affirmational modes of fan engagement” who are “sanctioned
by the convergence culture industry” (Fake ch. 5). Such fan practices “reaffirm the source
material or debate elements of the text while staying firmly within the established “rules” of
the fictional universe” (Obsession_inc).

Comparing LVT and RVT, both types of channels present themselves as authentic fans
but appeal to different types of fan communities. Earl, for comparison, similarly demonstrates
extensive knowledge about the franchise at hand, yet focuses more on how Andor attempts
something new rather than how it references and incorporates pre-existing elements of the Star

Wars universe. Additionally, she engages in cosplay which, while considered closer to
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affirmational fandom, is nevertheless often seen as a lesser form of fandom done by women
who are not “true fans” (Scott, Fake ch. 3).
“Low Effort” Productions

Given the different ways of performing fandom, it is of little surprise that RVT creators
also create a different style of video devoid of the usual characteristics of a video essay (cf.
Coughlin), such as skillful scripting, editing and academic argumentation. The way RVT
channels present authentic fandom is one of several ways in which their content aligns with a
fan-populist style: They present themselves as ordinary people (Mudde and Kaltwasser 10) and
make use of “bad manners” (Moffitt, The Global). In my eyes, the emphasis on RVT creators’
“authentic” fan-ness and use of “bad manners” are intrinsically linked: Resorting to “bad
manners” is one of several strategies with which RVT creators — similar to populist politicians
— present themselves as authentic fans who are just like their audiences (see also the fanization
strategy of politicians in chapter 2). It does not make them appear like professionals who earn
their full-time living with their YouTube channels — even though with over 100k, often over 1
million, subscribers they likely are (Morjax). As this case study is not looking at professional
politicians but at professional YouTubers in fan communities and as Moffitt concedes, what

29 ¢¢

constitutes “bad manners” “may differ from one cultural context to another” (7he Global ch.
3), I consider it “unprofessional” or “bad mannered” for content creators to present seemingly
“low effort” videos despite having enough subscribers to potentially create content full-time
using professional editing. Yet eschewing the appearance of “high production value” videos
allows them to present themselves as authentic and down-to-earth fans.

One notable characteristic of RVT videos is that they generally do not use many of the
genre conventions associated with the modern video essay genre. This includes editing

techniques such as using voice-overs overlaying footage of the text in question, adding quotes

to footage, combining original footage with acting out sketches or asking viewers to draw their
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own conclusions from combinations of images, texts and music without telling viewers how
specific elements of the video relate to one another (Coughlin). Particularly in LVT videos,
juxtapositions of different visuals or sketches may be added on purpose to enhance the message
of a video (Coughlin). RVT channels tend to either focus on the respective content creator
speaking into the camera or showing footage with disembodied voices. If the Youtuber is seen,
they are often surrounded by memorabilia which emphasize their authenticity as an
affirmational fan. This can for example be seen with Buechler in fig. 15. Edits are usually
restricted to showing relevant footage. However, as footage is edited to fit what is being said
and often taken from several sources and there is not merely a commentary to a run-on video
or screenshot, they still fit the category of “video essayist” even if they are at the low-effort

end of the spectrum.

The Rise of Skywalker Destroys George Lucas’ Star Wars | Spoiler Review

Fig. 15. Buechler (Nerdrotic) in front of his large collection of figurines

Buechler, for example, can be seen in his videos as a regular guy with a microphone
who comments on scenes shown in the upper corner of his video. He is neither particularly
dressed up nor does he use a set or special lighting. In contrast, LVT videos are often highly
elaborate productions (Coughlin 92) — for example Earl in her Andor video is not only wearing
a costume and make-up but has put up a related background and set up blue-lighting to recreate

the sense of being in a dimly-lit corridor on a spaceship.
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Jordan and EndymionTv, meanwhile, rarely appear in their videos beyond their voices,
representing the second approach. This further emphasizes that they are first and foremost
analyzing what is in the text and not centering themselves as a person. This fits their role as
being “the voice” of “the people”, speaking for the presumably “silent” (or at least “ignored by
Disney”) “majority”. It also aligns with their identity, beyond being a fan, being unmarked and
seemingly not of relevance. Given that RVT creators do not use elaborate editing or costuming,
but rather present themselves as regular, sometimes even (almost) faceless individuals speaking
their unfiltered thoughts into a camera, they intentionally invoke a sense of authenticity and
align themselves with the “common people” or “common fans”.

In addition to a lack of editing and staging, RVT videos often appear unscripted or less
scripted than LVT works, thus further increasing their “authentic” appearance. This can also
be considered a form of “bad manners” as it suggests low effort being put into a video. RVT
videos often contain pauses and hesitation markers such as “um”s while LVT videos are often
highly scripted and edited (Coughlin). Repetitions and hedges regarding the information given
are also common. One line that exemplifies most of this is: “what made me leave the corporate

world, um, when I was... L... I forget... [ was like 26 or 28... somewhere around there, just a

kid” (Hambly, “Kathleen Kennedy Devestated” 11:54-12:02, emphasis mine). This more
straightforward and plain presentation style aligns with their image as individuals who are not
carefully considering their words as this may be seen as potentially trying to manipulate their
audience. Being unscripted rather suggests they are speaking honestly and from the heart.
RVT creators’ “low effort” presentation style may be intentional or simply due to
creators wanting to quickly create a large quantity of videos and not having time to write scripts
or edit the audio. In any case, it may help them come across as authentic, particularly combined
with their fan-populist style: It has been observed that populist politicians were regarded as

more trustworthy, particularly if they “present their “honest” version of the story in a seemingly
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unmediated and unfiltered way” (Enli and Rosenberg 4) on social media. On the other hand,
voters considered “the performance of politicians in a highly staged setting”, such as a talk
show, untrustworthy (4) — this may similarly make LVT’s elaborate styles seem untrustworthy
to the audience of RVT videos.

In addition to the presentation style, RVT videos also generally eschew traditional
journalistic and academic standards of supporting claims with references or literature. LVT
content creators are working with theories particularly from the humanities which may appear
to audiences as elitist. Populists are often skeptical of academic institutions (Mede and Schifer
473). Given that institutionalized education and particularly the humanities are often perceived
by right-wing actors as part of a brainwashing operation to disseminate “woke ideology”
(Busbridge et al.), it makes sense that particularly right-leaning content creators would rather
distance themselves from this sphere of academia. Additionally, populists tend to use
“anecdote[s] as ‘evidence’” or even display “studied ignorance of that which does not interest
[them]” (Moffitt, The Global ch.3). They may rather privilege “emo-truth [...] where emotion
serves as inference” (Mede and Schéfer 479) and “common sense” (480) instead of relying on
facts and statistics. Here again, it is not clear whether this opposition to references is intentional
or the result of “low effort” as it requires less time and effort to write a video without references.
In any case, it may particularly appeal to a fan-populist audience skeptical of “academic elites”.

LVT frequently and heavily refers to academic scholarship — be it by directly quoting
articles or referring to well-known theories and scholars as when Earl cites Eco. In addition to
this, their claims are generally supported by news articles and statistics, following an academic
style. Sources are either included on screen or in the description to allow for fact-checking and
further reading. Those interested in Earl’s sources will, for example, be guided to videos on J.
Campbell’s monomyth, Eco’s essay “Ur-Fascism” or her background reading on The History

and Politics of Star Wars by historian Chris Kempshall in the video’s description.
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In comparison, RVT generally eschews references to academia, theoretical
frameworks, statistics, or supporting sources to back up their claims. They generally invoke
common knowledge, hearsay from other channels, or common sense as a basis of judgment,
such as when they repeatedly discuss Disney and Marvel being in a financial crisis or Lucasfilm
president Kathleen Kennedy’s being fired soon (e.g. Hambly, “Kathleen Kennedy Finally
Fired”) despite that turning out to not be true. This fits Moffitt’s observations of a preference
of populists for anecdotal “evidence” and intentional ignorance as a way to align themselves
with the “common people” — or, in this case, the “common fans” who are assumed to be more
likely to buy a Boba Fett figurine to put into the collection on a wall behind their computer
than to do extensive research before stating why a piece of media does or does not speak to
them.

However, this does not mean these creators display no expertise at all. It is merely more
grounded in affirmational fandom than academic tradition. Marwick and Partin argue that “the
notion that populism is inherently anti-expertise” should be complicated towards “whose
expertise matters and how expertise is defined” (2540). They similarly observe that “many
adherents of populism are skeptical of mainstream knowledge-making institutions” (2540),
particularly the far-right populists they analyzed, who find “alternative structures of expertise
aligned with their own ideological commitments” (2540). RVT creators’ focus is on fannish
expertise which gives them credibility as “true fans”. This aligns with their presentation style
of often being surrounded by merchandise and with the focus of criticism often relying on
discussing perceived “lore breaks”.

At the same time, the distance from academic styles of analysis is also apparent in their

superficial style of analysis which relies either on counting plot holes and (what they perceive
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to be) incorrect lore?” (see 3.3), expressing how a media text made them feel bored (see 3.3),
disliking the perceived message of the plot or feeling like their favorite characters were treated
unjustly. This often takes the shape of an observation followed by their interpretation without
further elaboration on how they came to their conclusion — which often seems to be rooted
primarily in socio-political anxieties. EndymionTv, for example, argues that Star Wars and
Marvel are bad because they “promote [media] as starring a strong male character, only [for
him] to be replaced and outdone by a woman instead” (“How Woke” 09:19-09:25), which
happens in many other films and series according to him and he therefore lists further examples.
Notably, all examples are of men being “replaced” by women, thus it is clearly not a criticism
of general “bait and switch” tactics of writing. As no further explanation is given why this is
narratively bad, it strongly implies that audiences will agree with him that women should not
“outdo” men. There is also, for example, Buechler criticizing the ending of TROS for “robbing
Luke of his entire story” (“The Rise” 29:56-30:00) by having the ending of TROS have Rey
walk in front of the iconic two suns of Tatooine, just as Luke does in 4 New Hope. This means
“she even takes Luke's sunset” (29:55) from him. This once again lacks further explanation but
draws from the negative emotional reaction of this scene seemingly diminishing the impact of
the original story by having another (female) character in a similar scene. Thus, such arguments
also subtly draw from fears of men being replaced that is so common to online anti-feminist,
“manosphere” spaces which believe that “feminism and gender ideology™ are attacking “the
normative notions of the strong and invulnerable men through a philosophy of softening
masculinity” (Copland, “Weak Men” 118) which is “injuring men individually and as a

collective” (118).

20 T discuss how “lore breaks” are also seen in facts that established canon either does not contradict or even
confirms in more detail in my final case study in the conclusion.
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As these examples illustrate, RVT creators recognize thematic parallels between
different works, but their analyses often remain limited to pointing out such similarities and
frequently interpreting them to be intentionally anti-men. This can be contrasted with the
breakdown of Andor’s plotlines by Earl I discussed in 3.3 in which for example parallels to
other works are used to emphasize the pro-Marxist capitalist critique she sees in Andor. She
argues how the narrative and visuals support this theme and how related academic concepts
(such as manufactured consent) can be applied throughout the show. RVT creators instead
seem to assume their audience will agree that the message such scenes as the ones outlined
above are sending is bad. Thus, they do not need to explain why and how they are bad. This
ties their analyses back into a populist reliance on “common sense” and opposition towards
critical, theory- and supporting evidence-driven academic analysis.

Language

Besides the YouTube-specific “bad manners” of having more “low-effort” presenting
videos without editing and sources, RVT creators also engage classic “bad manners” as
outlined by Moffit such as using rude language, swearing, and insults, as well as punching
down by making ableist or fatphobic jokes, thus eschewing “politically correct” polite manners.
As Moffitt explains, populists see themselves as the arbiters of “common sense” who, due to
the “urgency of the matter”, resort to a “coarsening of the political rhetoric, and a disregard for
‘appropriate’ modes of acting in the political realm” (Moftitt, The Global ch.3). There is for
example Jordan asking his audience to “take a shot with [him]” (“The Rise Part 1 03:44-03:45)
whenever he will describe something that “sounds totally incongruous or contrived or just plain
dumb” (03:40-03: 44) — an allusion to drinking of the type he often makes, in line with his
name and self-description as an alcoholic. The references to party-game-like alcohol
consumption also add to his image as a regular man not trying to be artificially sophisticated

or high-brow. Similarly, “unprofessional” for a review or media analysis, Buechler, for
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example, describes TROS as a film that plays “out like a two hour and 20-minute trailer directed
by someone addicted to Adderall who decided to take up booger sugar on the side for a hobby”
(“The Rise” 01:28-01:36) — with Adderall being a typical treatment for ADHD and “booger
sugar” a slang term for cocaine. Such jokes also suggest that their reviews — despite their claims
to do objective media analysis — should not be taken too seriously by viewers.

RVT channels also use more swear words as well as “politically incorrect” insults.
While LVT videos may also contain swear words, especially for comedic effect, it is rare and
more subdued. Returning to Earl as an exemplary case study: In one instance she remarks that
“this shit all costs money” (“The Revolutionary” 00:32:36-00:32:39) or praises Andor as “so
fucking brilliant” (01:11:24), using these words for added emphasis. The RVT videos on the
other hand use swear words as insults, for example when Jordan tells TROS to “fuck off, film!”
(“The Rise Part 1” 06:10-06:12) — a display of what would typically be considered “bad
mannered” speech.

Furthermore, insults are commonly connected to “punching down” at progressives,
often in a way reminiscent of the alt-right. EndymionTv, for example, in a detour on Disney
Park policies, imagines people to whom the change in question matters to be “obese blue-haired
feminists stuffing their faces with corn dogs who think being fat is a sexual identity” (“‘Star
Wars Plot” 11:22-11:27). He invokes several clichés at once: Feminists with blue-hair is a
common stereotype of angry, man-hating, “woke” modern feminists. As defined by Urban
Dictionary in 2020, blue hair usually symbolizes a “person that is typically aligned with the
social justice warrior platform. Commonly a feminist” (“Blue Hair”’). He furthermore links
fatness to the idea of moral corruption (Grenning et al. 267) and feminism as well as “sexual
identity”. “Fat queer feminist” is also a popular insult with the alt-right, with Yiannopoulos for
example “regularly describ[ing] feminists as fat and [...] ‘lesbianic’” (Nagle 56). He also uses

a joke common in anti-woke circles that everything is a gender or sexual identity nowadays
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(Blake et al.), thus ridiculing queer identities. Such behaviors intentionally demonstrate a
disregard for “political correctness”.

At the same time, it is important to note that while they do not follow the professional
standards of LVT pop culture commentary, their “rudeness” is not on the same level as that
of the alt-right which often does not conceal its sexism and racism. RVT creators try to
distance themselves from appearing white supremacist and sexist by, for example, claiming
to not hate a character because “she's black [as] fans clearly have loved and continue to love
old and new characters of color, [this one] just sucks” (EndymionTv, “How Woke” 01:53-
02:01). There is also pointing out their support for Gina Carano (see ch. 2) and claiming that
“Kennedy hates strong independent women” (Hambly, “Kathleen Kennedy Devestated”
05:07-05:10). Thus, they strike a balance between expressing hate for “diversity”,
“feminism” or “political correctness” in a “bad mannered” way but not appearing too hostile
towards viewers who are not straight white men. This has similarly been observed by
scholars to be common in other fan backlashes, such as against Doctor Who (Hills, “Toxic
YouTubers” 79) or Comicsgate’s concerns with “too much diversity” in comics (Condis and
Stanfill 5): By not eschewing civility completely, such anti-fan activists can construct
“opposing political positions and institutions" — be it the BBC, Marvel or Disney — as the ones
who are actually “hateful, entitled and toxic” (Hills, “Toxic YouTubers” 79).

“Corporate Elite”

RVT videos provide two types of answers for who this “hateful” enemy is: The liberal
or progressive agenda and Disney, with Kathleen Kennedy often synecdochically embodying
both. As Mudde and Kaltwasser describe, in populism, the “elite are defined on the basis of
power” (12), such as being in leading positions in the media industry. Notably, the “elite is
corrupt” (11). The elite is often portrayed vaguely so they can be “conceive[d] [...] as a

cohesive, monolithic entity detached from the people but ultimately deciding over their future”
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(Mede and Schifer 476). This is a common theme in RVT videos, for example by portraying
Kennedy as a corrupt and backstabbing opportunist (Jordan, “Kennedy Saves”, see also my
analysis of Jordan in 3.1) with near unlimited power to decide what will be written or as a
hypocrite who claims to support women but not Gina Carano who is a “courageous women
that [Kennedy] silence[d]” (Hambly, “Kathleen Kennedy Devestated” 06:52-06:54). Disney is
similarly characterized as “a maligned contorted mess of corrupted ideals” (EndymionTyv,
“How Woke” 17:30-17:32, emphasis mine). Buechler, reading out a tweet by Gina Carano,
describes how they are hypocritical as they are “pushing aggressive agendas and trying to
silence the people criticizing them” (“The Marvels” 01:49:46-01:49:49): Disney supposedly
compares their critics to “the Empire”, the evil autocratic forces in Star Wars, while they
themselves “are literally trying to squash the little guys, the Rebellion” (01:50:01).

Kennedy and Disney are further often conflated with feminism and progressive
ideologies which are ultimately constructed as the true enemy of Star Wars. Kathleen Kennedy,
president of Lucasfilm, symbolizes these vague concepts and gives the audience a clear target
to blame. In all RVT videos, there is a suggestion that “intersectional feminism [...] or political
correctness” (Buechler, “Kathleen Kennedy Cancelled” 05:30-05:35) and “woke identity
politics and “The Force Is Female” marketing gimmicks” (EndymionTv, “How Woke” 17:24-
17:28) will destroy Star Wars. This is often attributed to Kennedy’s personal “identity politics”
(Jordan, “Kathleen Kennedy” 07:40-07:4) and her assumed wish to have “female centric
diverse politically progressive TV show[s]” (09:13-09:17) over a focus on making good
entertainment.

Kennedy is central to many video titles, thumbnails and narratives, likely as a uniting
factor: Irrespective of their exact beliefs, many viewers can agree on hating Kennedy. Populists
generally may not always have “primary linking characteristics beyond a shared opposition to

‘the elite’ or an associated Other” (Moffitt 99). It is often primarily this enemy figure that unites
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them. Similarly, RVT’s opposition to concepts associated with left-leaning politics strongly
aligns RVT channels within the spectrum of right-wing ideology: It is never explained what
these terms mean yet aligning them with the “corrupt elite” who pushes “woke identity politics”
that does not understand or care for their fanbase, suggests that these concepts oppose the
values of their “true” fans. However, just as with “anti-woke” spheres generally or the alt-right,
the exact beliefs of viewers beyond what they oppose may vary.

This individual and embodied enemy figure also provides a potential solution: If
Kathleen Kennedy was fired, as many videos hopefully speculate about, the franchise might be
saved — despite the fact that the RVT creators often address Kennedy as merely part of a wider
political agenda. Kathleen Kennedy had been president of Lucasfilm under Disney since 2012
when Disney acquired it from George Lucas (Kovach). Kennedy is a film producer who has
worked closely with George Lucas in the past, having worked on several Indiana Jones movies
alongside Spielberg and Lucas (della Cava). While she has considerable influence on the
production of Star Wars installments, she is working under contract and had her contract
extended despite the failure of Solo: A Star Wars Story and the backlash towards The Last Jedi
(Kit). Her creative choices thus seem to be supported by the stakeholders at Lucasfilm and its
parent company Disney. Additionally, she does not seem to follow a specific vision as there
was, for example, no clear plan for the sequel trilogy, at least according to writer J.J. Abrams
suggesting that they “legitimately shot The Force Awakens with only a rough idea of how the
Skywalker trilogy would end” (Langmann) and last-minute major changes, such as Kylo Ren’s
redemption arc, being added late into the trilogy’s production (Sharf, “Adam Driver”). All of
this suggests that Kennedy is unlikely to have a masterplan which she is pushing on writers
despite presumably ruining the company financially against the wishes of her superiors.

In spite of this, a common narrative in RVT videos puts the blame almost solely on

Kathleen Kennedy as an obstacle to be removed. She is often depicted with burning evil red
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eyes to portray her as someone intentionally evil in the thumbnails. Many videos discuss her
potentially being fired as what will save the franchise. Kennedy-blaming tendencies have also
been observed in other case studies, such as by M. Bay, who found “in a significant number of
the tweets [regarding TLJ] analyzed, [...] fans blame Johnson, Kennedy and Disney, sometimes
collectively, sometimes as individuals, for this supposed leftist/feminist turn in the Star Wars
franchise”. This concept of a return to a supposed glorious former state being linked to Kennedy
is, for example, illustrated by the aptly named “Kathleen Kennedy Finally Fired? Star Wars
Saved? [...]” by Hambly. In this video from 2022, he confidently shares the false rumor that
“Kathleen Kennedy is out at Lucasfilm — that is correct” (00:58- 01:02), demonstrating that
stoking the drama is of higher importance than substantiated claims and that such news about
a ’defeat” of Kennedy are what RVT’s audience wants to hear.

This specific targeting of Kennedy has a (geek) misogynistic dimension to it. While the
sequel trilogy and especially Rian Johnson’s 7LJ have been divisive, the blame is put almost
solely on Kennedy who (according to RVT) “did probably even more damage to the Star Wars
franchise” (04:18-04:21) by “[dividing] the fan base at levels that you know like nothing I've
ever seen” (04:22-04:28), not on Rian Johnson, the actual writer. EndymionTv spells out that
even though Kennedy has not been fired, it is what fans “DEMAND” in “Fans DEMAND
Kathleen Kennedy FIRED As Star Wars FAILS [...]”. Other creative executives often
criticized in these videos, such as Disney’s Bob Iger or Marvel’s Kevin Feige, do not similarly
helm the thumbnails and titles of videos on the RVT channels. At least initially, RV T creators
even attributed good “fandom” to Bob Iger, CEO of Disney, while portraying Kennedy as a
“fake fan” — a common insult towards female fans, especially in sci-fi and comics fandoms (cf.
Scott’s appropriately titled Fake Geek Girls) — who “never particularly cared for Star Wars”
(Jordan, “Kathleen Kennedy” 02:31-02:34). While Jordan speculates that Kennedy is merely

tolerated by her boss “as long as [her ideology] doesn’t get in the way of him making truckloads
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of money” (06:12-06:16), Buechler imagines a “Cold War” between Iger and Kennedy with
Iger “covering for her for a long time” (“Kathleen Kennedy Cancelled” 09:24-09:32) for
unknown reasons. In both cases they assume the men in the company could not possibly share
her “agenda”. This fits well with a tendency of “spreadable misogyny” that can often be
observed in such traditionally male-dominated “geek” fan spaces, such as the Star Wars
fandom. Scott writes, “[misogyny] is deployed as a tactic to win the space of fan culture” (Fake
85) — similarly, it is particularly a woman that is considered the root of the fan conflict.
Interestingly, despite all these other differences, RVT creators share some similarities
with LVT creators as they recognize Disney cares more about profit than their audience, albeit
the profit motif is interpreted flexibly to fit different narratives: There are two conflicting
theories as to why Disney presumably follows a woke agenda which they put forward as the
cause of the franchise’s decline: On the one hand they do not know their “true fans”. They

3

think their audience wants “woke” content and are misjudging badly that they can use
progressive values as a “marketing gimmick” (EndymionTv, “How Woke” 17:28-17:29). On
the other hand, they do not care about, perhaps even hate, their audience, and intentionally
“focus more on social justice than financial profitability” (13:48-13:51). In some narratives,
this almost accidentally earns them money. Hambly argues that 7LJ “was poorly written,
poorly executed, but you know it made money, so whatever” (“Terrible News” 10:35-10:37).
This paradox between “woke” content not selling and Disney still making money is also
apparent in Buechler’s complaint that “laziness, greed and corporate Hollywood politics”
(emphasis mine) ruined the sequel trilogy and yet Disney “would have made more money if
[they] would have shown more respect to the [...] fans” (“The Rise” 32:00-32:05): Disney is

both too greedy and not focused enough on its profits. Such contradictions are not resolved but

do not matter as long as Disney is corrupt in these narratives — similar to how “strong women”
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could be bad or something fans want depending on the narrative needed, as discussed in chapter
2.

While LVT creators attribute dissatisfaction with capitalism to the capitalist system,
RVT creators generally do not link the perceived decline in quality due to profit-orientation to
any problems with the capitalist system of film production. Rather, they redirect the blame
towards feminism or “wokeness” and specifically individuals such as Kennedy, offering a
seemingly easy solution for a complex structural problem. Such simplifications are in line with
populist rhetoric: by “simplifying issues [and] treating the political as dichotomic, [...]
populism can make politics easier to grasp for those who may not have the time, patience or
civic education to understand complicated policy debates” (Moffitt ch.5).

Consequently, the true (male) fans are portrayed as at odds with a company that is out
of touch, both with their fans and with what makes for a good story. This idea of Hollywood
being either willfully or due to ignorance out of touch with the “true” fans echoes populist
beliefs of the political elite being out of touch with the majority of voters and not representing
the general will of the people (Mudde and Kaltwasser 10). Hills, in his study on the Doctor
Who backlashes, suggests that YouTubers often present themselves “as ‘punching up’ at the
media company responsible as a powerful institution whilst actually ‘punching down’ at social
justice fandom and feminism” (Hills, “Toxic YouTubers” 78). Additionally, portraying Disney
as greedy and corrupt allows RVT creators to draw from “consensus criticism” that Disney is
too focused on its profits and thus to intertwine their more radical “anti-woke” arguments with

“anti-greedy executives” arguments that even left-leaning Star Wars fans would agree with.
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3.5: “Star Wars is DEAD and Wokeness KILLED it”: Constructing A State of Crisis and

Nostalgia for the Heartland

The previous subchapter analyzed the participants in this conflict, the true fans and the corrupt
corporate elite Disney / Kennedy and how they are portrayed in RVT’s fan-populist style. In
this next part, I am concerned with how RVT channels enact a “state of crisis” as this is a
dominant theme running through almost all videos produced by these channels. While for
populism generally, it is contested whether populism is connected to crises and what this term
entails (Moffitt, “How to” 194), this concept works well for fan populism. Moffitt builds on
early populism studies by Laclau who proposed that “populism simply cannot emerge without
crisis” (191). However, he (building on Taggart) puts the focus on crisis not as an event that
happened but rather on the question how “populist actors’ ability to create a sense of crisis”
works (195) and how it is used to spread (in this case often far-right) political messages (195).
Similarly, this subchapter is interested in how a sense of crises and breakdown is maintained
both stylistically (such as through thumbnails) and rhetorically and suggests a possible
motivation for this style to be rooted in intentional “rage baiting” strategies. Additionally, I
focus on how the performance of crisis by RVT channels is linked to a perceived need to re-
establish the heartland of the original trilogy, expressed through nostalgia for George Lucas.
Performance of Crisis

One of the most salient features that distinguishes RVT channels from LVT channels
or more centrist media analysis channels which adds to the cultivated appearance of being “bad
mannered”, not to be taken seriously and in a state of crisis, are the thumbnails and video titles:
Many of them capitalize on fan conflicts and particularly the antagonism between fans and

Disney / Kennedy:
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The Rise of Skywalker Destroys George Lucas' Star Wars | Spoiler

Review
Nerdrotic @ 636.225 Aufrufe + vor 3 Jahren

The Rise of Skywalker is a mess of epic proportions. Hidden behind the vale of quick edits, hyperkinetic shots,
and effects is a deconstruction of the mythos. An attempted course correction

Star Wars is DEAD

Nerdrotic @ 690.004 Aufrufe + vor 5 Monaten

RIP Star Wars 1977-2012 #Disney #StarWars #Lucasfilm Become a Nerdrotic Channel Member
www.youtube.com/c/sutrowatchtower/join Subscribe to The Nerdrotic Network: @nerdrotic @NerdroticLive.

Disney PANICS! Indiana Jones 5 ROASTED | Lucasfilm is Sad and Broken + 13:34
Indiana Jones 5 is AWFUL | A Massive Disney FLOP - 23:41

f ' Disney Star Wars
| K Es Nerdrotic - Playlist @
| e

F. =5 65Videos KOMPLETTE PLAYLIST ANSEHEN
-,

Disney is a DISASTER | Marvel is Dying and Star Wars is Dead

Nerdrotic @ 1 Mio. Aufrufe « vor 8 Monaten

Marvel sucks, Pixar flops, and Star Wars is dead. You can't say we didnt warn them. Disney fatigue is here
#nhollywood #disney #marvel Subscribe to The Nerdrotic Network: @nerdrotic @NerdroticLiv.

Fig. 16. Example of YouTube thumbnails by Buechler with funny faces

Buechler for example often uses funny faces for his thumbnails (fig. 16), such as editing
the eyes of depicted individuals to over exaggerated expressions of shock or evilness: In the 4
thumbnails in fig. 16, there are Luke Skywalker with glowing red eyes (first video) and
Kathleen Kennedy with demon-like black eyes (second video). The images also frequently
feature fire; for example, in the second thumbnail of fig. 16, we can see Kennedy purposefully
burning a pile of cash with a lighter. In the first thumbnail of fig. 16, we can see a literal
“dumpster fire”, i.e. “something that causes a lot of harm or that is dealt with or done very
badly” (“Dumpster Fire™).

These thumbnails additionally emphasize that the channels in question are not meant to
be taken seriously — they are providing entertainment that is purposefully presented as
exaggerated. The purposefully dramatic thumbnails and titles may thus suggest that the creators
are not taking themselves all too seriously and consequently allow creators to point the finger

at anyone taking their content seriously. Thus, the thumbnails make their more extreme “anti-
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woke” disparagements of progressive politics appear less political: It becomes ambiguous
whether they are serious or merely “trolling” (Phillips).

This is similar to how “today’s alt-right movement relies on irony, humor, and memes
for recruitment and radicalization on the internet” (Greene 43). Materials designed to “troll”,
i.e. “provoke a response from a target (an individual, group, or member of an organization,
etc.)” in addition to “the ‘just joking’ defense of disparaging humor” (48), allows the alt-right
to “not accept responsibility for any hurt they cause or for the ideological implications of their
actions” (48). As Greene discusses, to “members of the alt-right, a meme may only be a joke”
but “despite their producers’ stated intentions, their playful-ness, and their capacity to generate
laughter, alt-right memes have a serious sociopolitical function” (42). Similarly, even if, as the
thumbnails may suggest, RVT creators do not take what they say wholly seriously but are
trying to “troll” or simply generate views to earn money, the introduction to or affirmation of
alt-right related talking points to wider audiences can still have political consequences.

Besides the humorous and dramatic thumbnails, negatively connotated words are
central to each of Buechler’s thumbnails in fig.16, highlighted in alarming, large yellow and
red letters. Besides “waste”, “farce”, “yikes” and “disaster” in the screenshots provided above,
“doomed”, “failure” and “ruined” are also popular choices. In addition, such “terms of disaster”
are also highlighted in all caps in the video titles to catch the readers’ attention. This strategy
is similarly used by other RVT channels with little variations. EndymionTv often uses red
background instead of red-lined fonts and often adds short three-word phrases instead of single

words (fig. 17), Hambly may use whole phrases and combine red and white fonts (fig. 18).
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Woke Disney's Star wars Future Goes NUCLEAR + IWo FIms
i CANCELLED As Leadership Gets EXPOSED

ENDYMIONtv + 300.578 Aufrufe + vor 2 Monaten

Kathleen Kennedy's films that she announced have hit a HUGE problem & two industry veterans speak out about
how these companies don't care about you or the things you love, so let's talk

Disney's Woke Disaster is Imploding + Star Wars & Marvel in Major

Danger
ENDYMIONtv - 128.856 Aufrufe * vor 8 Monaten

e may not be real & Marvel

n free fall, so let's talk. Email: EndymionYT@hotmail.com Twitter.
@EndymionYT Instagram: endymionn Twitch: https://www.twitch.tv/endymion_yt Patreon:

Why Nobody Likes Woke Characters

ENDYMIONtv + 1,5 Mio. Aufrufe + vor 7 Monaten

characters so unlikable? Let's talk
ram: endymionn Twitch: https:

What makes ail: EndymionYT@hotmail.cor

ch.tv/endymion_yt Patr

@EndymionYT Ins

Disney Is Selling Lucasfilm & Star Wars BACK to George Lucas!? +
Little Mermaid is a HUGE WOKE FLOP

AIONtv - 514.776 Aufrufe + vor 5 Monaten

xy needed him most, he returned. So let's talk. Oh yeah & that fish movie is dying at the box office,
50 yeah that too. Email: EndymionYT@hotmail.com Twitter: @EndymionYT Instagram

Disney FORCED To Pay Reparations To Star Wars Fans After

Destroying The Franchise
v 2 TheQuartering @ 189.729 Aufrufe - vor 2 Jahren

DISNEY §

/ay To Support This Channel Is Backing Me On SubscribeStar
..subscribestar.com/thequartering Become A Youtube Member! It's The #2 BEST Way To Support!

Kathleen Kennedy DEMOTED After South Park Panderverse Debacle
s S - & Replaced With someone Even MORE WOKE

AiDRVERSE GOT =4 TheQuartering @ 151.203 Aufrufe - vor 12 Tagen

KATHLEE" KE""EDYI &/ Fe-y K Star Wars is doomed! At least you can get sweet black friday deals at https://coffeebrandcoffee.com/

1'%

-

Disney STEALING Star Wars Stories From Authors! They Need Our
Help!

TheQuartering @ 48.675 Aufrufe - vor 2 Jahren

It looks like the mouse house is up to their crummy ways again and ignoring payments to authors and their tir
of need Support The Channel Directly! (Super Helpful) https: youtube.com/chan

George Lucas BLASTS Disney's Star Wars & Bitter Over Their
REJECTION Of His Scripts!

TheQuartering @ 70.679 Aufrufe - vor 2 Jahren

Vay To Support This Channel Is Backing Me On SubscribeStar
i.subscribestar.com/thequartering Become A Youtube Member! it's The #2 BEST Way To Support!

Fig. 18. Example of YouTube thumbnails by Hambly

These examples also follow the pattern of highlighting in capitalized letters negatively
charged words which is very characteristic for RVT channels. Out of the selected creators, only
Jordan does not follow this style —however, other RVT channels not included in this case study
do (e.g. Overlord DVD, Geeks + Gamers, No Bullshit, Bounding Into Comics, Heels vs

Babyface, WorldClassBullshitters, and many more). It may be the most characteristic shared
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trait among reactionary pop culture commentary channels. This style is not commonly seen
with professional political commentators on either side of the spectrum nor with LVT channels.
Such easily recognizable content can attract those who may either have felt disappointed or
enraged by media that has let them down or those who enjoy drama for its entertainment value.
These thumbnails quickly signal that the movies, shows, people or companies in question will
be discussed negatively and potentially ridiculed. In this way, the visual presentation of RVT
channels serves a similar function as the markers of queerness (e.g. pride flag colors) in many
LVT videos: To signal to their audience that these videos will make them feel seen.

Such a style of presentation also intentionally primes audiences to feel outraged about
what is to follow, likely for financial reasons. These content creators use strategies similar to
(tabloid) newspapers, particularly the strategy of “ragebait”. As Forest describes, “‘ragebait’,
a variation of the ‘clickbait’ term [...], are built on the same kind of understanding about what
is most likely to provoke the target”, as angry people are likely to interact with and share the
stories that upset them (Forest 99). This form of clickbait focuses on provoking a strong
negative emotional reaction in order to attract views or comments. Strong emotions may then
lead them to share the video with others, “hate-watch” in order to mock the video (Cohen et al.
136) or to leave a comment (be it supportive or enraged). All of these behaviors can help a
video to be more widely promoted and thus earn the creator money, providing a strong financial
incentive to create more polarizing content.

The videos also follow strategies common to tabloid news by having sensationalist and
oftentimes hyperbolic titles: As previously described, the titles about “FAILURE”s,
“DISASTER”s and “DEAD” franchises often imply a state of irrevocable crisis — even though
the franchises in question seem to be in crisis every week for many years. Moffitt points out
that “[i]t is difficult to propagate and perform crisis continually: the efficacy of the invocation

of crisis often stems from its episodic and ‘out of the ordinary’ character, whereby crises are
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constructed as temporally limited events” (“How to” 207). However, RVT creators can easily
switch between different franchises — such as Marvel or Disney (see fig. 32) — and new events,
such as interviews, rumors, new TV shows and episodes (see fig. 33) to find something new
that confirms or seemingly deepens the crisis.

Such videos exemplify the troubling potential of social media and its financial
incentives to act as amplifiers of political polarization by encouraging strategies such as
“ragebaiting” through constructing a permanent state of crisis. Content creation on platforms
such as YouTube allows creators to gain “fame and fortune”, i.e. economic and social capital,
which “[incentivize] users to game or hack platform systems to increase the visibility of their
posts” or videos (Marks and Stanfill 70). Commenting on popular culture comes with the
advantage of being more easily able to attract viewers interested in specific texts, such as Star
Wars, compared to original content, with “ragebaiting” offering one strategy to increase clicks
on the video and thus visibility. As one study found, “social media may be creating perverse
incentives for divisive content because this content is particularly likely to go ‘viral’.” (Rathje
etal. 1). Particularly “posts about political opponents are substantially more likely to be shared
on social media”, with “this out-group effect [being] much stronger than other established
predictors of social media sharing, such as emotional language.” (Rathje et al. 1). This
potentially explains the focus on Kennedy as an enemy figure. Moreover, “social platforms
also incentivize users to spread and validate extreme views to get approval from peers with
similar views and gain social capital” (Marks and Stanfill 71), switching narratives if necessary.

This strategy of focusing on a crisis seems to attract a large audience with many more
successful RVT channels existing beyond the four discussed here. RVT creators upload very
frequently, potentially incentivized by monetary gain. By doing so, they maintain the state of
crisis through discussions of new additions, as they need new dramatic developments to attract

viewers’ attention. High view counts are hugely beneficial to the modern content creators —
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particularly users with high follower numbers tend to create content for a living. Due to the
monetization affordances of content creation on YouTube, money can for example be generated
from ads on given videos. One report by Businessinsider suggests that YouTubers with 1
million subscribers earn between 14.000 and over 50.000 dollars in a single month solely from
advertisements (O’Brien). Additionally, creators may use monetized subscription services (e.g.
via Patreon), have sponsors, ask for donations, or sell merchandise. Fans of Buechler can for
example buy T-Shirts or mugs (“Nerdrotic Merchandise.”). The high upload frequency of short
videos of on average about 15 minutes length with similar topics suggests a main motivation
of these channels to be producing content for content production’s sake. Buechler for example
uploads at least 1 video every week, EndymionTv 4 videos a week and Hambly even about 5
videos in a single day — which is easy to do for this channel, as he merely comments on pop
culture as well as news topics and does not edit together footage as the other channels in this
case study do.

Consequently, the co-occurrence of clickbait-tactics and a construction of perpetual
crisis in line with the populist style seems only natural in fast-paced and competitive media
environments such as YouTube. It is also important to note that such a populist style seems to
often co-occur specifically with right-wing content. It seems logical that in the “attention
economy”’ of the Internet, where attention is a limited resource and much content is vying for
our attention (Marwick, “You May Know Me” 344), “clickbait”-strategies would prevail.
However, leftist and right-wing “anti-woke” YouTube creators seem to follow different paths
to success with the characteristics outlined here highly specific to RVT channels. Saarela
suggests that the new online left arose specifically in opposition to the alt-right (52).
Consequently, leftist video creators may aim to “be as distinct as possible” from mainstream

news as well as from right-leaning creators (Wurst, “Bread” 221.). Thus, these marketing
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tactics relying on outrageous appearing thumbnails and titles seem to be typical for RVT
channels and amplify their opinions through quantity and high visibility of uploads.

Beyond the paratextual elements discussed so far, such as thumbnails, titles and upload
strategy of a video’s creator, crisis is narratively enacted in two ways: The commercial and
narrative failure of Star Wars or modern entertainment more broadly and the perceived attack
on (white) male fans. Both are frequently contrasted to an idealized version of the past, a
“heartland” fans want to return to. In populism, “crisis is most usually signified [...] through
linking it to failure — whether that be of the financial system, political system, public policy,
democracy, representation, masculinity and so on” (Moffitt, “How to” 197). Using dramatic
but unspecific descriptions of doom, Jordan, for example, describes how Star Wars used to be
“one of the greatest [intellectual properties] in the history of cinema” (“The Rise Part Two”
28:16-28:19) but now all that is left for Jordan is to ask whether “the destruction [...] of
characters beloved by whole generations [...] was all worth it” (28:20-28:38), implying the
potentially irreversible decline of the franchise due to ignoring what fans wanted and a loss felt
on a personal level. This failure only becomes a crisis through its mediation which allows it to
become seen as “symptomatic of a wider problem” (Moffitt, “How to” 197).

Accordingly, there are dramatic descriptions of “a void where Star Wars and others
once stood” (EndymionTv, “How Woke” 17:37-17:39), emphasizing that this point in time is
the “last chance before it’s too late” to turn things around (17:48-17:50). The perceived decline
of Star Wars is mostly linked to its perceived financial failure, following the “get woke, go
broke” narrative popular with “anti-woke” commentators (Cheng and Frommann). Modern
Star Wars is frequently described as “box office poison” (Jordan, “Kathleen Kennedy Saves”
08:06), which is “bleeding money and fans” (EndymionTV, “How Woke Ideology” 11:46).
This is usually not supported by any references besides pointing out that Solo lost money

(Hambly, “Box Office”) — despite the fact that Solo as the only Star Wars movie to lose money
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(Carollo) was closest to the original Star Wars trilogy out of the new movie releases, featuring
a male lead and original trilogy member, Han Solo. Consequently, its failure does not support
the argument that new characters or “strong female characters” are harming Star Wars
financially. RVT channels also offer plenty of other crises regularly linked to (perceived)
financial failure: Not only Star Wars is dead but also the Marvel Cinematic Universe (Buechler,
“The Marvels™), Doctor Who (Buechler, “Doctor Who”), The Witcher (Buechler, “The
Witcher”), even all of “Woke Hollywood As We Know it” (Buechler, “It’s the End”) — at least
according to Buechler’s newest releases, thus seemingly confirming a widespread trend of “get
woke, go broke”. Such narratives tie a constructed financial crisis of these franchises to a rise
of “wokeness” as its cause.

Such content has been growing in popularity and with it both the quantity of crisis
portrayals and their dramatization. For example, Buechler only switched to the creation of
“anti-woke” video essays from reviewing single episodes of TV shows six years ago, so most
of these franchise “deaths” have been recent. Jordan, too, used to mostly review video games
until four years ago, while Hambly was participating in the #Gamergate discourse before
switching to TV and film. Yet not only did discussing pop culture failures only gradually
become the focus of these channels, but also their polarizing approach to it: Buechler, for
example, was still discussing with questions marks whether entertainment was “too PC”, i.e.

politically correct, with more neutral thumbnail images in 2018:
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Doctor Who Rewriting Time Lord :  Star Trek Writers Go To Canon :  Star Trek Discovery Spinoff | :  Doctor Who Too PC and Messing
Backstory Camp Section 31 Show for Michelle Yeoh With Scripts?
7032 Aufrufe + vor 5 Jahren 22313 Aufrufe - vor 5 Jahren 10.926 Aufrufe * vor 5 Jahren 35.763 Aufrufe « vor 5 Jahren

Doctor Who Jodie Whittaker Leaving :  Doctor Who Not PC Says Jodie ¢ Doctor Who Too PC for Fans and ¢ StarTrek: Discovery of Failure. The
With Chris Chibnall? Whittaker | Access Journalism Ru... Christmas. Engage Fan Service Worst Star Trek Show's Blu-Ray...
186.761 Aufrufe « vor 5 Jahren 52.482 Aufrufe - vor 5 Jahren 59.611 Aufrufe - vor 5 Jahren 49.674 Aufrufe - vor 5 Jahren

Fig. 19. Early YouTube thumbnails by Buechler around 2019

Doctor Who is Broken | Retconning  :  The Rise of Skywalker Disaster is ¢ Birds of Prey Flop? Birds of Praying :  Birds of Prey Review | BoP Will
The Doctor’s Past Complete | Disney Star Wars in... for Ticket Sales Flop?

124.279 Aufrufe - vor 4 Jahren 181.145 Aufrufe - vor 4 Jahren 169.656 Aufrufe + vor 4 Jahren

132.729 Aufrufe + vor 4 Jahren

AUDIENCE SCORE E:%:]

RS S A
Doctor Who 0% Rotten Tomatoes ¢ Birds of Prey Fails Fantabulously | ¢ The Rise of Skywalker Disaster ¢ Chris Chibnall Killed Doctor Who |
Audience Score HERoic Hollywood is Losing Broke The Access Media | The Las... Just Don't Tell The BBC
257.054 Aufrufe + vor 4 Jahren 161.558 Aufrufe - vor 4 Jahren 135.685 Aufrufe + vor 4 Jahren 121.509 Aufrufe + vor 4 Jahren

Fig. 20. Later YouTube thumbnails by Buechler around 2020
Failure was initially also often attributed to specific installments, such as TROS or Birds of

Prey being bad (fig. 20).
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Amazon HIDES Cringe Rings of ¢ FemaleThorisaBORE|ThorLove : Amazon's The Rings of Power is ¢ Disney Marvel PANIC! The MCU
Power Teaser | The WOKE... and Thunder is a DISASTER DOOMED | Tolkien Fans' Victorious... Phase 4 is a MASSIVE...

403.385 Aufrufe « vor 1 Jahr 496.077 Aufrufe « vor 1 Jahr 508.658 Aufrufe + vor 1 Jahr 707.627 Aufrufe » vor 1 Jahr

e —t

Amazon EXPOSED! LOTR: The Rings :  Amazon CRINGE! LOTR: TheRings  :  The Rings of Power is D.O.A. | ¢ She-Hulkis an ABOMINATION | The :
of Power is FAKE Tolkien | The... of Power DESTROYED by Tolkien... Amazon's ABOMINATION using... MCU is Dying

537.833 Aufrufe + vor 1 Jahr 717.930 Aufrufe - vor 1 Jahr 879.538 Aufrufe + vor 1 Jahr 680.282 Aufrufe » vor 1 Jahr

Fig. 21. More recent YouTube thumbnails by Buechler around 2023

2022 then saw a shift from question marks (fig. 19) to exclamation-marks (fig. 21),
more dramatized language with “terms of disaster” — not merely broken or a flop in lower case
letters but “DOOMED”, “DISASTER” or an “ABOMINATION” (fig. 21) — and most
importantly a shift towards generalizing failure: Not individual movies are bad but more and
more big companies such as Amazon, Disney, or Marvel’s Cinematic Universe (MCU). All of
this suggests that only within recent years, since about 2019, these RVT channels have
developed their content niche and increasingly a specific style of lamenting a permanent crisis
in all of pop culture. It is notable that this genre of “ragebait” videos with their stronger fan-
populist style only developed after TROS, despite 7LJ (as discussed in chapter 2) often being
described as the moment that “broke” or radicalized the fandom, further supporting my
argument that 7LJ was retro-actively framed as highly controversial while in actuality the
narrative of “a woke agenda ruining media (and society)” has been steadily growing since the
2010s.

The time after TROS was released was a time marked by crisis and a surge in populist
and conspiracist rhetoric. The first Trump presidency coming to an end in January 2021 had

likely normalized a more populist style of political communication in general that may have
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influenced YouTubers as well. Trump had focused heavily on the narrative of “America as a
state in crisis” in his speeches which “both echoed and amplified a broader public sentiment”
(Homolar and Scholz 348). This generated an “ontological insecurity manifested
simultaneously as a sense of loss and a desire for belonging” in many Americans (Homolar and
Scholz 360).

This vulnerable state coincided with the Covid pandemic in early 2020 which may have
significantly contributed to the rise in popularity of RVT content and their shift in style.
Science-related populism (Mede and Schifer) was on the rise which provides a blueprint for
the fan-populist style described here due to fears about the handling of the pandemic:
Conspiracy theories around Covid bloomed on YouTube, many “[i]n the fashion typical of
science-related populism” casting “Fauci [...] as the member of a corrupt scientific elite that is
not interested in the truth or the wellbeing of the people but promotes a corrupt agenda instead.”
(Butter, “Conspiracy Theories” 34). During this time, many people turned to YouTube, not just
for entertainment during lockdown and social distancing periods, but also because they were
dissatisfied with “the mainstream media, social media companies, and Democratic politicians
[who] all parroted the same liberal ‘narrative’ which was fixated on spewing identity politics,
criticizing Trump, and promoting COVID-19 restrictions” (Ma 207).

Especially for right-wing citizens, the alternative media on YouTube offered an
approach to truth via a “bootstraps epistemology”, i.e. “the belief that an individual can only
access political truth and knowledge by rejecting inherited dogmas and pursuing a highly
individualistic process of research and rational deliberation” (Ma 212). Similarly to
conspiracists’ calls to “do your own research”, this epistemology emphasized the
“Enlightenment ideals [of] ‘first-hand inquiry, independent thinking, and a scepticism about
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information passed down by authorities and experts’” (Ma 215). Such information is notably

assumed to be “devoid of judgment-clouding feelings and emotions” (Ma 216; compare 3.3).

177



RVT videos are line with content catering to such “bootstrap epistemology”. While likely
several factors worked in tandem to cause the rise of RVT content using a fan-populist style
around 2019, the prevalence of similar reactionary content on YouTube and pronounced
feelings of a “world in crisis” may have contributed to the popularity of RVT’s “Hollywood in
crisis” content.

In addition to the narrative of all of modern entertainment failing (financially and with
their fans), RVT channels also cater to a narrative about white masculinity in crisis as Kennedy
apparently “has some weird resentment towards the male fans of [the Star Wars franchise]”
(Buechler, “Kathleen Kennedy Cancelled” 11:41-11:44). I’ve already discussed in 3.4 how
analysis in RVT videos often remains on the level of pointing out when a woman “outdoes”
and “replaces” a man. This is maybe best dramatized by Buechler, who attributes Han Solo’s
death in 7F4 to a hatred of men, as he recounts the moment Kylo Ren kills Han Solo: “Han
Solo tells Kylo, it's okay that you killed me, I'm just a male and a father in Hollywood, so that's
meaningless” (“The Rise” 20:31-20:38). This implies that Hollywood more broadly hates men,
potentially even more so if they fulfill traditional gender roles by being a father.

This theme of man-hatred is strongly linked with feminism (see also chapter 2), echoing
the common stereotypes that feminists hate men (Dye 3). This implies a state of crisis
specifically for male fans who do not feel welcome anymore when watching modern Star Wars.
EndymionTv, for example, when discussing the ruinous influence of feminism on Star Wars
links it to hatred of men as well as trans and non-binary people’s existence: “If the first Jedi
ends up being a man-hating feminist with they / them pronouns that wants to smash the
patriarchy, I will become the Joker” (“How Woke” 05:21-05:30). As is also common in alt-
right circles, he uses humor and pop cultural references to express his disdain, expressing his
anticipated enragement with the metaphor of “becoming the Joker”. More notably, he uses

man-hating as a natural descriptor of feminists whose identity only becomes more ridiculous if
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the character was also using pronouns usually associated with non-binary people. This not only
denigrates feminism and queer people, but more importantly it is merely an off-hand remark
within a longer monologue — it needs no further explanation as he assumes it is “common
sense” for his audience. Towards the end of the video, he positions diversity of which he claims
to hope the up-coming show “Ahsoka has plenty” (14:55-14:56) against “portray[ing] all men
as weak or evil” (14:58-15:00): This suggests that he is in favor of diverse representation, yet
at the moment writers are unable to portray women or queer people without it “com[ing] at the
cost of other representation” (14:52-14:54), i.e. without having to negatively portray all male
characters. Such comments make it seem like not only feminism, but progressive ideals of
diverse representation more generally are threatening towards male fans.
Nostalgia for the Heartland

Both the idea of Star Wars as a profit-oriented franchise and geek masculinity more
broadly in crisis lead to a strong theme of nostalgia for the original trilogy and its creator
George Lucas, similar to common populist desire for a return to the “heartland”. The heartland
in the sense of Taggart is “a once-existent ideal state of society in which politics and societal
life had been pervaded by orderliness, dutifulness, and predictability” (Mede and Schéfer 476).
In this case, the fan-cultural heartland is the assumed state in which pop culture was “apolitical”
and purely “good entertainment” — as well as when white men were naturally the main target
audience. Such nostalgia is typical for these reactionary pop culture backlashes. Dosser in his
study on Puppygate, the aforementioned backlash to more diversity in sci-fi novels (see 2.2),
also points towards a link between white masculinity — notably, all four creators in this case
study as well as most other RVT channels I am aware of are white men — and “melancholic
attachments to an imagined past when white men were supposedly whole” (Kelly in Dosser
22). This ties such pop culture backlashes to the alt-right and other right-wing “anti-woke”

movements due to shared affect. Particularly nostalgia for the fan-cultural and sociopolitical
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“heartland” allows reactionaries to cast themselves as victims and “bring people into their
philosophy” (Dosser 129) in which longing for the past fuels “hatred about the present and fear
for the future” (129).

A large part of the nostalgia is for a fictional apolitical past that the creators are
emotionally attached to. This fits well with the idea that “populists often commit themselves to
an once-existent ideal state of society”, a “heartland”, that consequently needs to be re-
established (Mede and Schifer 476), yet the elites are “keeping the people from reaching it”
(476). Dosser similarly observes how Puppygate “demonstrate[s] the key role of nostalgia in
the affective economies of reactionary movements” (90) as the “Puppies” long for a past where
speculative fiction was more conservative, “a time that never truly existed” (90). Similarly,
RVT channels often mix up an apolitical past with a past without “progressive agendas”, thus
implying conservative politics to be apolitical: As Jordan for example explains, all of the
problems he previously listed are due to Disney wanting “to push [their] half-baked politics
and [...] agendas into a story that was once timeless and universal” (“The Rise Part Two™ 28:42-
28:49). He contrasts this with modern Star Wars that is “focused on our present-day fears and
frustrations and petty grudges” (27:44-27:49). He condemns the inclusion of such aspects as
he argues that Star Wars used to be appealing precisely because “it was an escape from all of
those things” (27:54-27:56). In this video, it does not become clear what these agendas, fears
and grudges that had not yet existed in the originals are. While all entertainment is shaped by
the era it is produced in, specifically Star Wars is well-known for being inspired by divisive
political issues such as the Vietnam War. However, as Earl correctly points out, Star Wars “has
existed for so long, the initial political intentions of the original work tend to grow outdated
and less directly prescient” (“The Revolutionary Spirit” 00:20:49-00:20:55) and thus “re-
watching the old movies through a nostalgic lens” (00:21:18-00:21:20) may make them appear

un-related to the political contexts of their time that shaped them.
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This incorrect view of past media texts as “apolitical” or at least as not “pushing a
message” may not need to be factually correct for these creators because it is an “emo-truth”
(Harsin): Something that is assumed to be true because it feels right to those who believe in it.
Emo truths matter more than facts when it comes to the heartland, which I consider a highly
appropriate term as fan populism addresses issues close to the heart of its “true fans”. Nostalgia
may also explain why most franchises experiencing backlash that follows patterns of the “Mary
Sue Discourse” are (as discussed in chapter 2) “legacy franchises” (or legacy genres, in the
case of sci-fi novels, action video games, and superhero comics, the genres central to
Puppygate, Gamergate and Comicsgate). Nostalgia for the fictive heartland and the crisis
narrative of loss of what once was are important driving factors in the fan-populist rhetoric
fueling these fan conflicts. Consequently, franchises (or genres) to which fans had strong
previous emotional attachments are the most likely to feature in RVT videos. How much it
personally hurts RVT creators to “lose” what they supposedly “used to have” is for example
apparent when Jordan laments “the humiliation of characters beloved by whole generations”
(“The Rise Part Two” 28:19-28:23) which almost makes it sound like the characters from the
original trilogy were real people that he is defending. A similar tone is present when he
criticizes “the nullification of all the struggles and triumphs and sacrifices that came before”
(28:27-28:33) by the sequel trilogy. Jordan’s emotional and dramatic language clearly
distinguishes a time of the “good” original Star Wars before the “brutal and permanent division
of the Star Wars fan base” (28:34-28:37) the sequel trilogy presumably caused.

Additionally, the perceived “corruption” of recent Star Wars is often described with
language alluding to larger progressive changes to society. Jordan for example goes on to claim
that there was a “perversion of the heartfelt moral lessons taught by the original trilogy” (28:23-
28:27), with perversion having a connotation of immoral sexual behavior to it. This may allude

to the progressive politics he blames, as particularly LGBTQ issues are often conflated with
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sexual perversion in contemporary political discourse. As Roth writes, “gender has moved
center stage in right-wing extremist and populist discourse” (55), with for example Donald
Trump claiming he will protect children from “perverts” who will “indoctrinate [the] youth
[...] with gender ideology” (55) in a recent speech in 2023 — meaning LGBTQ-inclusive sex
education. This topic of sexual perversion will become more central in later fan conflicts, see
chapters 4 and 5.

This imagined apolitical past is often symbolized by George Lucas which also ties RVT
creators' nostalgia into longing for a strong (male) leader. Populists often long for a “clear
leader”, a “strong figure” (Moftitt, The Global ch.4). RVT channels tend to display a longing
for Lucas to return and hope that his return may turn the franchise around. Such hopes are not
completely unfounded as Lucas symbolizes the traditional auteur who had “creative autonomy
and control of many critical aspects of each film in the franchise” (Sparrow 8). After Disney
bought the rights to Star Wars, it followed a contemporary pattern in which “creative power
[is given] to corporations rather than a single person” (8).

Nostalgia for Lukas as a “beloved auteur” who controlled the franchise — similar to the
idea of a “once apolitical Star Wars” — suggests an imagined past in which he was not highly
controversial, particularly for the prequel trilogy. The strong backlash against the prequel
trilogy featured among other issues the harassment of several actors, for example Ahmed Best
contemplated suicide after fans kept telling him he “destroyed [their] childhood” (Shoard). In
a similar tone to the backlash against the sequel trilogy (see chapter 2), the prequel backlash
against Lucas even featured a petition to stop him from writing the third episode due to fans’
“raped childhoods” (Dosser 140). Ultimately, the negativity surrounding the prequels lead

Lucas to ask himself why he should create more movies “when everybody yells at [him] all the
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time and says what a terrible person [he is]” (N. Cohen) before selling the franchise to Disney?'.
Despite the striking similarities to the reactions to the sequel trilogy, these past events are
largely ignored by RVT creators to present Lucas as universally beloved and uncontroversial
unlike the sequel trilogy which is described as highly divisive (as discussed in chapter 2).

Rather, Lucas’ infallible genius is romanticized and positioned as a possible way to
save the franchise and thereby re-establish the “heartland”. Advocating for the removal of
Kennedy and her “politically correct” values and replacement with Lucas may offer the “simple
answers for the crisis” (Moffitt, “How to” 204) commonly preferred in populist enactments of
crisis. Hambly, for example, speculates on how Lucas could possibly return based on a “wild
rumor” he heard (“George Lucus”, 0:28). His video thumbnail depicts Lucas with a crown and
adds “Return of the King” to the image as well as an emoji with crying heart eyes, thus already
portraying him as a savior figure by the thumbnail alone. Hambly describes Lucas as a hero
that Disney desperately needs and someone who could “save Star Wars” by “tak[ing] the reins
from Kathleen Kennedy” (08:53-08:54). Additionally, Hambly discusses that Lucas did not
want 7F'A made which aligns everything wrong with Star Wars with the lack of Lucas’ input.
Similarly, Buechler thematizes Lucas’ dislike for the sequel trilogy several times (E.g. “George
Lucas Hates”; “George Lucas Roasts”), pitting him against Kennedy whom Lucas is portrayed
to hate. As Dosser similarly observed for “Puppygate”, “reactionaries are angry over their
perceived loss [...] to progressives, but they are also hopeful they can restore it, often through
[...] destruction” (98) — in this case by criticizing Kennedy and exposing her flaws and
hypocrisy in order to restore Lucas to his perceived rightful place.

Conspiracy Theory: Cultural Marxism

2l This is at least occasionally acknowledged, for example described by Jordan, perhaps a bit euphemistically, as
Lucas reluctantly “thinking about retiring” (“Kathleen Kennedy Saves” 01:11-01:13) after “his latest batch of Star
Wars films didn’t go down too well” (01:08-01:11).
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Besides removing Kennedy, another suggested solution to the (presumed) crisis of Star
Wars and restoration of the heartland lies in moving away from progressive politics. Although
political views are usually not explicitly discussed, a right-wing mindset is naturalized by
seamlessly linking the decline of Star Wars to ideologies and identities usually associated with
center to left political alignment. Such explanations may even play with conspiracy theories,
illustrating the “big leap from the undeniable to the unbelievable” (Hofstadter 38) typical for
conspiracist thinking that I already alluded to in the introduction to this chapter. EndymionTv
illustrates this well: He starts this segment explaining the “completely different tone” (“How
Woke” 10:49-10:51) of the sequel trilogy installments due to a lack of a unified vision by the
screenwriters — a reasonable criticism based on known facts about how the sequel trilogy was
written. He moves on to speculation about infighting in Disney meetings to CEO Bob Iger
“pushing content meant to groom children” (11:12-11:15, emphasis mine), following the same
anti-LGBTQ ideas as Trump’s speech cited above that children need to be saved from the
indoctrination of “gender ideology”. Due to EndymionTv discussing this right after his analysis
of the sequel trilogy, one may assume that it is also this trilogy that “grooms children”. Only
several minutes later does EndymionTyv start to discuss Iger being against “Florida’s new bill
that protects children from kindergarten to grade 3 from being taught about sexuality and things
like gender and all that nonsense” (13:20-13:28, emphasis mine) even though “they should be
more focused on having fun running around and [...] being kids” (13:37-13:42). By doing so,
he only alludes to political context but does not explain it in-depth while also linking it to a
counterargument that most viewers can likely agree with. This makes his position seem to be
the “common sense” one. It is likely that this bill is what he was referring to previously when
he discussed Disney grooming children, treating Iger and the company as interchangeable.
However, only a few seconds later, he describes how Disney, not Iger as a person, “will find a

way to push gender identity and woke ideas into [its upcoming Star Wars shows] because

184



nothing comes before pushing the message” (14:22-14:28, emphasis mine). Due to the
repetition of “pushing” and “gender”, this may, for the audience, link the earlier grooming
statement with Disney movies’ messages. While the first claim about Iger is substantiated by
Disney’s position on the bill, the conclusion that Disney “will [...] push [...] woke ideas”
(14:23-14:25) remains unsubstantiated but is presented as logically following from the political
position of the company’s CEO and, moreover, subtly implies by association that “woke” ideas
within Disney movies may endanger children by being related to “grooming”.

By presenting Disney as pro-grooming, a term technically used in relation to pedophiles
but often used by alt-right actors in connection to queer people (Di Leo and Mcclennen; Doody
86), EndymionTv also endorses far-right queerphobic arguments. Specifically, he frames the
political argument he is alluding to in a way that makes it seem less controversial than it is:
Florida’s “Parental Rights in Education” also informally called “Don’t Say Gay” bill, sets the
audience perhaps not yet familiar with the bill up to associate it with child endangerment. This
is reinforced by the word choice of “protecting children” specifically — rather than protecting
parents’ rights as conservative politicians have presented the issue: “Supporters of the
legislation say it’s meant to allow parents to determine when and in what way to introduce
LGBTQ topics to their children” (Diaz). This is also mis-portrayed as only being relevant to
“kindergarten to grade 3” age students, despite the bill applying to all grades if the content is
presented “in a manner that is not age appropriate or developmentally appropriate for students”
(House Bill 1577) which may pertain to all queer content, even for older students.

Moreover, such thematic links do not merely suggest a right-wing point of view through
which the Star Wars franchise is analyzed but also tie Disney’s “woke message” or “agenda”
subtly into the popular alt-right conspiracy theory of Cultural Marxism — the group of people
Lindsay Ellis jokes about in the video this chapter’s introduction refers to when she names

“cultural Marxists masterminding multiculturalism” (14:51-14:55) as one fear of fascists. This

185



fear is commonly evoked together with the aforementioned topic of “gender ideology” as a
threat to children, with even public figures such as Trump claiming that he will get “Marxists
hands off [the] children” (Roth 55). RVT channels resorting to conspiracy theories is not
surprising given their fan-populist style, as conspiracy theories in the Western world tend to
generally “function[] exactly as populist counter-narratives”. (Butter, “Conspiracy Theories”
41). They are not only frequently used by populists to perform “bad manners”, but can even be
considered “a secondary feature of populism” as they “offer a specific explanation as to why
the elites act against the interests of the people” which are not necessarily “believed by
everybody in the populist movement or party in which they are circulating” (28).

However, the presumed threat of Cultural Marxism, while pervasive in RVT channels,
is never explicitly spelled out by most channels. While RVT channels refrain from mentioning
the conspiracy theory by name, their ideas closely resemble what has come to be known as
“Cultural Marxism”: As Busbridge et al. explain, this idea “was once the preserve of the very
fringes of the American far-right but has now seemingly gone both global” (723). It connects
“political correctness” with “a sinister plot to destroy Western civilisation” (723). It has gained
enough prominence to have been “invoked by far-right and conservative politicians and public
figures” in several countries. (Busbridge et al. 723; cf. also Neiwert). Generally, those opposed
to “Cultural Marxism” believe that elites and cultural and social institutions want to subvert
traditional Western values. This is often assumed to be achieved through education at schools
and universities — as we can see with EndymionTv connecting Disney’s moral corruption to its
CEQ’s opposition to the Florida’s Parental Rights bill. However, in fan discourse the media
industry is implicated as well.

RVT channels do not believe, as discussed previously, that audiences want to see
“diversity” or “political correctness”. Rather, they assume it is imposed on the movies by

nefarious progressive forces — despite potentially leading to financial ruin (see 3.4) This varies
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between merely Kennedy instrumentalizing Star Wars “as a giant megaphone with which to
project [her] own personal ideology into the world” (Jordan, “Kathleen Kennedy Saves” 02:50-
02:56) and Hollywood itself being the problem. In Hollywood, according to Hambly, the “only
political ideology that you’re allowed to talk about online or push” (“Kathleen Kennedy
Devestated” 01:22-01:32) is feminism. Buechler goes one step further and reads out a quote by
Gina Carano who attributes this not merely to Hollywood but even the Democratic party itself:
She “refuse[s] to discriminate based off of powerful people telling me how to think and act”
(“The Marvels” 02:07:06-02:07:11) despite Hollywood discriminating against those “who
think differently”, i.e. conservatives such as herself. Buechler argues that this presumably
shows how “bigotry has not gone away in Hollywood” (02:07:37-02:07:45) similar to how “the
bigotry in the certain party that's in control of most of the cities in America” (02:07:51-
02:07:59) — most big US cities are led by Democrats (“Party Affiliation”) — “hasn't really gone
away, it just rebranded” (02:08:00). He also explicitly compares Hollywood and the
government under Biden as being similar in that both are “virtue signaling that they are
standing up for minorities but instead using them as a shield and a weapon” (Buechler, “The
Marvels” 02:04:45-02:04:56). Such parallels between Democrats and Hollywood combined
with him claiming that “powerful people” are trying to tell him “how to think and act” suggest
that progressive, specifically Democrat, forces are controlling both government and Hollywood
in a bigoted manner.

Such thought control is assumed to be enacted through “healthy doses of intersectional
feminism, identity politics and political correctness” (Buechler, “Kathleen Kennedy
Cancelled” 11:27-11:35) imposed on audiences to influence their thoughts. All of these
elements on their own are merely empty signifiers vaguely alluding to reactionary ideology but
do not yet make a conspiracy theory, without them being attributed to a nefarious agenda of

people in power working together. This often happens very subtly: While my example by
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EndymionTv has already alluded to some of the elements attributed to Cultural Marxism, such
as “identity politics”, he also describes Star Wars as “push[ing] woke agendas [even] when
they’re clearly not working” (“How Woke” 15:26-15-29). The last part of the sentence suggests
that these agendas are pursued despite potentially hurting their capitalist goals, thus potentially
with the goal to influence audiences above all else. This idea can also be seen with other RVT
channels: Buechler in “The Rise of Skywalker Destroys George Lucas' Star Wars | Spoiler
Review”, for example, expresses frustration about fans’ — this is implied to include him and his
audience by the collective noun “our” — “favorite characters [...] being sacrificed on the altar
of agenda” (01:51-01:55). The idea of “sacrifices” on an “altar” frames Lucasfilm / Disney as
cult-like, potentially even evoking Satanist associations. Moreover, it suggests that there is a
higher goal being pursued for which Lucasfilm / Disney is willing to hurt their fandom.

Furthermore, in videos focused on Disney more broadly and not merely on Star Wars,
Hambly even goes as far as to accuse Disney and politicians of trying to “brainwash” children
by putting inappropriate content such as “critical race theory” and “gender ideology” into
movies to “[push] extreme left-wing activism” (“Massive Backfire” 05:45-05:50). “Critical
Race Theory” is by many opponents of it considered “a form, or direct descendent, of cultural
Marxism” (Weigel 6510) which connects “CRT to a well-established image of the enemy”
(6515). Frequently, Weigel observes, CRT or the Black Lives Matter movement are connected
to Cultural Marxism by assuming they are just like Cultural Marxism “a plot by Jewish
cosmopolitans to convince non-Whites to overthrow White civilization” (6515).

However, such an enemy is mostly alluded to in RVT videos. Few videos clearly name
“Cultural Marxism” or “Critical Race Theory” (which was only referenced in other videos from
my selected channels not concerned with Star Wars). One exception is, for example, when
Buechler shares a livestream of “Razorfist” (Lack of Entertainment) who urges his audience to

“look up Antonio Gramsci” (“Woke Marvel” 10:54-10:56) as he is the “beginning of modern
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cultural Marxism” (10:59-11:02) which wants to “tak[e] over seemingly banal entertainment”

13

(11:07-11:11) in order to take away people’s “avenues of escape from politics” (11:18-11:20)
in order to cause “class conflict” (11:32) and thus ultimately bring about the communist
revolution (11:32-11:36) — and people like Buechler or Hambly who analyze media and its
“wokeness” ultimately are “doing more for the cultural war and to stave off Marxism than
[political] pundits™ (11:48-11:52). It is important to note that he considers this clip by another
YouTuber worth sharing — but those are still someone else’s words. Indeed, RVT videos seem
to toy with vague references to “agendas”, thus implying the potential of a grand conspiracy to
“brainwash children”, yet refrain from discussing such ideas outright too often or in too much
detail as to who is behind it.

This strategy may give their conspiracist criticisms of Hollywood “plausible
deniability”: Similar to how the alt-right often uses humor to be able to potentially deny
espousing extremist ideas, these video creators use vague references that may only be fully
understood by those already well-versed in such discourses. Allusions, just as jokes, allow them
to accuse others of “reading too much into it” while at the same time providing a sense of
community and recognition to those who “get it” (cf. Greene). As conspiracy theories are
largely considered “illegitimate knowledge” (Thalmann 196) in contemporary Anglophone
countries, it makes sense to not explicitly espouse such theories on channels presenting as
rational media analysts. RVT channels may toy with allusions to larger conspiracy theories
which they may or may not actually believe “to provoke and to alienate, to gain visibility,
clicks, and capital” (Thalmann 196) similar to alt-right associated actors such as Milo
Yiannopoulos.

At the same time, similarly to Trump’s claims to keep “Marxists” away from children
that lacked any elaboration on how Marxism and “gender ideology” are connected, it may also

be that modern “conspiracy theorists no longer have to construct elaborate narratives which
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accommodate all kinds of evidence and arguments; they can merely use a handful of terms and
tropes to invoke already existing (cultural) narratives and hint at already well-known
conspiracy theories” (Thalmann 200). Thus, RVT channels may not have to elaborate beyond
the use of associated keywords such as “gender ideology” or “political correctness” to invoke
ideas of “Cultural Marxism”. Additionally, presenting the idea of a “progressive / leftist /
feminist Hollywood agenda” being “pushed” in the entertainment industry as common sense
that does not require further elaboration, may make it easy for audiences not yet familiar with
“Cultural Marxism” to be open to the introduction of this conspiracy theory after having been

familiarized with a more “watered down” version of it.

3.6: “Just Some Haters on YouTube?”: The Radicalization Potential of RVT

Ideological conflicts in fandom can be negotiated in many ways and places. As this chapter has
shown, RVT videos on YouTube present one way of introducing reactionary to alt-right
perspectives into fan discourses, making use of fan-populist rhetorical strategies to garner large
audiences. The fan-populist style is inherently tied to fan identity as a “true fan”, both in its
performance that emphasizes authentic (male) (and often “bad-mannered”) fandom, as well as
in its argumentation that is strongly based in how RVT creators feel about the source text
(despite claims to “objectivity”) and a need to restore the source text to the state in which they
used to enjoy it, the fannish (and supposedly “apolitical”) “heartland”. Particularly performing
antagonism between “true fans” and “corrupt corporate elites” as well as constructing a state
of crisis that establishes a need to return to the “heartland” of earlier Star Wars installments
can unite fans of differing ideologies in their shared anti-fandom of recent Star Wars and
introduce them to the conspiracy theory of “Cultural Marxism”.

Psychological Effects
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While RVT YouTubers may seem like people who just encourage outrage to earn views
and money, for several reasons it is important not to dismiss their potential influence on fans:
For example, people are more likely to believe statements they have heard before — even when
it is mis- or disinformation. Due to the so-called “illusory truth effect”, someone may hold on
to a previous belief even when confronted with corrective information (Begg et al.). As they
have read or heard a fact or argument frequently, it holds higher credibility for them than a
potential counterargument. We can thus easily imagine how hearing allusions to sinister “woke
agendas” repeated every day in frequently uploaded and easily consumable short videos may
establish a belief, particularly in young audiences, that “Cultural Marxism” is a credible threat.

This threat may be intensified by parasocial relationships with the creators, as the
“illusory truth effect” is compounded by information being presented by people one trusts.
While affinity spaces have traditionally been viewed as a powerful site of learning (Gee) due
to binding people together because of a shared affinity, “aversion spaces” such as “wokeness-
anti-fandoms” may be even more successful at this: One study, for example, found that
Facebook friends were perceived as more credible than traditional news organizations
(Tandoc). As RVT creators present themselves as just regular fans that loved original Star Wars
as much as their intended audience and share in their disappointment in the sequel trilogy,
viewers may feel like they “know” these creators and see them as fellow fans with whom they
might even have interacted via comments or live-streams already and thus consider their
statements particularly trustworthy.

Additionally, the political statements by these creators are not the main focus of their
pop culture-themed videos — and in many cases also not the primary focus of their channel
overall. They are merely mentioned as side notes in the primary analysis as if they are common
sense, often seamlessly linked to all the problems identified with Star Wars, and often only

alluded to but not explained in-depth. Thus, such statements may be less likely to be questioned

191



than if they were the central thesis presented in the video. This is similar to incidental news
exposure, where “people are increasingly exposed to news on various channels without actively
seeking it” (StrauB et al. 1181). Some studies have shown that especially individuals with low
media literacy may internalize such messages (Borah et al.) more readily than if they were
intentionally consuming news — or in this case, political content.

Rather than openly discussing their political stance, the RVT creators try to present
themselves as apolitical and objective and thus appeal to audiences who may not be interested
in politics. Instead, they frame their right-leaning ideology as “common sense”, as opposed to
feminist or “woke” ideologies which are framed as being “pushed” into the media text. This
may additionally encourage a sleeper effect, where audiences may initially forget or dismiss
the RVT creators’ minor political side notes: “According to this effect, when people receive a
communication associated with a discounting cue, such as a noncredible source, they are less
persuaded immediately after exposure than they are later in time” (Kumkale and Albarracin
143), so when they are later confronted with political content, they experience more familiarity
with the far-right ideas they’ve previously heard about and might be more open to them.

Radicalization Potential and Conspiracy Theories

Furthermore, due to algorithmic recommendations of similar content, pop culture
content such as RVT videos can easily work as part of the “YouTube radicalization pipeline”.
“The site recommends videos to users based on what they have watched or searched for, and
anecdotal and empirical evidence shows that these videos grow increasingly extreme and fringe
as the user continues down the rabbit hole” (Marwick et al. 30). Thus, RVT videos can lead
fans to discover other anti-woke spheres such as the “Intellectual Dark Web”, “manosphere”,
“redpill” and similar content and from there discover more extreme alt-right content. (Ribeiro

et al., “Auditing”; Lewis et al.; R. Lewis; Marwick and Furl; Doody). Ribeiro et al. for example
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found that “a large percentage of users who consume Alt-right content now, consumed Alt-lite
and [Intellectual Dark Web] content in the past” (“Auditing” 1).

In addition to algorithmic linkage, there is also intentional crossover between RVT and
far-right channels, such as between Ben Shapiro, who is generally considered far-right
(Halaly), and The Critical Drinker (Shapiro, “The Future”); or Matt Walsh, a self-described
“theocratic fascist” (@MattWalshBlog) who is considered a far-right extremist by the Southern
Poverty Law Center (“Matt Walsh”), having a debate with Hambly (Duncan). Most notably
out of all crossovers, Buechler and Hambly have hosted infamous (cf. Thalmann 197) far-right
conspiracy theorist Alex Jones several times, for example in 2021, announcing the episode as
“The Legendary ALEX JONES Interview!” (Buechler, “The Legendary”). As Thalmann
explains, “Jones is influential and economically successful within his own (online) sphere and
among a community of conspiracy theorists” but “he is nevertheless also vehemently opposed
by mainstream media outlets, scientists, and intellectuals” and for this reason “in 2018, Jones
and any accounts associated with his alternate news platform InfoWars were even banned from
Twitter and Facebook for promoting conspiracist and other inflammatory content.” (7). As he
was also banned from YouTube, such crossovers nevertheless give him exposure and visibility.

I have argued earlier on that no RVT creators explicitly endorse conspiracy theories —
at least not in the Star Wars centered videos I analyzed. Buechler and Hambly’s strategy is thus
still similar to Trump’s regarding conspiracy theories: Butter suggests that despite Trump
avoiding to voice conspiracy theories himself, “[s]imply by appearing on Jones’s show, Trump
signaled to conspiracy theorists that he was one of them; he did not need to endorse any specific
theory explicitly” while “[a]t the same time, not committing to specific conspiracist claims was
designed to avoid alienating potential voters who were skeptical of such theories” (Butter,

“Conspiracy Theory” 797). Inviting Alex Jones follows an almost identical strategy.
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One may think that perhaps viewers who engage with RVT videos are already far-right
and do not truly believe that they are watching apolitical content. While an analysis of the
commentators on RVT channels is beyond the scope of this thesis, it is notable that the top
comment under the Alex Jones video I cited is by a user who claims that he “thought Alex
Jones was insane” but after watching the video, he has realized that he “was entirely wrong”
as Alex Jones “is just burdened with horrible truths that no one would accept for decades”
(Travis_ Adams). While it is likely that viewers interested in anti-woke content such as RVT’s
Star Wars content are predominantly right-leaning to begin with, such content can nevertheless
still be what may convert them to the far-right and extremist beliefs such as Cultural Marxism
and other conspiracy theories espoused by Alex Jones.

In addition to YouTube showing increasingly radicalized recommendations, be it due to
algorithmic recommendations or links to the channels and websites of crossover partners such
as Alex Jones, it is also likely that fans are more willing to follow these suggestions after
encountering allusions to obscure forces which are destroying their beloved pop cultural
entertainment in RVT videos. As the content is emotionalizing with its use of rage-baiting and
dramatization of a crisis yet politically vague with its allusions to broader “agendas" that
audiences are supposed to already be aware of, such content seems primed to encourage users
to learn more about how wokeness destroys society and how it can be fought. Thus, they may
willingly follow YouTube down the “radicalization pipeline”.

Consequently, as this chapter has shown, fan conflicts and video essays weighing in
with their stance on such trivial issues as whether the new Star Wars installments — be it the
sequel trilogy or the Disney+ spinoff shows — are the worst or best piece of media ever created
can carry more political weight than one may initially assume. RVT videos may look silly with
their overly dramatic thumbnails with big googly eyes, yet we should not dismiss them. Anti-

fan activist videos from reactionary channels may be effective at reaching and politically
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influencing an audience due to their use of a fan-populist style that frames a reactionary

political position as the urgently needed and “common sense” way to “save” Star Wars.
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Chapter 4:
“Reylos Deserve to Die”: The Performance of Progressive Values
in Negotiations of (Female) Sexuality in Anti/Shipping on Tumblr

“You're on the canon ground, I'm up in crack ship space
Let's start a shipping war, don't care if I get hate.
Don't like my pairings, well, then you can hit the bricks.

This is my OTP, I'll go down with this ship!”

- Not Literally Productions “I Ship It”

Online fandom has always been home to “shipping wars”, i.e. conflicts about which “ship”
(fictional relationship) is the best. My perception of these aligns with what Not Literally
Productions sing about: Some ships were rooted in “canon”, i.e. textually supported, some were
“crack ships”, i.e. unlikely combinations of characters. While fans would constantly “start a
shipping war” and complain about ships they disliked, fans did not necessarily care “if [they]
got hate”. This state of fandom in my personal experience mostly followed the “Don’t Like,
Don’t Read” (Fanlore) credo: Fans tagged their stories with the ships featured therein, so users
could curate their experience according to their own preferences and avoid content they did not
want to see — those who didn’t, could “hit the bricks”.

In 2015, I noticed things had changed when I read the most popular fanfiction, i.e. a
story about Star Wars written by fans, published on the fanfiction archive Archive Of Our Own
(AO3), called “a reylo fic”. This was kudo-ed (i.e. “liked”) by almost 60.000 users as of time
of writing — an unusually high number. It is tagged as a Reylo fanfiction, i.e. it is about the
romantic relationship between Rey and Kylo Ren, and simply reads: “rey picks up kylo and

dunks him into the garbage. fucking obliterated” — not the kind of complex story one would
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expect to resonate with large parts of the fandom and notably not a romantic one, as readers
would expect from the Reylo tag. The tag seemed to intentionally “trick” others into consuming
content meant to mock shippers and thus indirectly dissuade them from further shipping, i.e. it
is an example of “anti-shipping”. The story was published just two days after the US release of
The Force Awakens, the first installment of the Star Wars sequel trilogy — at a point when a
fandom around these new characters had not yet been formed, yet this fanfiction suggests an
immediate negative reception of a potential relationship between these characters,
foreshadowing the controversies around this imagined couple to come: Something seemed to
cause a violent rejection, a form of anti-fan activism, of a fandom that had not even really
formed yet.

I soon began to see conflicts between shippers and anti-shippers on several social media
platforms, including Twitter and Tumblr. Reylo shippers would report being harassed and
bullied, complaining, for example, about getting private messages that they are disgusting for
shipping a presumably abusive relationship and should best kill themselves. Anti-shippers
would comment on dedicated blogs that such harassment is justified due to shippers enjoying
an immoral relationship that was abusive and racist. Hundreds and hundreds of such posts and
interactions exist — and not just in the Star Wars fandom. This was not the kind of “shipping
wars” [ knew from the past, sung about in 2013 in the song cited above. Thus, I began to ask
myself what caused this vitriolic anti-shipping to arise and fans on Tumblr and Twitter to
express an almost missionary zeal to convince Reylo shippers of how “problematic” this
relationship and thus immoral their shipping was and dissuade them from it, if necessary by
means of online harassment?

Therefore, this chapter explores the mechanisms as well as potential roots of the Reylo
(anti-)shipper conflict. In contrast to the previous two chapters, this conflict is not concerned

with which media is created by corporations, but with how it is consumed by fans, especially
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its relationships (“ships” or “pairings”). Consequently, this chapter will also focus on a conflict
where anti-fan activism is not directed (bottom-up) against the media franchise and its
representatives, but occurs within fan communities which reject Reylo shippers’ interpretations
and ways of engaging with the text, demonstrating what we could call “lateral anti-fan
activism” Notably, despite the impression one might get from previous chapters as well as a
large amount of Fan Studies scholarship that conflicts occur primarily between left- and right-
leaning fans, anti-shippers demonstrate that progressive fan communities do not represent a
conflict-free utopia (as discussed in the introduction in chapter 1) but that there is also
disagreement between progressive fans.

I particularly focus on how anti-shipping functions as negotiations over (female)
sexuality and morally acceptable expressions thereof — a phenomenon found in many large
fandoms. For this case study, I have analyzed posts particularly on Tumblr and Twitter
engaging with Reylo (anti-)shipping conflicts which is also one of the biggest and earliest
examples of contemporary anti-shipping conflicts. 7F4 being released around the time anti-
shipping arose makes it a good case study to understand the dynamics behind it.

I researched primary materials between July 2021 and March 2023. Relevant posts
were partially identified using the Twitter search function and the Tumblr?? search function
combined with Google searches for content within Tumblr. 1 particularly searched for content
containing “Reylo 1s”, “Reylos are”, and “Reylo + abuse/abusive/problematic”. I paid special
attention to dedicated accounts with anti-fan-activist names who had reblogged or retweeted
(i.e. shared content created by other accounts) anti-Reylo content to identify further accounts

to investigate in a snowball system (see introduction). Additionally, I came across Reylo

22 The Tumblr search function does not offer many options to sort by all-time popular or to only search posts from
within a certain time frame and does not use full-text searches. Additionally, “the native search function of the
Tumblr website is designed to search through only the first five tags of an original post, so the hashtags appended
to a reblogged post are not searchable within the wider platform” (Brett and Maslen 3). Using Google to search
within Tumblr is more effective.
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content while following Star Wars related accounts and hashtags during all phases of writing
this thesis. I archived 603 tweets (or threads?®) and blog posts for closer analysis that were
particularly popular or exemplified often repeated themes. Notably, as discussed in 1.4., for
this published version I am mostly paraphrasing posts to protect small blogs.

As this case study will demonstrate, these discourses do not fit the previously applied
left vs. right dichotomy, but anti-shippers rather mix progressive, particularly feminist, views
and fan-activist ideals with rhetoric and strategies more commonly associated with “anti-woke”
or reactionary leanings — they may thus be perceived as “conservative intruders” into
progressive fan spaces despite enacting behaviors generally encouraged in feminist Tumblr
fandoms. Based on this, I suggest that anti-shipping needs to be understood as a phenomenon
arising specifically from the ideals and dynamics of modem progressive fandom being over-
performed in reaction to previous developments in fan culture as well as in response to
sociocultural influences that impact fan behavior — either because these influences raise
awareness of threats such as rape culture or because they are transferred into fandom, such as
ideas about minors under threat common to contemporary conservative discourse.

This chapter will explore the arguments given and the rhetoric with which fans tie
consumption of shipping related materials to morality in a way we can describe as “weaponized
pedagogy” which in an interesting reversal of the previous two chapters is not so much
concerned with visibility as it is with making invisible those voices deemed threatening and
thus unwelcome. I contextualize these ideas within their fan-cultural and socio-political
context, highlighting relations to progressive fan activism and elements that are perceived as
more conservative-leaning. I first discuss Reylo as a popular ship within fan culture which is

not unusual for fan culture or romance literature in 4.1. In 4.2, I outline the surrounding anti-

2 If a message on Twitter is longer than the character limit, it may be continued by its author in the comments
under the first post. All related messages are called a “thread” which I counted as one post.
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shipping conflict and how anti-shippers are commonly framed as conservative intruders. To
understand why anti-shippers are commonly perceived as conservative, in 4.6, I discuss how
despite its starkly different core values, the anti-Reylo movement has parallels to reactionary
movements in its use of morally-charged buzzwords and silencing strategies to fundamentalist
Christian purity culture, and to conservative activist efforts to protect minors — while also
pointing out where the comparisons fall short. To demonstrate that they rather heavily draw
from and over-exaggeratedly perform the values of social justice activism, in 4.4, I discuss the
socio-political context of anti/feminist tensions in the 2010s, especially the rise of discussions
of rape culture, toxic masculinity and safe spaces which are recurring themes in anti-shipping
discourse. In 4.5, I more narrowly discuss Tumblr’s social activist culture and how its values
are reflected in the social justice-activist language of anti-shipping, particularly its focus on
identity politics, media analysis expertise and the credo of “representation matters”. More
specifically, in 4.6, I argue that Reylo is not an unexpected shift in shipping culture but evolved
naturally from the history of fan activism and its history of being directed against a
“problematic” other. Considering all of that, in 4.7, I urge that we need to pay close attention
to such niche online movements and to be aware that online extremism can happen across the
spectrum — especially as even superficial similarities may encourage coalition building across

ideological lines.

4.1. “Tale As Old As Time”: Reylo Within the Romance Tradition

“Reylos” are those who support a relationship between protagonist Rey and her adversary,
antagonist Kylo Ren; their names forming, as is common in shipping, a portmanteau name
(“Portmanteau”). “Shipping” as a term was coined in the 1990s, and has, as Urbanczyk
describes, “laid at the heart of female-dominated fandom since [the] early 1970s, organizing

the imaginations of fan communities, dominating their literary work (fanfiction), visual art and
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music.” (405). To those outside the fandoms, it may seem like a subjective matter of personal
preference what to “ship”; to those inside specific fan circles supporting a specific ship may
signal a certain morality and potentially even a license to re-educate those with the wrong
preferences — sometimes by all means necessary, including sending death threats.

To understand why its anti-shippers are a notable phenomenon, it is important to first
establish that Reylo is not an unusual pairing for a fandom to support, both in regard to fitting
well within fan culture (such as the “Enemies To Lovers” trope) and literary tradition (which
fans often analyze) and it is popular with many fans and mainstream audiences. Additionally,
fans are at large specifically drawn to a version of these characters that have resolved their
issues and overcome their conflict, not to their antagonistic dynamic itself. It is thus not the
unusually controversial nature of this specific relationship that anti-shippers are concerned
with.

Popularity Within Fandom

Reylo is likely the most popular ship in the Star Wars fandom. Despite anti-shipping
controversies on the platform, Reylo has also enjoyed widespread popularity in fan spaces such
as Tumblr, being for example considered “Tumblr's Top Ship of 2020 (Dorsch). For fanfiction
written between 2017 to 2019 on Archive Of Our Own, it was ranked 11™ most popular with
9083 new fanfictions created in this time period (Centreoftheselights, “AO3 Ship Stats 2019”),
suggesting popularity with transformational fans. News reporting suggests that many fans not
versed in shipping discourses and casual Star Wars viewers were either not aware of or
interested in the fan conflict. Both fandom-centric and more mainstream oriented news outlets
at large covered it positively (e.g. T. Hall; Romain, “Why Reylos; Breznican). The Atlantic
notably even discusses one Reylo fanfiction that “Predicted a Big Last Jedi Storyline”
(Kornhaber), thus advertising popular Reylo fanfiction “Interstellar Transmissions” to their

audience who may not even be aware of the concept of fanfiction existing.
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Additionally, several works of Reylo fanfiction were turned into well received romance
novels for the mainstream market (B. Edwards), suggesting a broad appeal of their dynamic
both to fans specifically and romance readers more generally?*. As Fan Studies scholar Coppa
notes, this is not surprising as “Reylo is a ship that is built on a lot of traditional narrative
conventions for romance” (Coppa in B. Edwards). As noted in chapter 2, Reylo appealed even
to some of the “anti-woke” crowd with well-known conservative political commentator Ben
Shapiro emphasizing the pairing as one of the few good elements of 7LJ. Consequently, one
would not expect fans to take offense with it.

Those who did take offense seem to be a rather minor part of fandom, creating
arguments that did not spread to other platforms, news sites or political discourse the way the
MSD of chapter 2 did. The highly contained nature of the Reylo conflict suggests that this fan
conflict is much more concerned with fan cultural norms than wider socio-political disruptions.
Additionally, it speaks for the niche nature of “shipping” and its mostly female fans as well as
social justice activism in a time when online discourse is dominated by fears of “wokeness”.
Unlike “Marysuegate” that involved highly prolific YouTubers, political actors and coverage
by large news sites such as Forbes, the “Reylo conflict” gained little mainstream visibility —
despite the active nature of the Reylo fandom: Google Trend searches for “Reylo”, especially
after the release of TLJ and TROS, widely surpassed interest in searches for “mary sue”, despite
the term also being used as a regular name.

Canon

The huge interest in Reylo is not surprising given that Reylo presents a rather expected

“ship” that was set up by the main text (the “canon”) and thus also does not contradict intended

readings: While Rey and Kylo Ren start out as clear enemies in the sequel trilogy’s first

24 This is not to be automatically expected. Fanfiction has developed niche genres and tropes that non-fans may
find hard to understand, see for example Gonzales on the Omegaverse.

202



installment, The Force Awakens (2015), a romantic reading of the character’s relationship was
strongly suggested by the second installment (7he Last Jedi) and confirmed by a kiss in the
third (The Rise of Skywalker) — albeit without a happy ending, as Kylo Ren ultimately dies.
While they are still enemies in 7F4, the movie hints at a potential romance early on, with Kylo
Ren obsessed with finding Rey and getting to know her secrets, then with winning her over to
his side, offering to be her teacher and “show [her] the ways of the Force” (1:51:43-50) in their
final encounter. Several well-established tropes support a romantic reading of 7FA, such as
when Kylo Ren bridal-carries an unconscious Rey to his ship (1:16:32-1:16:43), in a way
resembling a romantic “Bridal Carry” which, as TV Tropes explains, “usually denotes or
foreshadows a romantic relationship between the characters”. This also follows the tradition of
the kidnapping of the bride by a monster throughout literary and film history, as noted by many
shippers on Tumblr — a trope in which the woman usually ends up falling for her abductor
(“Abduction Is Love”).

The relationship aligning with an intended reading of the source material also makes it
an example of a more conservative form of engaging with the source text. Despite
transformational fandom being traditionally known for “twisting [the source material] to the
fans' own purposes” (obsession_inc), Reylo shippers engage with the romantic text set up by
their source material: Particularly 7LJ fueled romantic interpretations of Rey and Kylo Ren.
While TF4 also had moments suggesting fellow protagonist Finn as another potential romantic
love interest for Rey, such as when he asked her whether she had a boyfriend. This plot strand
seems to have been dropped in 7LJ where Finn seems set up to have a close relationship with
and kiss new character Rose Tico instead. Combined with Rey and Kylo Ren being drawn to
one another throughout the movie, this set the audience up to primarily support Reylo. TLJ
notably showed them moving away from being enemies towards understanding one another,

culminating with Kylo Ren and Rey fighting villain Snoke together. This is followed by Kylo
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asking Rey to join him. Several fan-centric news sites favorably reported on this fight, for
example Vail for Nerdist argues that Kylo “at least partly kill[ing] Snoke to save Rey” is
“ROMANTIC [sic]”.
Shipping Culture

However, while the potential for a romantic reading was set up in the movies, a fleshed
out romantic relationship between these two characters only exists in the minds of the shippers,
as Kylo Ren dies in TROS after saving Rey’s life. Still, this follows well-established patterns
of fan culture: An interest in characters that are or start out as enemies is encapsulated by the
terms “Enemies to Lovers” (“Enemies to Lovers”) or “Foe Yay Shipping” (“Foe Yay
Shipping”). These terms being established and well-known already point to a pre-existing
history of such fan behavior. This is also reflected in works of fanfiction with some of the top
15%" most popular pairings in 2016 being enemies (Centreoftheselights). Reylo fans are notably
not attracted to the pairing because of abusive dynamics or because they fantasize about abuse
between the characters — despite that being what they are most commonly accused of by anti-
shippers. Rather, Star Wars sequel fans tend to express their interest in dark characters, abusive
relationship dynamics or SM-style kink by writing about Kylo Ren and general Hux, as
reflected in the popularity of “Kylux” on Archive Of Our Own — a pairing not having a notable
anti-shipping community.

While there are many things that attract fans to the “enemies to lovers” dynamic, for
Reylo shippers the major appeal lies in two opposites balancing each other out. This was also
set up by the source text. For example, director J.J. Abrams found “the dichotomy of [Rey and
Kylo] [...] most fascinating” (Breznican) from the start. This was later developed into the
concept of a “Force Dyad”. Drawing from J. Campbell’s monomyth that Star Wars was always
heavily inspired by, TROS co-writer Terrio wanted to depict them as “the mythic dyad” and

show “that they're two parts of the same whole" (The Skywalker Legacy).
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Shippers picked up on this early on and have often described Reylo as being opposites
that complete one another — notably emphasizing not their antagonism or hatred, but the
opposite: A chance to find balance and growth through their differences. Fans’ analyses have
for example discussed their potential to be “twin flames” that complement each other. Many
shippers describe hopes that they will make each other into better people.

Consequently, while Kylo Ren’s darkness and antagonistic behavior against Rey is
necessary for them to be opposites that overcome their differences and save one another, the
emphasis in such fan theories is clearly on a relationship of equals as what appeals to fans
despite their differences. Beyond blog posts, this interest in equal opposites is also supported
by the themes of many fanfictions, such as the aforementioned highly popular “Interstellar
Transmissions” which emphasized Kylo Ren “never [acting] against [Rey’s] consent” (Wurst,
“Every Generation” 23) and Rey, despite her attraction, always “stay[ing] true to her ideals and
keep[ing] her agency throughout the whole story” (26), with both of them saving the galaxy
together. Thus, the shippers are generally behaving in well-established and non-transgressive
ways that do not explain the rise of substantial anti-shipping.

Romance Literature

Support for this ship is often taken from how well it fits into romances from literature
and film history. Besides their personal enjoyment, fans may argue for the pairing being set up
by the movies themselves as well as paralleling other works of literature and film, described in
“meta” blog posts, i.e. analytical essays that often feature close readings and draw heavily from
academic style, concepts and literature (cf. Hofmann). Shippers’ reasons for supporting the
relationship outlined in such metas are generally not rooted in morality or activist potential, but
rather in “canonicity” and literary quality of the relationship. They may identify literary motifs
and tropes seen in other well-known romance works. They may also compare them to famous

romances such as Hades and Persephone from Greek mythology to emphasize the historic
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precedent for such dynamics, or discuss how Kylo Ren may fit the pattern of the Byronic hero,
a figure popular with famous romance works such as Pride and Prejudice.

In such metas, writers may address cinematic and literary parallels, such as to bride
kidnappings in monster movies, that may not always portray what would be viewed as a
“healthy” relationship through a contemporary lens. However, such parallels are used to
explain why a scene reads as romantic to them, not to claim that certain behaviors are romantic
in real life or good. Meta authors do not argue that certain scenes are morally good, only that
they are symbolically meaningful and offer potential for predicting further storylines.
Specifically, many fans express doubts that the romantic hints suggest a happy ending. They
also often express the need for Kylo Ren to change before a romance would be possible. Many
metas illustrate how Reylo shippers are aware of the pair’s antagonistic dynamics but do not
endorse a romance with an unchanged Kylo Ren.

The nature of Reylo being “prototypical” romance fiction and a typical “ship” makes it
an ideal projection space for larger ideological negotiations. Just as Rey and 7LJ were used to
express anxieties about the changing role of men in contemporary society (see chapters 2 and
3), so does Reylo lend itself to express broader anxieties about the vulnerable role of women
in the light of rising feminist awareness and tensions. This is by no means a new development:
The interest of women in romances has traditionally been devalued (cf. Radway). Many Reylo
shippers point out that romance fiction has always served both as a way for women to explore
their sexuality in a safe way and as an empowerment fantasy in which a woman “tames” a
dangerous man. Thus, the rise of Reylo fits with the rise of popular feminism and its focus on
female empowerment narratives (see chapter 2).

Furthermore, such arguments echo ideas of Radway’s foundational Reading the
Romance, which has shaped the field of audience and thus Fan Studies. Radway, for example,

describes how to her interviewees feminism “seem[ed] deeply at odds with [their] interest in”
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the romance genre — yet Radway found that “readers of romances interpret these stories as
chronicles of female triumph” despite their “traditionalism” (54). Thus, the tension between
seemingly anti-feminist stories and feminist ways of reading them has existed long before

Reylo.

4.2. “This Ship Fucking Sux”: Framing Anti-Shippers as the Conservative Intruder

Given my previous descriptions, Reylo may not seem to offer much potential for controversy.
However, the most common criticism leveled against the relationship is that it is highly
problematic to enjoy due to it being abusive. Fans may argue for this in monologic long-form
essays, discussions with other anti-shippers, arguments with shippers as well as implicitly
through jokes that position anti-shipping as the commonly accepted norm. This type of anti-
fan activism often cites Reylo as abuse as the reason for its activist engagement. By the time
of writing, there were over 8400 comments under treezie’s fanfiction. In an author’s note,
treezie states “this ship fucking sux”. In a comment treezie elaborates further that it is “Fucking

(13

Awful [sic]” because it’s “abusive and there’s [...] probable [sic] incest”, so it is okay to “troll”,
i.e. to deliberately provoke its fans by “tricking” them into reading a text mocking the
relationship — thus establishing a link between the immorality of Reylo as a relationship that
features abuse and potential incest and fan policing behaviors, such as mocking shippers and
reminding them that this relationship is bad.
Anti-shipping

Countless social media posts and dedicated thematic anti-Reylo Tumblr blogs detail the
abusive potential of Reylo. Tumblr is particularly suited to long-form essays and, accordingly,
hosts many long-form posts on this subject. Such anti-fan activism against ships is considered

“anti-shipping”. “Anti-shippers” or “antis” differ from the “anti-fan” that J. Gray defined as

someone who “strongly dislike[s] a given text or genre, considering it inane, stupid, morally
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bankrupt and/or aesthetic drivel” (“New Audiences” 70). In the perception of fans, the “anti(-
shipper)” goes a step further. They are usually associated with a need to let others know that
what they like is morally reprehensive, sometimes to a level that justifies bullying the shipper.
Thus, for an “anti”, as it is called in fandom, there is a strong association between liking a
relationship and one’s morality as well as a perception of this immorality making someone a
threat to a fan community that justifies taking action against the shipper.

Such potentially harmful opposition is not unusual in fandoms: Modern shipping may
strongly correlate one’s romantic preference in fiction to one’s morality. One (in)famous essay
within media fandom circles published in 2016 is called “Your Vagina is a Bigot; My Vagina
is a Saint” (Franzeska) — this may very well be the slogan of so-called shipping wars: Debates
within fandoms which pairings or relationships should be supported (“shipped”) or opposed.
Particularly in recent years, as I will later explore, the question of which relationship appeals
to a fan has become moralized: Finding some ships such as Reylo appealing makes one a
“bigot”, liking another or simply disliking Reylo may make one a “Saint” in the eyes of some
fans. The date of publication for this essay in 2016 gives an indication of such conflicts
becoming particularly visible in fan discourse around the mid-2010s (“Anti-shipper”), the same
time the Star Wars sequel trilogy was being released.

Harassment By Anti-Shippers

While in 2013 the popular parody song I cited initially still jokingly asked fans to “start
a shipping war” because the singer “[doesn’t] care if [they] get hate”, contemporary anti-
shipping often includes harassment to a degree that scares shippers. This “hate” they get may
for example take the form of anonymous messages on Tumblr, with anonymous messages often
suggesting violence that could be inflicted on shippers in a joking and exaggerated manner.
Although the tone of such posts can be joking, the violent fantasies presented are likely to make

fans feel unwelcome after encountering such death threats. Furthermore, many shippers
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describe their experiences of being banned from certain message boards or fan community
events as well as experiencing doxxing, i.e. the public release of their private information.
Consequently, many Reylo fans have described feeling terrified of disclosing their status as a
shipper. While it is not possible to have access to private messages sent to fans and thus
determine the quantity and nature of the harassment received, both the availability of openly
hostile posts published on Tumblr blogs as well as posts of people expressing their state of fear
and attempts at counteracting the harassment — for example by using anti-cyberbullying
strategies (Terry and Cain) — underline the existence of antagonistic dynamics and widespread
fears of “antis”.

Such conflicts are not limited to Star Wars of course. The negative experiences of fans
with anti-shippers disprove the widespread assumption of Fan Studies that progressive fans
and practices commonly associated with female and queer fans, such as shipping, are inherently
positive influences on fans. Larsen described in his PhD thesis how fans of a fictional
relationship on TV show Voltron: Legendary Defender were often accused of supporting
pedophilia for endorsing a relationship between two young adults with a small age gap. The
resulting aggressive practices of “anti-shippers” included harassment, attempts at doxxing and
death threats. Another researcher, Drouin, even received so much harassment for her survey on
Voltron anti-shippers for her PhD thesis that she “was unable to continue [the] survey data
collection” and for her “own safety, and on recommendation of faculty, mentors, and survivors
of online harassment, [...] left social media for roughly six weeks” (132). She describes the
experience as the “most emotionally draining and traumatic” period of her life that she “will
ever experience” (134), underlining the intensity with which such fan conflicts are enacted.

Young Conservatives?
This seemingly new and widespread phenomenon begs the question of who these anti-

shippers are and what is driving them. They are often characterized as young and thus not yet
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educated in the ways of fan culture by those opposed to anti-shipping. Many critical comments
suggest that “antis” need to behave like adults and curate their own online experience instead
of expecting that others are responsible for what kind of content they encounter.

Furthermore, anti-shippers are widely perceived as not being part of the type of
progressive fandom typical for shipping and Tumblr fan communities but are rather painted as
a type of “conservative intruder”. That being called a conservative can be seen as a form of
insult or explanation strongly implies that shippers are generally assumed to lean progressive.
Indeed, in the culture wars of the 90s it was “conservatives, who claimed that vulgar cultural
representations, which they deemed objectively immoral, corrupted the American soul”
(Hartman 172) and thus needed to be censored — a goal very similar to what anti-shippers are
trying to achieve. However, it is unlikely that the fan community was ever completely
politically homogeneous and likely there have always been conservative fans and fans holding
some conservative values in shipping and fanfiction communities. Additionally, it seems
unlikely that these fans did not exist pre-2015 and that their mere presence led to the rise of
anti-shipping.

Going further than just “conservative” as a descriptor, antis are often defined with
words such as “puritanical”, “reactionary” or “fundamentalist”. Such definitions often co-occur
with words that suggest an unwanted intrusion tainting the fandom, describing anti-shippers
with terms such as “plague” or “infestation”. Such comparisons echo common reactionary
rhetoric used particularly around immigrants, which are often similarly perceived as being
outside of a nation’s culture. They are often described “through metaphors of “‘pollution,’
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‘infection,” and ‘infestation’” (Cisneros 572) which implies a need to clean and to prevent
further contamination (593).

Additionally, associations with (fundamentalist) Christianity strongly suggest that

conservative Christian fundamentalist values (which I will discuss in more detail in 4.3) are

210



not an inherent part of fan culture and that antis, who are perceived to incorporate them, are in
a way “poisoning” the fan community by bringing unwanted values with them, using
metaphors of vermin and contamination to position them as both disgusting and threatening.

While the literature on anti-shippers so far is limited, works that have questioned the
potential causes for anti-shipping have also implied strong connections to far-right ideology.
Aburime, for example, argues that “[a]t the core of ‘anti’ debates is a foundation of beliefs
rooted in conservatism that what a person consumes in fiction determines their real-life
behaviours” (“Hate” 135). These behaviors “parallel those of conservative religious groups”
(37). This clearly echoes the opinions of the users in my case study. Aburime further suggests
that the divide between shippers and antis “cannot begin to properly heal until there is a
concerted effort to approach the scientific reality of how fiction is processed” (151). This is
also in line with the idea commonly voiced in fandoms that antis do not possess enough media
literacy to understand the impact of fiction, although Aburime concedes that antis “largely
cherry-pick what media they personally feel can truly shape reality” (139). Such cherry-picking
suggests more driving factors behind anti-shippers’ behaviors than simple naivety about the
impact of media I would argue.

Furthermore, so far, there are no definite theories on why this form of anti-shipping
emerges. Anti-shipping has been compared to a moral panic by shippers and indeed shares
some similarities in that shipping is frequently portrayed by anti-shippers as if it “represent[s]
a crisis for that society” (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 35). It consequently frames shippers as
“legitimate and deserving targets of self-righteous anger, hostility, and punishment” (35).
Moral panics often see the cause of the problem in “society’s feeble and insufficient efforts to
control the wrongdoing” (35), such as the laissez-faire approach to shipping predominant in
fandoms. They tend to “arise in troubled times”, such as contemporary rising tensions regarding

feminism, and often portray “a relatively innocuous agent [as] dangerous and needful of
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control” (36) — such as shippers who are unlikely to cause any substantial harm by writing
about fictional romance. However, Reylo shippers are seen as one example of a wider societal
lack of understanding media texts to the detriment of women with the impact of shippers on
fandom and wider society seemingly blown out of proportion, as is typical for moral panics
(40). Of course, in difference to “true” moral panics, anti-shippers are not paid much attention
to outside of (overwhelmingly female) fan communities that engage in shipping.

Pasanen, in an analysis of moral panics regarding media texts, such as the ones
concerning violence in video games or Satanism in Dungeons and Dragons games, suggests
that “[c]ontroversies tend to surface, just before new media forms break into the mainstream
and become familiar to the general public” (20). This may apply here, with fandom becoming
more mainstream and accessible in recent years. One could imagine that fans may feel a need
to present a more “sanitized” version of fandom to the mainstream and thus increase fan
policing. However, traditional moral panics are enacted by outsiders — it was neither video
gamers nor role-players that started these panics. Additionally, as discussed previously,
although Reylo was popular online, it was mostly disregarded by news outlets aimed at
mainstream audiences, so it is unclear how close it is to “breaking into the mainstream”.

Another theory by Urbanczyk, in her study of anti-shippers, suggests that anti-shipping
is a way for “newcomers” to “establish their position in the field” (404) — which I disagree
with. Such newcomers supposedly “disregard [...] tradition” of the fan community they arrive
in and rather “seek[] legitimacy through new criteria” (417). Urbanczyk also observes that
shippers would often “point to [a] lack of knowledge of fandom history as the sole reason
behind the anti movement” (417). This perception is also shared by Drouin who argues that
anti-shippers are “entering [new social contexts] without understanding the history that
predates them” (73). Urbanczyk’s conclusion also subtly describes the anti-shipper as a form

of foreign object that has changed the pre-existing and presumably more unified fandom of the
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past: She claims that anti-shippers have successfully “impos[ed] their presence and [...] new
ideals” (418) on fan spaces. I understand this to mean both that anti-shippers are doing
something new that intentionally disrupts fandom of old and that they are different in their
ideals from previous fans — however, in the rest of this chapter [ will argue that they draw from
social justice and fan activist traditions and values, very much in line with fan history.

All in all, social media posts and Fan Studies literature suggest a conflict between
“good” progressive educated older fans and “bad” (i.e. disruptive) seemingly conservative
younger fans. This upholds the dichotomy of “beautiful” transformational fandom and “ugly”
reactionary fandom I discussed in the introduction to this thesis. It is important to point out that
the users whose opinions I have summarized and scholars like Aburime are likely to have based
their conclusions on different case studies which may feature different dynamics than the Reylo
case study. Nevertheless, I think such interpretations of anti-shipping may too readily embrace
viewpoints from fan discourse, potentially due to a wish to uphold the notion of “beautiful”
fandom.

I will argue the opposite: Antis do not act as they do because they are new to fandom
and do not know its norms or because their conservative norms fundamentally do not align
with progressive fan spaces. Rather, these new fans perform an exaggerated version of being
a good fan, particularly in social justice-aligned fan spaces such as Tumblr, by taking the
progressive and left-leaning ideology most transformational fans hold as well as Tumblr’s
affinity for creating “rich cultural analys[es]” (McCracken et al. 21) to an exaggerated
extreme, building on the history of fan activism rather than intentionally disrupting it. This is
encouraged by rising socio-political tensions, with anti-shippers reacting to the rise of
popular feminism just like the anti-fans of chapter 2, but reacting in the opposite direction as

feminism is not perceived as a “disruption” to their fan-cultural norms but fuels them.
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4.3 “Girlbossed Too Close to The Hays Code”: The Reactionary Rhetoric in “Puriteen”

Anti-Shipping Culture

The common description of anti-shippers as “reactionary” seems misguided to me, as there is
not really a rise of conservative thought using progressive language to advocate going back to
a previous status quo of media and society. Rather, anti-shippers want to move media
production into a new and different direction where “problematic” content that is not
progressive enough by their standards is no longer depicted positively. In the following, I will
outline in how far anti-shipping parallels reactionary to far-right behavior and argue that this
developed convergently out of progressive ideology and is additionally likely influenced by
the conservative American culture many anti-shippers grew up in or encounter online: Both
share a focus on protecting children (and women).
Protecting Children

One common argument by anti-shippers — albeit less widespread in the Reylo case study
—is the accusation of shippers supporting pedophilia due to what is assumed to be a problematic
age gap between characters. This is part of a larger recurring theme of protecting children as
the (self-proclaimed) aim of anti-fandom which strongly mirrors common conservative
arguments. For example, in a defense of Reylo, the claim that Reylo shipping means supporting
pedophilia is the first one out of several criticisms one user debunks in a long Tumblr blog post
defending Reylo. They contrast the definition of pedophilia with the fact that Rey is by legal
definition an adult in the movies. Interestingly, one post on why the age gap makes one anti-
shipper uncomfortable and reminds them of pedophilia is not only their own apprehension of
older men taking advantage of young (although of legal age) women they know but the
(purported) “fact” that the brain does not finish developing until age 25. This is seemingly an
appeal to logic in order to expand the definition of pedophilia and yet also mirrors how recent

anti-transgender legislation uses this scientifically false fact (Hu) to “claim that people under
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age 25 should not have access to gender-affirming medical treatments” (Migdon) as they, too,
have immature brains. Both anti-shippers and anti-trans legislators thus portray even legal
adults as unable to give consent to relationships or medical treatments as they redefine how
long one is a minor.

Such arguments that consider a relationship between legal adults an example of
pedophilia may seem far-fetched, however, it fits a pattern observed both in shipping conflicts
as well as wider contemporary youth culture. Once again, we find the same argument for
example in Voltron: Legendary Defender fandom leveled against a same-sex ship that also
does not fit the definition (Drouin; Larsen). We also find countless discussions of a more
mainstream iteration of this in mainstream news outlets. In 2020, The Guardian wrote that
“over the past few years, a sizeable segment of the liberal-left has decided that age gaps within
relationships (eg a 40-year-old going out with a 23-year-old) are inherently problematic”
(Greig). The author proposes that it stems “from a confluence of post-MeToo feminism and
social justice politics” (Greig). Aburime argues that such re-definitions present a cult-like form
of “[iJnformation control” in which antis intentionally “misrepresent the definitions of
pedophilia and incest to mark specific targets of their ire” (“The Cult” 9). In anti-shippers’
definition, “power imbalances between adult characters are indicative of a writer's secret desire
to engage in pedophilia, as they believe adult characters' having less power equates to them
being childlike.” (Aburime, “The Cult* 9). I reject the comparison between anti-shipping and
a cult as it implies a level of organization and leadership as well as spirituality (cf. Saliba) that
is not there. While cult may be too strong a word, many young people seem to indeed turn their
personal discomfort with age gaps into “overzealous” feminism-inspired activism.

Furthermore, ideas of sexual perversion are frequently invoked to portray shippers as
morally reprehensible and dangerous. The reliance on shared social taboos is maybe best

summarized by a post with over 13k interactions in which anti-shippers discuss how incest and
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pedophilia support by Reylo shippers is not surprising given they also support bestiality — this
claim being based on a single fanfiction of Rey and the rat from Ratatouille, a Disney movie,
supposedly existing on the fanfiction archive A03. The work of one user is generalized to what
Reylos supposedly ship, based on one out of almost 30 000 of stories existing on 403 alone,
painting them as an immoral outgroup. While such appeals to taboos are powerful exactly
because they are generally shared across political persuasion, the equating of content one does
not wish to see to sexual perversion may call to mind anti-queer conservative discourse: Be it
books with LGBTQ representation, trans-supportive care, or drag queens, old arguments
against homosexuality are seeing a revival in the 2020s with queerness frequently being
associated with “grooming”, i.e. pedophilia (Selvaraj). This term was even used by some of the
anti-woke YouTubers discussed in chapter 3 and is particularly popular on social media.
Originating in alt-right circles, it is predominantly used to “attack LGBTQIA teachers and
educators” (Selvaraj 3) and mainly presents “a repackaging of old sentiments equating
LGBTQIA people to pedophiles” (Selvaraj 4). One example would be a video by conservative
news channel Daily Wire claiming that seeing a family of two mothers in the show Peppa Pig,
aimed at pre-school children, means “Gay Pigs Are Coming To Groom Your Kids” (Knowles),
thus directly associating the mere existence of gay people in a show with zero sexual content
with the threat of making children vulnerable to pedophilia.

The central belief that fiction can lead to imitation in reality follows the hypodermic
needle theory line of thinking: The “hypodermic needle” idea is widely considered exaggerated
but was, as Finklea explains, “[o]ne of the earliest theories regarding how the audience receives
mediated messages” which was “[pJopular in the 1920s and 1930s” (1). It suggested “mediated
messages could figuratively be injected into audience members” (2), thus assuming a strong
influence of media “over an impressionable audience” (2). This too aligns anti-shipping with

conservatives in the eyes of progressive fans, as conservatives are frequently assumed to have
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a simplistic or outdated understanding of how media works. Studies generally support
conservatives as more likely to believe misinformation they encounter online (Baptista and
Gradim) and to be “more likely to perceive fact-checkers as liberally biased” (J. Collier).
Moreover, early moral panics about the danger of popular culture such as the satanic panic
about Dungeons & Dragons and metal music were famously (but incorrectly) associated
primarily with conservatives. However, “[w]hile the New Right and the Republican Party were
the primary proponents of Satanic conspiracism, the reeling political left also began to use it to
their advantage to stay politically relevant throughout the period.” (T. Brooks 46). As Booker
writes, “[p]oliticians across the spectrum linked these alleged threats together” and frequently
linked metal music and role-playing games with “homosexuality, sexually graphic music, and
child predation” (46). Framing anti-shippers as conservatives may thus draw from this false
association between moral panics about dangerous media influences and conservatism.
Anti-shipping also echoes more recent moral panics, such as the infamous “war on
violent video games”. In line with the “convergent evolution” theory of anti-shipping, this
suggests that various factions can be drawn to the same issue for different reasons. As recently
as 2005, Hillary Clinton, a Democrat, claimed that “violent video games increase aggressive
behavior” (Markey and Ferguson 99). While studies never established a strong link between
video games and violent behavior, they were an easy scapegoat onto which to project
“overblown fears” to blame it “for a real (or often imagined) social problem” (100), especially
in the aftermath of the 99’ Columbine school shooting. As already illustrated by me using
Democrat politician Hillary Clinton as my example, this was a strongly bipartisan issue.
Consequently, despite popular assumptions that conservatives are more likely to misunderstand
media and overstate its dangers, moral panics about media have not been propagated solely by

conservatives in the past.
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A notable similarity between anti-shipping and reactionary movements also exists in
their rhetorical strategy of accusing those unsupportive of their ideas of not caring about
vulnerable children. This is why a large part of anti-shippers’ strategy to control the fan
community can be summarized as “weaponized pedagogy”’: They frame themselves as saving
children through education (and punishment). Just as with the video games and other moral
panics, in which it is often implied that “questioning the panic becomes tantamount to not
caring for children” (Markey and Ferguson 108), many anti-Reylo posts suggest that they are
primarily targeted towards young audiences with insufficient critical thinking skills to
understand what they see on screen. Consequently, they should not be criticized — because who
would not support protecting vulnerable young minds? For example, many anti-shippers on
Tumblr expressed being concerned that impressionable young people may come to see abuse
as a desirable relationship dynamic if exposed to Reylo. Larsen similarly considers the fact that
there is widespread concern among anti-shipping communities that “young fans [...] do not
have the critical thinking skills and maturity” to understand problematic relationships (65) as
problematic. In VLD, too, anti-shipping has often been framed as concerns for minors in
fandom who are “too young to have the critical thinking skills to distinguish what is okay in
real life versus in fiction” (Larsen 49).

Both anti-shippers and contemporary conservatives are associated with the idea that
especially young people are unable to critically consume media and thus need special
protection. Notably, media literacy takes on a different definition in shipping conflicts: In the
domain of education, media literacy “consists of a number of kinds of knowledge and
proficiencies” which include “an understanding of how the media work, how they create
meaning, how the media industries are organized, how they make money, and the goals toward
which they work.” (Varis 17). This can include understanding “how diverse people can

interpret the same message differently”, depending on one’s cultural background or “different
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subject positions like gender, race, class, or sexuality” (Kellner and Share 10). However, for
anti-shippers, media literacy is not about decoding subtext and recognizing hints towards a
romantic reading that Reylo shippers may pick up on but rather about evaluating which moral
messages of a text should be embraced or rejected as dictated by the fan culture’s norms —
particularly norms regarding sexuality. Notably, there is little discussion of violence or other
non-sexuality related potentially “dangerous” influences nor room for the possibility of people
engaging with content they may not want to replicate in real life. Additionally, the
infantilization of protecting “young minds” may seem particularly outrageous to shippers that
are already adults — which many are.

Similarly, many conservative parents feel that books with queer themes in school are
considered akin to pornography that will direct assault “the mental, emotional, and spiritual
health of children” and are being used to brainwash children into radical leftist ideology of
“gender theory” (CRA Staff). These parents feel that children will not be able to critically
engage with the existence of what they consider problematic sexual depictions. Both groups —
anti-shippers and book-banning anti-LGBTQ parents — have in common that they consider
sexuality-related content to be far more dangerous than for example depictions of violence.
Some fans commonly joke that anti-shippers are more concerned with a “problematic age gap”
for a ship in the Hannibal fandom than the fact that the characters are (middle-aged) serial-
killing cannibals. Both groups assume that preventing young minds from seeing such materials
is the only solution, thus they share the same preferred method for protecting children.

Hays Code and Feminism

This focus on censorship is an example of a convergent development in which anti-
shippers’ (social justice-inspired) attempt to create safe spaces parallels media censorship
movements of the past, such as the infamous Hays Code of Hollywood in the 1930s which

forbid, amongst other things, depictions of sex, “perversion” as well as murder, drug use, and
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profanity (““You Mustn't Do That”). One post very accurately describes the state of shipping
conflicts (fig. 22):

haha nooooo don't recreate puritanism under the guise of
progressivism because you don’t have critical thinking skills like for
realllll stopppp haha

r? undeadhousewife

@L‘. erikalynae

#i fear we may have girlbossed a bit too close

Fig. 22. A widely shared post criticizing a perceived rise of conservative “puritanism” in fan spaces with an
added commentary of hashtags added by user erikalynae (Undeadhousewife). Due to the high popularity of the
post, uncontroversial nature of its content and difficulty of re-wording it without losing relevant meaning, I have
chosen to keep the original post for this publication.

This is a perfect encapsulation of the dual dynamics behind anti-shipper conflicts such
as the anti-Reylo movement: “to girlboss” is a term associated with modern popular feminism.
It technically means a successful woman (“Girlboss”), yet as Austin details, the term was
established in 2014 (6) and “girlboss feminism” soon came to be understood as “a type of
discourse that takes feminist rhetoric and ideas and simplifies them so they’re marketable on a
mass scale” (5). This term is contrasted with a reference to the Hays Code, an informal name
for the infamous production code in the entertainment industry that regulated what could and
could not be shown on-screen between 1934 and 1968, strongly influenced by Catholic thought
(Pollard 49).

Guidelines in the Hays Code are eerily similar to fears echoed in anti-Reylo sentiments
as it stated that “Hollywood films [...] carried a ‘special Moral Responsibility’ in their role as
entertainment” (Black 171). In line with early theories on the hypodermic needle, Hays
believed that seeing bad behavior “dragged humanity down” and films should rather “provide
spiritual and moral uplift to audiences” (Pollard 53). This does not always mean not depicting

bad acts at all: As Black writes, “the code stressed that no film should create a feeling of
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‘sympathy’ for the criminal” and should not ‘leave the question of right or wrong in doubt.
(172). Similarly, many posts by anti-shippers argue that technically they are not advocating for
censorship, rather they disapprove of shipping because problematic relationships need to be
framed as abusive, rather than being promoted as good, similar to films under the Hays code.

In contrast to anti-Reylo argumentation, however, these films were meant to “uphold,
not question or challenge, the basic values of society” (Black 172) — while anti-Reylos are
concerned with patriarchal hegemonic structures of society, such as rape culture and toxic
masculinity, that they are aiming to challenge and change, rather than uphold. This is a
progressive, not conservative ideology. Additionally, while many users describe anti-shippers
as conservative or reactionary, not only do they not want to maintain the status quo, they also
do not revert back to the norms of the Hays code such as heteronormativity or traditional gender
roles. Most anti-shippers are clearly supportive of LGBTQ representation or want to see
women in lead roles who do not let men mistreat them. It seems dangerous to me to treat anti-
shippers and “anti-woke” fans as if they want the same out of media just because they both
intersect on wanting some depictions of sex and relationships censored.

Despite this really important difference, the perceived parallels in a concern with the
morals taught by movies are similar enough to have inspired this post in fig. 22. The framing
by its author supports my argument that such behavior is firmly rooted in feminist values taken
too far. As the Tumblr users in fig. 22 observed, in their attempts to be progressive feminists,
anti-shippers embody a similar view of the role of cinema as conservatives in the 30s to 60s.
Accordingly, erikalynae does not take their feminism seriously but rather mocks it by
characterizing it as “girlbossing”, something that merely looks feminist on the surface. This is
further underlined by the memetic format of the phrase: It parallels the phrase “girlbossed a bit
too close to the sun”: A term that spread on 7ikTok in 2021. As one blog details in reference to

the term, by 2021 “girlboss movement seems to do the complete opposite of empowering
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women by bolstering this dichotomy” (Hime). At the same time, the use of “we” implicates the
author of the post — and in some way, everyone reblogging the post — as part of the problem:
These Tumblr users seem to be acknowledging that they might be part of the problem by being
too focused on a (superficial) performance of feminism and progressivism as part of their fan
identities while at the same time enabling reactionary consequences, such as a (perceived)
return to a form of the Hays code. While this post was not written specifically about the Reylo
shipping conflict, it exemplifies the wider dilemma of anti-shipping trying to enact feminist
progressivism through fan policing that only morally pure content should be consumed and
created by fans, potentially due to a lack of other ways to enact their activism.

Additionally, perceptions of anti-shippers as anti-feminist may have arisen from
shippers arguing from a defensive position that support for romance in a male-dominated
action-franchise is another progressive and feminist change to Star Wars and its fan culture —
potentially to appeal to the feminist values of Tumblr and transformational fan culture. Several
Reylo shippers discuss how Reylo fits (as discussed previously) into the Romance genre and
its derision due to fears of female sexuality. This is in line with how shipping is often seen as
women, along other minorities, carving out space for their interests in male fan-dominated
franchises where they can “re-imagine a narrative and create their own minor narratives out of
the major source material for their own pleasures” (Parry 128).

For this reason, trying to control women’s interest in romance fantasies is seen as a
reactionary attitude although it can also draw from feminism. One post for example claims that
anti-shippers infantilize women the same way people in the 19th century thought women had
to be shielded from reading novels, implying once again outdated views from a more sexist
era. It is, however, necessary to point out that feminism has always been ambiguous in its
stance on sexual content, such as pornography. This was particularly prominent in the 80s in

which a moral panic arose in which anti-pornography feminists came to see it as “an evil force
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that oppresses, brutalizes, and subjugates women”, leading to “denunciations by feminists of
feminists” (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 224).

Such discussions were notably publicly revived after sexually explicit novel Fifty
Shades of Grey rose to popularity (Comella) in the 2010s and thus fans are likely to have
encountered anti-pornography feminist arguments before 7FA. It is interesting to note here that
both anti-shippers and those opposed to them conflate any support of a relationship with sexual
content — despite neither the sequel trilogy nor most fan discourse or fan art being what could
be considered “pornographic”, unlike Fifty Shades of Grey. At the same time, there is of course
a general rise in sex-negative legislation online that may impact fans’ attitudes — although much
of it was passed only after the height of the anti-Reylo backlash, such as Tumblr’s adult content
ban in 2018. Nevertheless, the rise of sex-negative or anti-pornography feminism and
legislation may have influenced the feminism enacted by anti-shippers.

Additionally, Tumblr users frequently draw parallels between shippers and trans-
exclusionary radical feminism (TERF), another movement on the rise in the 2010s, which
acknowledges the feminism of anti-shippers yet still frames them as “bad” fans that do not
belong in transformational fandom. It remains unclear in any such post I have encountered how
criticizing unhealthy relationships is related to transphobia. Contemporary radical feminism is
mostly considered reactionary due to its intersection with transphobia and thus has gained
support from conservatives to even far-right politicians and evangelical Christians (Libby).
However, I have not encountered any transphobic attitudes in my Reylo case study nor in the
literature on anti-shippers. Dismissing the more sex-negative attitude displayed in some anti-
shipping argumentation as “TERF”-like seems to try to acknowledge its feminist roots and still
preserve the idea of anti-shippers as the conservative Other that are performing progressive
fandom incorrectly in order to conserve the idea of progressive fandom as good.

Purity Culture
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While the girlboss-comment underneath it was merely a popular response, the original
post in fig. 22 accuses people using “the guise of progressivism” of “recreat[ing] puritanism”
— an important concept in these shipping conflicts to describe the perceived ideology of anti-
shippers from the perspective of Reylo shippers. Another post on Tumblr, a message dedicated
to the “Puritan Community” there, begs users to leave people “free to love [their] favorite
problematic characters/ships/relationships” because “[n]o one deserves to be called an 'abuse
apologist' and feel guilty for enjoying something IN FICTION!” (An-angels-fury, emphasis
original). The reference to being “abuse apologists” links the statement directly to several
shipping conflicts — such as Reylo, which is also among the ships referred to in the hashtags of
the post. The interesting part is that anti-shippers are addressed as a “Puritan Community”
within Tumblr fan communities. It thus stands to ask what causes them to be perceived not
merely as conservative but puritan(ical) specifically?

Demands for positive representation of relationships without “problematic’ aspects has
often mockingly been described within fan spaces as the rise of “puriteens” which appear very
similar to how Reylo anti-shippers are described. This phenomenon is not limited to fan spaces
although it likely originated there before spreading to other spaces. Fanlore suggests that the
concept of a puriteen as “young fans (not always literal teenagers) who hold puritanical views
about problematic ships and kinks” came about in the 2010s (“Puriteen”). It has since been
applied to Gen Z more broadly. The Rolling Stone covered the term in 2021, explaining
puriteens as “[extreme] online youth that is incensed by any display of sexuality on the internet”
(Dickson) — no longer limiting this definition to fandom. While this statement may suggest
puriteens to be a mainstream phenomenon, the author bases the article on a highly popular
tweet with over 250k likes which covered specifically anti-shipping from the anime My Hero
Academia. The author defines puriteens as generally anti-porn and anti-kink but pro-LGBTQ.

Urban Dictionary similarly defines a puriteen as “[a]Jn online child who is deeply
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uncomfortable with the sense that people online might present sexual characteristics and who
proactively demands that people curtail behavior that they interpret as sexually suggestive” in
a definition from 2021. What all given definitions share is the assumption that a puriteen or
puritanical anti-shipper is generally very young — this seems to be supported by ethnographic
studies, and prominently highlighted in the title of Larsen’s study of the VLD fandom: “It
makes me, a minor, uncomfortable” (Emphasis mine) (Larsen). Both definitions also focus
particularly on opposition to sexual content. Urban Dictionary understands the term more
broadly while Fanlore specifies that it is particularly “problematic” relationships and kink
content that fans are opposed to.

Fandom journalist Aja Romano even goes as far as to argue that “Puritanism took over
online fandom — and then came for the rest of the internet”. I do, however, think this
terminology is misleading. It associates anti-shipping with the past and an outdated version of
Christianity, thus contributing to the framing of anti-shippers as conservatives or reactionaries.
Romano argues that on social media, many users “see oversexualization in just about
everything” which stems from anti-shipping discourses in fandom, particularly on Tumblr, in
which social justice language and a “rise of “call-out culture”” in the 2010s led to harassment
of those engaging with “problematic” relationships which eventually grew into what has now
permeated social media: People “cry[ing] “gross” at everything from R-rated rom-coms to
fictional characters and queer people having sex to consenting adults with slight age gaps to
dating short people” (Romano). It is, however, not entirely clear what “puritanism” has to do
with anti-shipping. It is likely associated with the colloquial meaning of puritanical as someone
with “very strict moral principles” who “tr[ies] to make other people behave in a more moral
way” (“Puritanical”). Additionally, it may conjure up the idea of witch hunts for which the
Puritans were infamous. “Puritan witch-hunting” especially at Salem also led to the association

of Puritanism with being a zealot (Gould 59).
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It is likely that both the term puriteen and the associated behavior are associated more
with “purity culture” rather than puritanism in the sense of early English Protestants. Natarajan
et al. describe “purity culture” as “a popular subculture” within modern evangelical Christianity
that “takes a strict biblical stance on sexual purity, teaching abstinence or chastity prior to
heterosexual marriage” (316). This has been on the rise in the 2010s with “a surge in public
attention to the culture of chastity, including purity balls, chastity clubs, and other public
declarations of abstinence” (Fahs 116) which could have been something anti-shippers were
confronted with in their lives.

Several Tumblr users have discussed how “puriteens” parallel the user’s own
experience in fundamental Christian movements by considering the enjoyment of the “wrong”
kind of media as the first step towards sin which required collective disapproval as a response.
There are also some echoes of “abstinence only” education in the way fans demand that no one
should see or think about potentially harmful relationships such as Reylo, even if tagged in a
way that seeing it could be avoided. Evangelical Christians reject comprehensive sex education
as it may encourage teenagers’ interest in sex or even “deviant sexuality” (Fahs 119). Similarly,
fans knowing “problematic” content exists may lead them to become interested in it (according
to anti-shippers).

Regarding purity culture, the clearest parallels are between anti-shippers and the
doctrine of the Mormon or LDS (Latter Day Saints) church whose teachings on purity culture
are in some ways more specific than broader Evangelical movements (Brady 24) — although
these parallels remain limited to the question of thinking about sexuality in ways deemed
immoral by the community. The LDS teachings emphasize the power of thoughts particularly
strongly — compared to the focus on abstinence in Evangelical purity culture. As Brady writes,

(1113

LDS purity culture also expects ““moral” purity such as pure thoughts, gendered marital roles,

and modesty in dress, concepts that are not inherently sexual concepts themselves but often
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become sexualized in purity frameworks” (12). The very similar idea of women needing to be
protected from abuse by keeping their thoughts pure is prevalent in anti-shipping.

Notably, the parallel remains limited to the concept of pure thoughts while anti-shippers
would be likely to reject such traditional marital gender roles: LDS marriages often expect
women to be submissive to their husbands (Brady 34) and young women often marry older
men (Brady 26) — ideas very much rejected by “puriteens” who are in favor of female
empowerment and wary of problematic age gaps. As “the early 2000s” saw a rise of LDS (and
Evangelical churches) purity culture with “a proliferation of new forms of highly accessible
and easily circulated media to do so and with a particular focus towards young women” (Brady
121) in online spaces, it is likely that anti-shippers may have picked up such arguments on
social media or been exposed to them in their daily life. The exposure of many Anglophone
fans to American Evangelical / LDS “purity culture” merged with the secular sexual liberalism
in fandoms, especially Tumblr, may encourage a new understanding not of all sexuality — as
would be the case in “Purity culture” — but of sexuality, including merely romantic
relationships, which deviates from the fan-cultural feminist norm, as harmful.

Silencing Strategies

Finally, ways of engagement commonly associated with reactionary online movements
(such as the alt-right or Gamergate, Comicsgate, “Marysuegate” and other reactionary fan
backlashes) can be found in anti-shipping. Such behaviors thus may evoke associations with
these groups. Both reactionary movements and anti-shippers tend to employ “silencing
strategies” to remove unwanted voices from online discourse, be it that of feminist video
gaming fans or that of Reylo shippers. [ have already given examples of Reylos being mocked
— such as by the fanfiction described initially — or being threatened, declaring their potential
deaths funny. Symbolic violence enacted against female fans through mocking and threats is

often found in misogynist online movements — from T7Twilight anti-shippers (Strong) to
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#Gamergate (K. Gray et al.) as it “helps to reproduce power relations between men and women”
(Strong 3) — but interestingly, in women-dominated conflicts as well. As a consequence of the
arguments leveled against shippers outlined above, anti-Reylo posts can go as far as to claim
shippers deserve to die and often ridicule their behaviors or send death threats to shippers. As
Lumsden and Morgan observe in their study of online trolling, “’Silencing strategies’ attempt
to remove the individual from participation in (online) public space (such as on social media
sites), or dissuade them from engaging in further public debate” (2). In the case studies of
Lumsden and Morgan, trolling works as a “a form of gendered and ‘symbolic violence’”,
enacted by men against women in response to perceived threats to hegemonic patriarchal
structures — however, in the case of shipping conflicts, it is likely that many perpetrators are
women. Nevertheless, the association with online misogyny adds to anti-shippers being
perceived as reactionary.

Silencing strategies that attempt to remove shippers from fan discourse may include not
just explicit threats and harassment, but also ridicule of shippers’ posts by dedicated accounts.
Similarly, Larsen observed that Voltron anti-shippers often employ “[v]iolent language [...]
combined with humour” (59). Such threatening mockery poses a very effective silencing
strategy as shippers risk gaining wider publicity and ridicule if their posts are shared on such
blogs meant to mock them. Such behavior naturally results in shippers feeling unwelcome in
fan spaces and thus becoming less visible contributors to the fan discourse. In the way threats
against Reylos are couched in jokes, they also follow a similar strategy as the alt-right do: Alt-
right extremist views “are marginalized through jokes, thereby rendering extreme right views
as harmless” (Lamerichs et al. 182). This allows reasonable deniability that one does not truly
espouse the views of one’s joke (Lamerichs et al. 182). As Greene observed, this “widened the

“Overton window” of acceptable political discourse” (36). Similarly, these jokes about shippers
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allow fan communities to shift the window of what views are acceptable and deny any real
wish to cause harm when expressing jokes such as wanting to kill all Reylos.

Additionally, shared jokes strengthen the community among those laughing and
increase the distance towards the objects of their mockery (Greene 41). However, while the
behavior and purpose of the use of trolling as a silencing strategy is similar to misogynist
movements, [ did not encounter many similarities in content. Anti-Reylo jokes did usually not
threaten rape or rely on sexism, racism, homophobia, or fat-shaming — unlike the jokes by
reactionary fans in chapter 3. Most insulting jokes relied on their perceived lack of media
literacy. Such silencing strategies as a gatekeeping strategy may primarily work to affirm and
demonstrate anti-shippers’ identity as a good fan— whereby they are good both in the moral
sense, performing the values of progressive transformational fandom well, and in their level of
media analysis skills, having presumably decoded the “problematic™ aspects of the source
material missed by shippers. While reactionary fandoms may value performances of “geek
masculinity” (Massanari, Participatory), anti-shipping seems to value a form of what could be
called “geek feminism”.

Although anti-shipping is not common in more anti-feminist or anti-“woke” spaces,
they can overlap when it coincides with their agenda. The past has, for example, seen men join
the Twilight anti-fandom, claiming “Twilight ruined Comic-Con” (Sheffield and Merlo 207).
Sheffield and Merlo see this as “emblematic of a troubling gendered tendency to represent the
(mostly) female Twilight fandom as unworthy of entry to traditional fan spaces” (207).
Similarly, participants in reactionary fan backlashes discussed in chapter 3 as well as from
broader anti-woke circles have been documented to use the anti-Reylo discourse to harass
shippers (K.M.M.). K. M. M. in her blog post on “Systemic Hatred of Women Online”
discusses how anti-shipping accusations about Reylo shippers engaging in racist harassment

against John Boyega might have been used as an excuse by “anti-woke” fans to harass Reylo
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shippers in fandom. She offers countless screenshots in which “alt-right accounts [...] began to
frequently frame Reylos as mental cases”. She argues that particularly after the racist
interactions of shippers with “Boyega’s Instagram”, “antis and alt-right circles [began] to attack
Reylos on NSFW fanfiction and fanart written and drawn for and by women” under the guise
of anti-racist activism. This fits with my observations of being in Star Wars fan spaces in 2018,
although in my impression only a minority of anti-shipping posts overall originate from alt-
right accounts. Nevertheless, it demonstrates how overlap in rhetoric can offer fertile ground
for collaborations with anti-woke fans.

However, being publicly ridiculed is once again not a new phenomenon in fan spaces.
Such silencing strategies using mockery or trolling seem to be more of a convergent
development than borrowed from the alt-right. Fans used to engage in “MSTing” in the 1990s
and early 2000s: The writing of a fanfiction with the sole intention to ridicule badly written
texts or fanfiction (“MSTing”). As Fanlore summarizes this pastime that has since fallen out
of favor in fan communities, those engaging in it used to “defend [MSTing] as helpful to people
who want to improve their writing”. Those at the receiving end of it may not have felt like it
was helping them, although the ire was with the writing, not the content or the morals of the
author. Additionally, blogs were dedicated to identifying badly written “Mary Sues” (cf. also
chapter 2; “The Mary Sue Report”): Once again, the mocking — even if it may be mean-spirited
in nature — was about characters perceived as annoying and badly written stories. Contrast this
with “a reylo fic” described in the introduction: It does not make fun of a specific piece of bad
writing but a specific relationship that should not be supported, being thus more about the
ideology of a text or fan practice. This illustrates that certain forms of anti-fan activism have
not been brought into fandom by assumed “conservative intruders” but have merely evolved,

in this case to become more politicized.
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Additionally, shippers are silenced by creating negative associations with them, such
as by associating them with taboos or disgust. This is also considered more reactionary leaning,
although the “buzzwords” used differ significantly in most cases. In #Gamergate communities,
reoccuring terms that are specific to the community “might serve as a kind of linguistic
gatekeeping tool for communities” (Massanari and Chess 528). Similarly, in chapter 3 I have
pointed out how reactionary YouTubers tend to use buzzwords such as “woke”, “feminism”,
or “grooming” without further explanations as they are understood by their target audience.
Aburime goes even further and argues that “[u]sing loaded language (e.g., “pedophilia”,
“incest”) as reactionary buzzwords” as well as “rejecting critical thinking; using narratives of
us versus them; only encouraging “pure,” unproblematic thoughts, as designated by the group”
(“The Cult” 3) are examples of cult-like thought control enacted by anti-shippers, aligning them
with fundamentalist religious groups. However, in Reylo anti-shipping there are recurring
buzzwords which are either from the progressive political spectrum, such as racism, abuse or
triggering, or draw from taboos shared across the political spectrum, such as incest and
pedophilia. Thus, while the rhetorical strategy overlaps with reactionaries, the buzzwords draw
from different ideologies.

One commonly used rhetorical strategy by anti-shippers is to attribute the behavior of
individual users to the group as a whole. This is most extensively used for Reylos perceived to
act racist — notably not a common taboo within reactionary communities. While this may
resemble an ad hominem argument as well as guilt by association, it is generally not rooted in
reactionary ideals but rather the social justice values of Tumblr fan cultures (discussed further
in 4.5). Many users in call-out posts detail racist instances by individual Reylos, e.g. in a list
of screenshots as proof. Additionally, many anti-shippers highlight harassment of the
competing “Finnrey shippers” who would rather see Rey with fellow protagonist Finn as an

example of all Reylo shippers being racist. Consequently, many posts use “Reylo is racist” as
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a shorthand to argue for their opposition. However, the racist actions of individual users are
frequently being conflated with the appeal of the ship generally when describing the
relationship itself as inherently racist.

As racism is common in fan communities (Pande, “Get out”), this argument is only
used as an additional supporting element why the relationship is bad. It is often linked to the
question of why users would prefer what is perceived to be an abusive relationship (Reylo)
over one that users assume would be healthy (Finnrey). Some users for example theorize that
Reylos are attracted to an abusive relationship because of their “internalized racism”. While
racism is likely to contribute to a preference for shipping white people in fan communities
(Fazekas), it is an uncharitable reading that does not consider the things that are actually
appealing to shippers discussed previously in 4.1 as if the poster cannot imagine that
relationships with power imbalances are widely popular. Additionally, linking anti-shipping to
anti-racist activism frequently leads to real concerns about racism being ignored, as “critiques
of systemic racism” in fan culture become conflated with anti-shipping “even if fans making
them do not follow the modes of anti behavior”. This leads to anti-racist fans being framed as
“an existential threat” to fan culture (Pande, “Get out” 115). This thus delegitimizes discussions
of racist behaviors in fandom by tying it into a ship war. Yet using racism as a shorthand to
show the perceived immorality of shippers allows anti-shippers to frame shippers as outsiders
by referring to the shared progressive values of transformational fan culture as well as to
performatively enact progressive anti-fan activism.

Furthermore, anti-shippers often center their own negative emotions, particularly
disgust and being reminded of trauma, to create negative associations with shippers. They
position Reylo as a potential trigger as another appeal to the social justice ethos common to
transformational fandoms. Creating a safe space is important to progressive and

transformational fan cultures. Appeals to being “triggered” was the main pattern of criticism
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in Voltron: Legendary Defender (VLD) shipping conflicts observed by Larsen in their titular
thesis “It makes me, a minor, uncomfortable” (emphasis mine). Similarly, some blogs
document how seeing Reylo reminds them of their own experiences of abuse and even triggers
their PTSD. This is once again similar to the VLD anti-shipping observed by Larsen who quotes
one anti-shipper explaining that “survivors of pedophilia have the right to tell you that doing
that is extremely disrespectful and disgusting” (51). Similarly, one anti-shipper writes about
the kiss scene in TROS telling survivors the harmful message that their abuse was romantic and
that it was their job to redeem a bad person with their love — despite the two characters not
being in a romantic relationship. The association between personal hurt and disgust to morality
bears some resemblance to reactionary argumentation. For example, in earlier debates on
homosexuality feelings of disgust were frequently used as a justification for why it was
considered immoral (Caswell and Sackett-Fox). Thus, especially in queer-friendly fan
communities, argumentations based in disgust may seem threatening and reactionary.
Another strategy of appealing to feelings of disgust and drawing on not just progressive
values but widespread cultural taboos are references to pedophilia (as discussed under
Protecting Children) and incest (as also pointed out by Aburime). At first glance, the incest
argument’s initial popularity does not seem far-fetched: Rey’s heritage is initially unknown
and, given the movies’ strong focus on the Skywalker family, a potential familial connection
was a reasonable fan theory widely discussed. To give just one example, CinemaBlend states
shortly before the release of The Last Jedi that the “single most obvious and strongest theory
is that Rey is the daughter of Luke Skywalker” (Wood). However, anti-shippers often took this
fan theory for granted and used it as the quickest argument to explain why Reylo was bad: The
abuse aspect was, as illustrated previously, often detailed, while that incest was bad was just a
given that needed no further explanations. Notably, unlike the already discussed pedophilia

taboo, incest is not a common reactionary buzzword.
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Additionally, little evidence of incest arguments exists anymore as several blogs and
posts were taken down. We can even look to the previously discussed fanfiction “a reylo fic”
by treezie which according to both Fanlore (“Reylo”) and my own archived version of this
(Wurst, “Every Generation”) once included the hashtag “#U kno this is a bad ship bc of the
#Incest #and general badstuff right”. It does not include this any longer. As the account only
has a single fanfiction uploaded, it is likely a so-called “burner account” created only for single
use. Still, the author went to the effort of logging back into this account only created for this
specific parody fanfiction to delete the tags. Similarly, many Tumblr users deleted their posts
or whole blogs that based their arguments on this incest theory. This suggests they might have
felt a sense of embarrassment and may have honestly believed in an incestuous relation
between the two characters and not wanted to spread false accusations. In any case, Reylo is
not an isolated example of anti-shipping using incest-accusations. Once again, we can find
strong similarities with VLD in which participants talked about how anti-shippers deemed that
“[i]f characters are “like siblings” it's suddenly exactly as bad as incest.” (Drouin 62) which
meant everyone who liked the relationship in question and even the researcher herself were
“labelled [...] a pedophile or a supporter of incest” (Drouin 43). This suggests that the disgust
likely predates the perceived taboo and that a taboo needs to be found to encourage others to
share the anti-shippers’ disgust, even if there are not any actual taboos, such as incest, being

broken.

4.4: “Abuse Apologists Who Support Rape”: Anti-Shippers Draw From Rising Socio-

Cultural Tensions In The #MeToo-Era

I 'have so far outlined (and to a degree deconstructed) parallels between the Reylo anti-shippers
and reactionary movements. [ will now argue why it is heavily influenced by progressive ideals,

both from larger culture and Tumblr fan activism. Starting with the larger feminist cultural
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context, The Force Awakens being released in late 2015 and other notorious anti-shipping
conflicts, such as the previously mentioned Voltron: Legendary Defender which was released
in 2016, rising to popularity in the late 2010s, suggest that this is likely tied to broader social
movements. [ argue in chapter 2 that fan conflicts happen when socio-political disruptions can
be mapped well onto a textual disruption. Reylo seems to offer a similar projection space, this
time not for its disruptions but rather for embodying established elements of patriarchal and
fan culture. Reylo is a new popular ship with elements that have become highly salient in the
2010s with its rise of popular feminism (see chapter 2), particularly to feminist fans (as are
commonly found on Tumblr as 1 will discuss in 4.5; cf. Hannell), such as rape culture, toxic
masculinity, and dealing with trauma. It thus lends itself to feminist negotiations.
Rape Culture and Toxic Masculinity

Anti-shipping debates are frequently concerned with male sexual violence against
women. Gilkeson in her analysis of Reylo discussions in the Star Wars messaging board Jedi
Council Forums, for example, found that arguments such as the idea of Rey being “mind raped”
(158) in the interrogation with Kylo Ren regularly come up. In this scene, Rey is tied to a chair
and Kylo Ren tries to extract information from her mind using the Force. He tells her that he
can take whatever he wants from her. While some fans “perceived [...] sexual tension between
the two characters” in this scene, “others read the scene as being coded as a sexual assault”
with even director J.J. Abrams having “similarly characterized what Kylo Ren does to Rey as
a telepathic rape” (166). Consequently, this scene is also prevalent in many of my archived
posts that explain why Reylo is abusive.

Anti-shippers are both worried about fans misreading this scene as romantic and not
recognizing the “villainous toxic masculinity” displayed by Kylo Ren (Gilkeson 162), implying
shippers to be naive in regard to understanding recent conversations about consent and gender

roles. Anti-Reylos in Tumblr discourse commonly refer to this specific scene, often aligning it
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with a lack of critical media literacy, thereby implying a causal relationship between being
unable to decode abusive behavior on screen and suffering sexual assault in real life: Shippers
are frequently warned that without proper education they may end up being (sexually) abused
— once again weaponizing a purportedly pedagogical intent. This need for an education is often
supported using authorial intent, given the Abrams statement quoted above, as supporting
evidence to read the interrogation scene as rape and thus to frame the shippers as unable to
decode the scene in question. Both the user asserting that shippers need to “get an education”
and the feigned concern for shippers potentially being raped as they may be unable to recognize
warning signs of an “abusive relationship” strongly imply that shippers are only interested in
the relationship because they do not understand it and are unable to recognize what is being
shown on screen as sexual abuse.

Notably, no distinction between actual rape and metaphorical “mind rape” is being
made, rather treating a metaphor as identical to the situation it is depicting. Anti-shippers
recognize the metaphor but do not engage with the difference between fiction and reality
despite their claims to superior media literacy. At the same time, I want to highlight that
ultimately Rey ends up invading Kylo Ren’s mind, albeit in a form of self-defense,
complicating the reading of her being simply a victim which is left out of all discussions of the
scene I have seen. These observations fit with Aburime’s argument that anti-shippers often
cherry-pick the aspects they are worried will impact audiences. Additionally, the source text
and what shippers imagine are frequently conflated. Many anti-shippers link the enjoyment of
a potential future relationship between the two characters with the idea of wanting abuse to
happen to Rey, based on a scene from the source text, not actual shippers’ fantasies.

The anti-Reylo discourse is likely to have been fueled by an increased awareness of
feminist issues such as rape culture and toxic masculinity to which several posts refer. The

2010s also saw a re-evaluation of the classic romances whose pattern Reylo fits. As Gilkeson
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discusses in her thesis, “through a modern lens of gender equality Discourse and the
Conversation about rape culture, it is difficult to ignore the issue of lack of consent in [stories
such as Beauty and the Beast]” (132) that were previously consumed uncritically. Given that I
surveyed Tumblr posts and Gilkeson wrote about message board posts, discussions of “rape
culture” are widespread in anti-Reylo discourse, even across platforms. “Rape culture”
describes “cultural practices that reproduce and justify the perpetration of sexual violence”
(Rentschler 67) and was already introduced in 1975 (66), yet only gained prominence through
online culture such as Tumblr, with social media “serv[ing] as a key source of feminist
education and activist terminology beyond the classroom” (67) since the 2010s. While
Rentschler points out how activist social media users were using this term in 2013, it only
gained mainstream recognition later. It is hard to define a moment when “rape culture” and
“toxic masculinity” entered mainstream discourse, but Google Trends in fig. 23 provides a

rough indication:
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Fig. 23. Google Trends results for “toxic masculinity” (blue) and “rape culture” (red) with the peaks between
late 2018 and early 2019

(Transformational) fandom has often consisted of “early adopters”, particularly of
digital technologies, and been considered “pioneers in use of the Internet” (Fiesler 736). This
similarly applies to social issues. Particularly fanfiction writers often challenge taboos and
issues of gender or sexuality long before mainstream literature or political discourse engage
with these, something that “used to be the job of the avant garde” (Grossman). This is well
illustrated by fanfiction-turned-bestseller Fifty Shades Of Grey helping BDSM and erotica

literature become a topic of mainstream conversation (Deller and Smith), as well as its
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problematic depictions thereof (which I will discuss later). Consequently, it is likely that
segments of fandom were highly aware of and discussing issues of rape culture and toxic
masculinity in 2016 before they entered mainstream discussion in 2018.

Additionally, there was the spread of hashtag movement #MeToo in October 2017
which “encouraged members of the public to join in to showcase the magnitude of the problem
of sexual violence” and “was used 12 million times in the first 24 hours alone” (Mendes et al.
236). Such engagement levels demonstrate both the widespread public acceptance of
addressing these issues and may have brought these to even more people’s attention. Reylo
discourse can be placed firmly between the beginning of “rape culture” discussions starting in
2013 and its mainstreaming between 2017 and 2018 (see fig. 23). This supports anti-shipping,
arising in the mid-2010s, to be a result of growing social tensions and feminist awareness.

This heightened awareness of rape culture as a part of online discourse likely
contributed to anti-shippers reacting particularly negatively to the notion that shippers may
“support rape” and has given fan activism a new direction to go in. At the same time, this
heightened awareness of countering “rape culture” as a feminist issue may have supported
further polarization of the conflict, with shippers who are themselves opposed to rape culture
reacting offended to the notion that they are “abuse apologists” who support rape. This may
have incentivized painting anti-shippers as a dangerous “intruder” to fandom. Some shippers
have argued that arguments by anti-shippers feel like a personal attack, particularly considering
many have experienced abuse themselves and would thus never condone it. Such shippers’
accounts demonstrate an openness to talk about their own experiences with sexual abuse just
as many users in the #MeToo hashtag did. Such online-activist feminist movements are likely
to have contributed to the importance of discussing sexual abuse which is also displayed in
(anti-)Reylo discourse.

Trauma and Trigger Warnings
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Many shippers being open about their own traumatic experiences is in line with another
contemporary development likely to have shaped anti-shipping conflicts: The broader
importance of dealing with trauma. It is not uncommon for fans on sites such as Tumblr to have
an earlier awareness of issues of social justice than mainstream public discourse as the site is
strongly tied to activist culture and has coined or popularized several terms and ideas, such as
“trigger warnings”: Lothian argues “trigger warnings” originated in fanfiction culture and later
were popularized by the “flowering of social justice discourse on Tumblr” (744). From there,
they found their way to college campuses, schools, and other educational settings. “Campus
trigger warnings are statements cautioning individuals that they are about to be exposed to
content in readings, classes, films or speeches they may find upsetting”, potentially due to past
trauma, although many studies found that “trigger warnings had trivial effects” (Nietzel).
Nevertheless, the development and spread of trigger warnings highlights the increased
awareness of accommodating those with trauma in the 2010s which encouraged a line of
thinking that potentially triggering content should be avoided at all costs, as anti-shippers are
trying to enforce.

Additionally, in line with the awareness for those with traumatic experiences, many
posts mention one exception to when Reylo shipping would be acceptable: as a coping
mechanism. Several anti-Reylo blogs also prominently feature this exception in their headers.
This attention to potential exceptions aligns with an increasing awareness of trauma in
modern feminism and the idea of safe spaces for marginalized communities, but also with the
rise of performative activism and its trend towards call-out culture. Lothian observes a rise in
discussions about trigger warnings at universities and argues that “trigger warnings became a
stand-in for the rise of a student-activist generation whose emphasis on sensitivity seemed to
exemplify the neoliberal individualization and depoliticization endemic to contemporary

capitalism” (743) in their article from 2016. With this argument, Lothian refers to a blog post
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by queer theorist Jack Halberstam who is highly critical of “LGBT youth becom[ing]
hypersensitive to all signs and evidence of the abuse about which they have learned” due to
an activist culture focused on safe spaces and trigger warnings above dismantling systems of
oppression (Halberstam). Halberstam observed an increasing tendency of activists to “call
each other out” and police the use of problematic language in 2014, instead of trying to tackle
the origins of oppression. The rise of anti-Reylo anti-fan activism fits perfectly within this
social shift and with the rise of “call out culture” on Tumblr (Nagle 11; McCracken et al. 64).
Anti-shipping, on the one hand, embodies the rise of (performative) call-out culture in activist
spaces and the policing of what can be said (or written or read in this case) in lieu of
engaging for systemic change. On the other hand, it embodies the increasing activist efforts
of accommodating survivors of trauma — in this case, not by offering trigger warnings but by
making exceptions for users who may have experienced abuse themselves. Anti-shipping
may thus be an expression of acknowledging societal problems but lacking adequate means
to dismantle them.

Additionally, the willingness to condone Reylo shipping if it is done by abuse victims
can also be tied to the rise of the #ownvoices movement of the late 2010s, thus reflecting a shift
in activist attitudes towards not only what should (not) be represented in entertainment but also
placing greater emphasis on “by whom”. The Twitter hashtag #OwnVoices was created in
September 2015 and in the words of its creator it “is for recommending books with characters
from a marginalised group written by an author from that same marginalised group” (Jo).
Although, as Schey points out, “it has been useful for disrupting white, cishet publishing
norms” (5), the movement has been criticized for a number of problems, among them forcing
“queer authors, trans authors, disabled authors, and authors who are survivors of sexual
violence” to be “compelled to reveal one’s identity and other personal information” to prove

for example if they are indeed queer themselves (5).
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Similarly, accepting previous abuse as an excuse to enjoy Reylo can potentially force
shippers into revealing private information: When blogs make exceptions only for “survivors”
who need a “coping mechanism”, this leads users to having to discuss their own experience
with sexual abuse. Many users complain about how it forces them to make their experiences
public to avoid harassment. Similarly, for Voltron fans, Drouin’s survey revealed that in the
case of VLD, “survivors of child sexual assault” felt like “their traumas are being used in ways
that harm them instead of protect them” by anti-shippers using this argument (65). Such forced
outings as victims of abuse work in opposition to the safe space that anti-shipping and “coping
exceptions” want to achieve.

Furthermore, this form of activism is frequently perceived as patronizing, with many
shippers stating that they want to see an abusive person becoming redeemed. Consequently,
there is a second conflict going on beneath the question of what media can be morally
consumed: Who gets to speak for a marginalized community? Many Reylo shippers,
particularly after TROS, engaged in their own activism: With hashtags such as
#BenSoloDeservedBetter, many popular tweets emphasized the importance of Kylo Ren being
able to live as a redeemed version, using his birth name Ben Solo again, after he sacrificed his
own life to save Rey, in order to give hope to abuse victims. Descriptions like “abuse victim”
refer to the fact that Kylo Ren is frequently read by fans of his character as someone with a
traumatic childhood: He was separated from his parents at a young age to train with Luke
Skywalker who broke his trust by thinking about killing his nephew to prevent him from
turning to the dark side. As Dorsi explains, Kylo Ren shows “symptoms such as depression,
anxiety, loss of interest in activities, extreme emotional reactions, irritability, anger, violence,
and inability to cope with stressful situations” typical for someone with trauma. His master
Snoke also mistreats him, demonstrating that he “doesn’t actually care about him” by “often

us[ing] harsh words and the Force to belittle Kylo” (Dorsi).
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Most notably, Snoke already seduced Kylo to the dark side when he was a young child,
thus making him relatable as a metaphorical victim of “grooming” to many fans. Many fans
feel like his family failed to protect him adequately and that it is wrong to blame a child for the
abuse it has suffered. This argumentation is frequently made by shippers, for example, in a
petition with 26k supporters asking for a continuation of Kylo Ren’s / Ben Solo’s story (Alexis
H.) linking the relationship and message, arguing that Kylo Ren / Ben Solo “was a victim of
abuse, manipulation and deserved a happy ending” as well as “to make a balance with Rey and
be with her as they are each other's happiness”. Such associations between his death and the
Reylo ship imply that a happy ending would have sent the message that people can change for
the better, with survivors seeing this as a particularly important message for abuse victims.

As a result, exposure to the Reylo conflict, both the arguments by anti-shippers as well
as defenses by shippers, strengthens the credo common to modern fan spaces within the last
decade that representation of marginalized experiences should only be created (or in this case:
consumed) by those who visibly belong to that group, implicitly enforcing a policy to reveal
sensitive personal information (or lie about it) in order to participate in the discourse. In this
regard, anti-shipping follows contemporary patterns of progressive movements developing in
unproductive directions, such as with the #OwnVoices movement: Both movements try to
enact systemic changes by focusing on individual’s habits of text production and consumption,
trying to control who gets to speak / write and what can ethically be consumed — which is

comparatively easy to do via “call out culture” but can easily backfire (as the examples show).

4.5.“Pros of Reylo: None”: Anti-Shipping Draws from the Values and Language of Social

Justice Activism on Tumblr

Given the previous chapters, one could have assumed that opposition to Reylo and its mostly

female fans (as shipping is typically associated with women’s fandom, cf. Mueller 56) may

242



mostly originate from men or “anti-woke” fans. The Reylo conflict, however, illustrates that
being part of progressive fan communities does not mean that there is no conflict among these
fans. Anti-Reylo discourse is prevalent on Tumblr and among transformational fans on Twitter.
Transformational fans — which tend to skew female and progressive (Lothian et al.) — may often
learn feminist ideals (Hannell) and open-mindedness regarding different expressions of
sexuality (Meggers) from participating in shipping. Particularly transformational fandom on
Tumblr, although some authors acknowledge that there is hateful content on the platform
“alongside progressive activism”, is generally portrayed as “a space that facilitates ‘social
justice’ and works toward the acceptance (however fraught) of minority identities and
communities” (Hoch 77). Consequently, Tumblr fan communities are usually regarded as an
example of “beautiful” fandom. At the same time, they may learn how to legitimize cyber-
bullying as a form of social activism from anti-shipping (Drouin 60), complicating the idea of
a progressive transformational fandom as a space where fans learn about “social justice” in
ways that should be encouraged. Anti-shippers, however, embody many of the ideals of Tumblr
culture and do not typically appear as outsiders with conflicting ideologies.
Tumblr and Identity Politics

Social justice activism online is closely tied to the popularity of Tumblr and its fan
communities. Tumblr is a so-called micro-blogging platform that is particularly popular with
fans (McCracken et al.) as well as marginalized groups, such as the “youth, LGBTQ+ and
nonbinary persons, people of color, progressives and activists, feminist and queer fans” (2).
The platform allows for long text posts as well as many other types of media that are often
combined into a multimodal form of communication, which allows for more in-depth
conversations than Twitter. Tumblr is well-known for being central to transformational fan
communities — the app’s official slogan in the Apple and Play Store as 0f 2023 being “Fandom,

Art, Chaos” — as well as its social activism. McCracken et al. describe it as a “space for the
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development of, for example, Black feminist theory, LGBTQ+/nonbinary identity formation,
disability and chronic pain collectivities, critical media culture, and alternative body erotics
and porn” (3) in the introduction to their edited collection on Tumblr as a platform and its
culture. Their collection explains why Tumblr has been “defined by many of its users and the
media as the “social justice” platform” (9) — a huge part of which were closely tied to “[m]Jedia
fandom and fan practices” (10).

Nagle in her exploration of the alt-right also highlights the fundamental role of Tumblr
in shaping online culture but also promoting forms of mostly performative activism. She argues
that the alt-right grew “in popularity in response to the expanding identity politics of more
feminine spaces like Tumblr” (21). Tumblr users are often seen by the (alt-)right as “Social
Justice Warriors” and “snowflakes” (62), who are too focused on safe spaces and the
“recognition of multiple varieties of intersecting marginalizations and oppressions” (62). This
Tumblr activism is characterized by “its own vocabulary and style” which often focuses on
“[s]ymbolic representative diversity” (62). One central aspect of “identity politics” as enacted
on Tumblr is that fans’ own identities become political. Similarly, their fan identities also need
to express “identity political” values, i.e. what one ships is what one endorses.

The influence of Tumblr and its brand of “social justice activism” can be seen in several
anti-shipping posts. As I have discussed in 4.2, anti-shippers are often perceived and described
by other fans as conservatives. However, many clearly display Tumblr-style progressive values
that could even be called “woke” in the sense of displaying the kind of overzealous and
judgmental progressive activism that fans in my other chapters claimed to be opposed to. While
reactionary fans in chapters 2 and 3 felt like their fan experiences were threatened by the
existence of content they dislike, many anti-shippers indeed want to exclude those they
disagree with from the fan space. It is important to acknowledge that a person may hold

conflicting values, such as being more liberal when it comes to feminism and LGBTQ issues
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and more conservative regarding pornography. Furthermore, it is likely that there are
conservative fans on both sides of the shipping war, particularly as Reylo is not a queer
relationship but, as discussed previously, one following patterns of popular mainstream
heterosexual romances. Thus, it is unlikely to only appeal to progressive shippers.
Nevertheless, it is important to note that anti-Reylos are generally progressive to
“woke” in the sense of overly focused on identity politics: They advocate for social change to
make society more equal and improve the lives of people of marginalized identities, often
addressing issues of social justice in their explanations of why they oppose the relationship.
One highly popular Tumblr post with over 42k interactions discusses the pros and cons of

different relationships possible in the Star Wars sequel trilogy:

pros of finnrey becoming canon:

canon interracial couple! in star wars!
endless racist fanboy screaming

-
.
» inverted gender roles - rough bruiser girl, kind gentle boy
» |ots of love and respect

.

it'd just be adorable okay
pros of stormpilet becoming canon!

canon gay interracial couple! in star wars!

.
# endless jacket-sharing jokes

= the gays would probably not die, which is always nice
.

also extremely adorable
pros of reylo becoming canon:

= there aren’t any

42,24 Anmerkungen d}' D ﬁ @

Fig. 24. A Tumblr post by Lesbianmichelmishina contrasting the ships of “Finnrey”, “Stormpilot” and
“Reylo”’. Due to the popularity, uncontroversial nature, and specific wording of this post, it has not been
anonymized.

Notably, the arguments in fig. 24 emphasize not much about the characters themselves but
rather focus on the political significance of these couples potentially becoming “canon”, i.e.
being depicted in a relationship on screen. This argument very much follows the idea of
“identity politics” (as discussed in the introduction) mattering more to social justice-oriented
fans than a good narrative — the very accusations held by “anti-woke” fans in chapter 3: Positive

aspects include anti-racism and upsetting “racist fanboy”s, an inversion of gender roles, and
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good gay representation that includes gay people who do “not die”, referring to the over 125
years old trope of queer characters being more likely to die than experience a happy ending
(Hulan 6).

I highlight this post not only for its wide support by Tumblr users but also because it
does the opposite of the “anti-woke” videos discussed in the previous chapter, whose creators
were opposed to diverse representation understood as more women, people of Color and queer
people on screen. Rather, it is likely that the “racist fanboys” mentioned in this post refers to
such popular social media personalities as the YouTubers from chapter 3, which this user paints
as the enemy that should have a reason to be “screaming”. They clearly do not want to be
associated with or identify as ‘“anti-woke”. Rather, they highlight “identity political”
arguments. While Reylo is not actively discouraged here, it is notably seen as having “no” pros
due to it being a heteronormative relationship between two white people. Such posts highlight
the importance of ships to be politically significant in transformational fan communities as
found on Tumblr. Over 42k reactions suggest that there is indeed a high rate of resonance within
the Tumblr tfan community. Thus, the Reylo case study demonstrates that not all fan conflicts
happen along left vs. right lines and that we should not think of transformational fandom as a
cohesive and progressive utopian fan community where all antagonistic fans are “anti-woke”
reactionaries®.

Activist and Academic Language

In addition to anti-Reylo posts often being associated with progressive political
ideology and issues, they also use terms and concepts more associated with academic leftist
discourse: for example, discussing concepts of internalized misogyny, white feminism or more

generally the power of popular culture to influence us. In a post mocking the idea that Reylo

25 This notion has of course also been called into question because of the widespread racism in progressive fandom
which is not as central to this case study. (e.g. Pande, “Get out”)
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anti-shippers are “anti-feminist”, one user for example refers to concepts from progressive
activism such as being against homophobia. Specifically, this user aligns themself as an anti-
Reylo within a feminist debate by mocking that shippers unfairly perceive anti-Reylos as “anti-
feminist” by using the term in scare quotes. They further align anti-shippers with not only
opposition to racism or homophobia but also to “transparent white feminism”. The distinction
between intersectional and white feminism suggests that the user not only has an advanced
understanding of feminism but also expects the importance of intersectional feminism to be
something other users will agree upon, naming it as one of many obvious reasons to oppose
Reylo. This is in line with Tumblr’s aforementioned strong focus on intersectionality and
feminist awareness among its userbase.

The post also does not explain the activist keywords it uses and how they relate to
Reylo. The terms thus seem to function as an argument of their own similar to the
representation benefits of the post I previously discussed. Additionally, the use of such key
terms may be about signaling their belonging in the “social justice” fan space of Tumblr. As
Barnes argues, online participation in political discourse can be a “tool of identity
performance” (69) where users say things they think are expected of someone with their
political alignment in order to “feel, or imagine, [themselves] as part of a collective of other
like-minded people” (38). This further supports my earlier point on shipping becoming
politicized as what one ships is being considered identical to what one endorses. Barnes further
argues that in such identity performance, “dislike is a powerful expression of identity” as well

299

as a way to establish “an ‘us’ and a ‘them’” (66). Particularly newer fans may see signaling
their membership through such anti-shipping activist posts where they distance themselves

from “them” (the “bad” shippers) as a way to establish that they are part of the in-group, the

pre-existing social justice-oriented fan community on 7umblr and in other transformational fan
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spaces. Thus, performance of identity through anti-shipping signals belonging rather than
intentional disruption of the fan community as some scholars have argued.

Additionally, the central concept of conflict, the question whether or not Reylo is
“romanticization” or “normalization” of abuse draws heavily from Media and Cultural Studies,
both in language and concepts. As I discussed in the introduction, these fields focus on how
representation on screen is shaped by hegemonic structures and in turn can reinforce them.
Particularly anti-shippers draw from academic language and theory to support their stance and
potentially dissuade shippers from their reading by educating them. Many anti-shippers in their
posts on why Reylo is “problematic” display elements of academic critical media analysis,
complete with references. They, for example, describe anecdotes and reference studies that
demonstrated tangible effects of media consumption on society, such as that TV show 73
Reasons Why led to increasing suicide rates, thus appealing to academic expertise. They also
detail scenes in the sequel trilogy that qualify as abusive behavior with the intention to raise
awareness of how fiction can normalize abusive behavior so that it becomes seen as normal or
romantic — much in the same way critical analyses in the humanities highlight the cultural work
a text does and how it may contribute to normalizing certain aspects of society.

Weaponized Pedagogy

Even posts that do not provide analyses of the source text regularly use words such as
“normalization”, “romanticization” or “glorification”, such as when referring to behavior by
shippers specifically — often with the argument that anti-shippers fear the normalization of
abusive relationships. Shipping is frequently argued to not just condone but even glorify abuse.
The lack of further explanations of how it achieves that highlights the self-explanatory value
placed on these terms. This type of argument positions the anti-shippers as epistemic authorities
and is much more in line with the leftist video essays discussed in chapter 3 than typical

reactionary anti-fan discourse. Notably, no distinction is made whether shippers want to see
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the relationship on screen or merely in fanfiction or whether they imagine an abusive
relationship with power imbalances or one in which Kylo Ren has returned to the light side of
the Force and made amends for his crimes — all different ways shippers may engage with the
relationship. Shippers often veer away from the source material, e.g. when they write same-sex
romances between heterosexual characters. Despite the limited relevance of canon, i.e. the
source text, to shipping, many arguments are based solely on textual analyses of the movies.
The idea of a “glorification of abuse” suggests that the mere act of imagining someone who
has committed abuse to be in a romantic relationship is equivalent to portraying those acts in a
positive light. Using sophisticated sounding language such as “glorification” instead of
explaining how shipping would contribute to shippers experiencing abuse themselves allows
anti-shippers to position themselves as speaking from authority without having to present a
strong argument themselves. The language and academic approach used by some anti-Reylo
posts does not fit the idea of anti-shippers as uneducated in the ways of platform culture, but
rather as people who have at least some superficial if not potentially in-depth knowledge of —
potentially even acquired informally on Tumblr — critical theories and liberation movements.
In line with their seemingly educated status regarding social justice activism, anti-
shipping posts frequently imply that shippers are in need of an education. Many anti-Reylo
arguments assume that shippers lack media literacy — which may for example be needed to
recognize abusive behavior and realize that it is wrong, as discussed in the previous paragraph.
A need to educate shippers is often given as legitimation of ridiculing them — something that
can be described as “weaponized pedagogy”. Some posts about shippers lacking “the most
basic understanding” of media analysis received unusually high interaction rates of over
120.000 interactions. This suggests that many users on 7umblr agree with the sentiment. In
such argumentation, anti-shippers are generally framed as superior in analysis while shippers

are presented needing “an education” or as people who should have paid more attention to their
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English teachers. Consequently, performing seemingly superior analytical skills and media
literacy knowledge is used as a fan-policing strategy.

However, particularly the superficial appeals to academic concepts make anti-shippers
appear like people who do not fully grasp the concepts they are using. This suggests the
importance of appearing educated and versed in critical cultural analysis skill for anti-shipping
even if only by the use of buzzwords. This is more typical for left-leaning activism. As
discussed in chapter 3, reactionary fans tend to reject academic frameworks. Nevertheless, the
argument that better media literacy would mean Reylo shippers would not exist is of course
completely wrong — as discussed in 4.1., Reylo shippers justify the relationship specifically by
drawing from thematic analyses, written down in meta essays similar to academic analysis.
This could be attributed to a lack of engaging with Reylo shippers. Still, treating metaphors
such as “mind rape” (see 4.3) and potential fantasies shippers might have as akin to real
depictions of abuse that will influence audiences just as much as mental health or LGBTQ
representation in TV shows does, does not suggest a sophisticated understanding of how media
works — it does however suggest understanding the cultural impact of media, in line with
contemporary social justice activism.

Representation Matters

Given the generally social justice-aware Tumblr user base and anti-Reylo community,
it is not surprising that anti-shipping concerned with the prevention of abuse has become
popular specifically on Tumblr: “Representation matters” is a central credo of fan activism
(Fisher 155) on the platform, often encouraging fans to create fanart of characters of Color or
re-imagine them as queer (Klink et al.). Fan activism has for example rallied for shows to
include more queer characters, particularly those that are happy and alive (Bourdaa), or for
casting more actors of color with the racebending movement (Lopez 440). Central to all of this

is the belief that “healthy human development” includes “the need to see oneself represented
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in the larger culture” (N. Collier et al. 582). “The absence of such ‘mirroring’ of the self [in
fiction] can lead to low self-esteem and shame, particularly within minority populations” who
share a similar identity (582). This credo has even been picked up for marketing strategies, for
example in “Netflix’s succinctly named Representation Matters Collection” (Jackson 18).
Thus, fans on Tumblr frequently learn that it is important to pay attention to the way fiction
can impact reality and to rally around this.

Notably, the anti-fan activism displayed in anti-shipping is a logical reversal of the
“representation matters” credo: Instead of advocating for the inclusion of queer characters or
characters of Color, they advocate for the exclusion of content they deem harmful. This, anti-
shippers frequently argue, will prevent people from thinking that abusive relationships are
normal and acceptable. This is often directly linked to the positive impact of representation.
One anti-shipper, in an essay on why Reylo is abusive, for example, argues that the TV show
Will and Grace as well as the musical Rent changed Americans’ attitudes towards same-sex
relationships because of their LGBTQ characters and plots. These texts illustrate why
representation has a considerable impact. Thus, the reverse must also be true for “bad”
representation — which they also support with examples such as /3 Reasons Why impacting
suicide rates or Fifty Shades of Grey abuse rates.

The anti-Reylo conflict on whether liking this relationship could lead to fans condoning
or experiencing abusive behavior centers a central dilemma in fan activism: The limits to which
fiction can influence reality. While “social justice” and fan activist culture emphasize that
media, especially representation, has an impact, the line of argumentation that seeing
something on screen will result in an imitation of that behavior has been criticized as following
the “hypodermic needle” theory (see 4.3). However, as transformational fan practices such as
shipping and fanfiction demonstrate, fans frequently dismiss the intended reading of a text and

rather make it conform to their own interests and purposes (obsession_inc). One should assume

251



(transformational) fans are thus highly aware that the relationship between fiction and reality
is much more complex than “monkey see, monkey do”.

However, in anti-shipping, argumentation often seems to follow a “hypodermic needle”
logic. In relation to Twilight, which has faced similar criticisms as Reylo, Strong describes it
as “a suggestion of an unproblematic cause and effect relationship, whereby teenage girls who

299

like [the text] will uncritically take on board ‘the message’ (8) and want a boyfriend like
Twilight’s Edward Cullen. Similarly, such a discourse is also found beyond feminist fandom,
for example when, despite the “current state of evidence, violent video games cannot be said
to cause aggressive behavior” after over three decades of research, the media, law and even
psychologists still “continue to blame video games for violence” (Gallar and Ferguson 198).
In the same vein, many anti-shippers express worries that seeing Reylo shipping will make
people think abusive relationships are normal — which follows a similar logic of “uncritically
taking on the message”. This makes anti-shipper logic appear outdated.

However, Strong’s argument that anti-shippers assume a direct “cause and effect
relationship” (8) implies that anti-shippers hold a naive understanding of media texts and their
effects on audiences. That is at odds with the references to academic studies and media analysis
frameworks frequently used in arguments. Additionally, anti-shipping is meant to police a
relationship that only exists in fan spaces and not on screen — particularly during the beginning
of Reylo shipping before 7LJ. What was “romanticizing abuse” was not what was shown on —
screen, but what happened in Reylo shipping communities which very few people participate
in, compared to Star Wars’ massive global audience. This suggests that there is more to anti-
shipping than naivety about the true impact of Reylo. Although anti-shipping conflicts extend
discussions of appropriate representation into areas they are not traditionally applied to (e.g.

not source text- and not queer activism-related), the driving belief of “antis” that a text is more

than mere entertainment and that “representation matters”, is the same core belief at the heart
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of lauded progressive fan activist movements. Thus, anti-shipping appears more as a

performative exaggeration of activist fandom in line with Tumblr’s social justice culture.

4.6: “Worse than Twilight”: The Evolution of “Anti-Reylo” in the History of Fan

Activism

Anti-shipping has not simply arisen from 7umblr culture but also draws specifically from a
long history of fan activist engagements. In an author’s note on “a reylo fanfic”, author treezie
states that “rey is a lesbian” in addition to the ship sucking. This may seem unrelated given
anti-shippers previous focus on abuse, but it underlines an activist dimension to the satire,
implying a queer reading of Rey to be superior — fitting with a general tendency of shipping
and (queer) activism to be closely related in fan culture. As I will discuss in this sub-chapter,
in addition to being shaped by the fan-activist “social justice” culture of Tumblr, anti-shipping
is likely also a natural evolution of shipping-specific fan activism which has policed what
should (not) be shipped for a long time, drawing on contemporary socio-political discourses.
Anti-abuse activism (starting most prominently with Twilight) seems to be replacing the
previous focus on slash fiction as shipping’s activist focus. The Reylo conflict suggests a need
for a (purportedly) oppressive other and fan policing in transformational fan communities that
has shifted shapes but needs to be maintained even if the object of anti-shipping shifts.
Anti-Shipping in Early Online Fandom

Anti-shipping is not an entirely new phenomenon, although it was initially not tied to
activism. One type of shipping that was often policed and forced into invisibility was slash, i.e.
same-sex, ships. Opposition to slash shipping was generally legitimized by the need to ensure
that fanfiction writing communities would not suffer legal consequences, either by those
holding the rights to the source text or by message board or webspace providers. Sharing

depictions of homosexuality was still considered disrespectful towards authors, show creators
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and particularly the actors portrayed in such relationships. Additionally, it was seen as
inappropriate for minors. These ideas of queering characters as offensive and of homosexuality
being a topic that children should not be exposed to reflected the homophobic tendencies of
the time. In pre-Internet times after a crackdown on “works that violated the ‘family values’ of
the original [Star Wars] films”, ultimately “adult-oriented stories went underground” (Brooker
165) — which included even sex-scene-less queer romances. Even later, slash fanfiction stories
were under constant threat of censorship by moderators in many fandoms, with fans often using
disclaimers in the hope of not being banned from posting (“Don’t Like”). Anti-shipping thus
did not require moral justifications for hating a relationship and was more likely to be based
on personal dislike and legal safeguarding. This is vastly different from modern anti-shipping
as exemplified by Reylo where fans act from feminist motivations and would rather enforce
banned subjects themselves than those being enforced top-down.
Slash Shipping Activism

More recently, around the late 2000s to early 2010s, shipping culture entered a new era
where it became more activist, particularly when it came towards slash shipping and queer
activism. This is an important shift in which shipping conflicts no longer centered around
preserving conservative fan culture (against for example queer readings), but in which shipping
activism came to be directed against what fans perceived as a “too conservative” other, i.e.
those who did not support slash. Around 2010, slash fanfiction became more widely accepted.
Same-sex relationships were becoming more accepted in the US, with 2015 marking the
legalization of same-sex marriage in the US after over a decade of smaller advances towards
marriage equality (“The Journey”). Due to the growing acceptance of same-sex relationships
in society in general, strict censorship of such content increasingly would have been perceived

as discriminatory.
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Fandom after around 2010 was characterized by antagonistic relationships between
slash-shipping fans and creators and a politicization of slash shipping. This was on one hand
due to removals of legal restrictions, both concerning fanfiction more generally but fanfiction
with more mature themes specifically, and on the other hand due to an increasing acceptance
of same-sex relationships and wider accessibility: Archive Of Our Own opened in 2009 with
almost no content restrictions, unlike previous sites. Consequently, slash went from being “a
very small part of fanfic* (Pugh 91) to about half of all works on fanfiction site Archive Of Our
Own. Of about 12 million works uploaded in late 2023, 5,3 million are tagged M/M (featuring
a romantic or sexual relationship between two male characters) and 1 million F/F (featuring a
relationship between two female characters). Consequently, there was a shift from anti-fan
activism targeting slash shippers as “perverts” (due to the associations with inappropriate
content made available to minors) who could only share their stories in secret among the like-
minded, to slash becoming intertwined with fan activism: Slash fandom came to be seen as
offering valid criticism of the state of the media in the 2010s.

As the number of queer characters on screen increased, fans became more outspoken
in their demands for better on-screen representation, no longer feeling like it was shameful and
unrealistic to hope for depictions of queer romances but addressing writers and producers
directly with their demands. This era is characterized by campaigns such as
#LGBTFansDeserveBetter (Navar-Gill and Stanfill) or #GiveElsaAGirlfriend, an uptick in
articles discussing the “Bury Your Gays” trope and accusations of “queerbaiting” in media
such as Sherlock fans writing angry letters to the BBC over a lack of romantic resolution in the
series finale (Hofmann). Stanfill notably points out that, although queer activist campaigns are
generally considered examples of “beautiful” fandom, some of them have, despite being
“campaign[s] against exclusion, run by marginalized people, [...] substantially the same

contours as other vitriolic campaigns” by reactionary fans (Fandom Is Ugly 82).
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Feminist Anti-Abuse Activism

TFA being released in 2015 aligns it with the end of this slash activist phase when
LGBTQ representation and ships had become more normalized. It is thus not surprising that
TFA’s slash shipping “Finnpoe” fans were well accepted at large by those involved in the
franchise and portrayed sympathetically by the press (e.g. Vary, “Star Wars”).
Transformational fans thus had little to fight against — neither fellow fans nor producers — in
an area previously heavily contested. This suggests that shipping-related fan activism might
have been in need of a new target. Indeed, the sequel trilogy also aligns perfectly with another
development of the 2010s: The rise of popular feminism (Banet-Weiser) and feminist
awareness online — and with it an increasing justification of acceptable and unacceptable
relationships in relation to feminism, particularly in regard to Twilight and Fifty Shades of
Grey. Furthermore, these shipping conflicts also featured, in line with the politicization of
shipping that arose out of Tumblr culture (see 4.5) and slash fan activism, rhetoric which uses
words, phrases and lines of argumentation drawn from social justice activism.

Reylo anti-shipping clearly follows patterns first established by Twilight anti-fandom
and then developed further by Fifty Shades of Grey anti-fandom. What these novels’ central
relationships have in common with Star Wars is a big fandom rooting for potentially
problematic relationships: All three stories feature men in positions of power - be they a user
of the magic “Force” (Kylo Ren, The Force Awakens), a millionaire and the protagonist’s boss
(Christian Grey, Fifty Shades of Grey) or an ancient, almost indestructible vampire (Edward
Cullen, Twilight). All three have violent tendencies — whether they lash out against
subordinates and enemies (Kylo Ren), engage in BDSM to deal with their traumatic past
(Christian Grey) or fight an urge to kill for blood (Edward Cullen). All three want to control
the female protagonist — albeit two out of obsessive love (Edward Cullen and Christian Grey)

and one because she is the enemy (Kylo Ren).
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Given this very short recap, it is not surprising that Twilight and Fifty Shades of Grey
are mostly perceived as anti-feminist, both by scholars and activists. Analyses point out the
female character(s)* follow the “damsel in distress” (Welch 43) trope and are “regressive in
regard to feminist ideology” (Eddo-Lodge), as they are “unapologetically patriarchal” (Silver
122) and feature “controlling and stalker-like behavior” by the romantic interest (137).
However, some scholars such as Luksza for example caution that, although “[s]exual norms in
Twilight stay in accordance with the neo-conservative ideology” (431), women’s enjoyment of
such stories should not be dismissed as merely “sexism in disguise” (441) — similar to the
empowerment Romance readers have found in their novels in Radway’s studies.

Additionally, the more sexually explicit and BDSM-promoting Fifty Shades of Grey
was described as “re-[energizing] the feminist debate on pornography and sexuality” (Case and
Coventry 638). Downing points out the novel’s use of “titillating ‘wrongness’ of power
exchange sex and BDSM” (92) which, similarly to Twilight promoting patriarchy, is a “faux
transgressive trilogy” (98) that, despite its sexual content, reproduces hegemonic ideas of
sexuality. However, despite concerns that inexperienced people may view “[interpersonal
violence] as simply ‘kinky sex’ which could normalize unhealthy relationships”, Case and
Coventry caution that according to their survey generally “this fiction does not translate into
acceptability of these behaviors in their real life” (645).

Given the controversial content often perceived as anti-feminist outlined above, it is
little wonder that both Twilight, published in 2008, and Fifty Shades of Grey, following in 2011,
inspired huge anti-fandoms in feminist-leaning fan spaces such as Tumblr (cf. Hannell), as well
as direct comparisons between them. As I discuss in chapter 2, the 2010s were also

characterized by the rise of popular feminism (cf. Banet-Weiser) which brought with it both an

26 As Fifty Shades of Grey’s Anastasia Steele is based upon Twilight’s Bella Swan, one could argue they are
basically the same character.

257



increasing awareness and interest in feminism and increasing popular misogyny (cf. Banet-
Weiser) in response to this — to summarize: a peak in anti/feminist tensions. These two earlier
shipping conflicts mostly followed similar patterns to the Reylo anti-fandom outlined above:
Appeals to the logic of dangerous representation and appeals to fans’ feminist sensibilities
(despite initially eschewing “the term feminist”, cf. Summers 320), as well as silencing
strategies, mainly through ridicule. Other scholars observed more aggressive interactions that
were meant to silence those of dissenting opinion. Sheffield and Merlo analyzed typical
strategies of anti-fans of these novels and found they were mostly mocking fans (210), often
while trying to assert their status as “superior” fans that realized how bad the novels actually
were (218) and also trying to prevent “silly girls” from the dangerous messages of the novels
(220) — similar to the lines of argumentation discussed in 4.2. The association between Twilight,
Fifty Shades of Grey, and Reylo is so common that it can be found in several posts in my case
study, with users for example pointing to Fifty Shades’ mainstream popularization of BDSM
as one way fiction inspires dangerous real-life behavior. Another fairly popular blog post also
puts these three works of fiction in a direct line and argues that all three relationships are
popular because the patriarchy makes women believe that abuse is how men show their love.
Reylo-anti-shipping seems to be a continuation of such earlier anti-fan activism that has
become more broadly applied. Anti-shippers seem to have constructed their own “problematic
fans” as an imagined other to fight against to continue previous trends. Defenses of Reylo by
shippers often defend the relationship by pointing out that Star Wars does not depict an
established relationship. Thus, there is not any canonical depiction of a “problematic” romantic
relationship to criticize as in Twilight and Fifty Shades. Interestingly, despite Rey and Kylo
Ren not being a canonical couple, anti-shipping is frequently focused on the source text itself
(e.g. depictions of “mind rape” therein), yet anti-shippers direct their anger against the shippers,

not the creators of the source text. This may seem counterintuitive, but it follows the logic
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established by these previous two anti-fandoms: The main problem are the presumably silly
and naive fans that are assumed to not understand the problems of the text they are enjoying.
Asdiscussed in 4.1, it is additionally fairly uncommon for Reylo shippers to be attracted
to the idea of these characters entering a relationship with power imbalances and abusive
behaviors present and to portray the characters this way in fanfiction, thus abusive dynamics
are also rarely found in fan works. On the other hand, fans of Twilight and Fifty Shades of Grey
who enjoy romance as depicted in the source text with all its “problematic” aspects exist. These
real persons who are perceived as “bad fans” seem to have been replaced with imagined “bad
fans” who are assumed to enjoy seeing abuse in Star Wars. This may be driven by a desire to
continue anti-fan activism in the name of feminism in new fandoms. Given fan culture’s history
of social justice-driven antagonism for the sake of slash shipping activism, and previous cases
of feminism-driven harassment in Twilight and Fifty Shades of Grey anti-fandom, Reylo and
other anti-ships have clearly evolved from earlier fan culture and are not an unexpected shift
due to newcomers in fandom. The Reylo case study illustrates how anti-shipping has evolved
away from gatekeeping shipping to protect the fan community towards textual criticism of
toxic romances portrayed on screen (in “canon”) towards policing other fans for plots they
might potentially imagine. This development of feminist anti-shipping activism in the early
2010s coincides in time both with the rise of feminist awareness (discussed in chapter 2 and
4.4) and with the “loss” of slash activism as a central activist cause for fans in the mid-2010s.
Consequently, anti-shipping and fan policing may have risen to fill the activist “void” of

activist fan culture on Tumblr and create a new target for fan activism to be directed against.
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4.7: “You’d Rather Tell Reylos to Unalive Themselves”: From Informal Activist

Education to Transverse Coalitions?

As the Reylo case study illustrates, progressive and transformational (two aspects that strongly
overlap) fan culture is having its own ideological negotiations concerned with the kind of media
content that fans should enjoy or produce, namely the relationships fans can ship. While, at the
moment, anti-shippers have not achieved the same mainstream visibility or impact that the alt-
right or even #Gamergate have and just appear as a bubble of overzealous young people with
niche interests, the rise of the alt-right and #Gamergate ideas and strategies demonstrate that
this might change in the future and anti-shippers’ influence on online discourse may grow.

All in all, the anti/shipping conflict illustrates similar mechanisms to the anti/feminist
conflict of the earlier chapters in that when socio-political tensions rise, polarized ideological
negotiations in fandom take place where alignments of the source text’s narrative and fan
behavior with the relevant issue arise. Anti-shippers only partially fit Hill’s theory that anti-
movements occur in times of crisis or disruption when orthodoxy becomes heterodoxy (“An
Extended Foreword” 107) and those in power aim to keep their privileged position. In his
example of #Gamergate, those in power are the cause of conflict — just as the anti-woke Star
Wars fans previously discussed, who do not want to accept that they are no longer privileged
fans to whom franchises exclusively cater, and thus they retaliate about what they perceive to
be “outside intruders”, such as women. In the Reylo case study, however, anti-shippers are
often younger fans, yet they are the ones actively questioning the established doxa of “ship and
let ship”, trying to educate both new and old fans about different values. At the same time, the
way they seem to over-perform values of established fan culture would rather signal that they
are trying to fit in.

Reylo shippers behave in accordance with long-established shipping culture and yet did

not instigate a backlash against anti-shippers and are not the ones dominating the conflict in
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the way men are in the “gates” (see chapter 2). Despite these differences, there is significant
similarity: Shippers generally frame anti-shippers as “outside intruders” which echoes the
dynamic of the “gates”. Just as women have always been part of geek fandom and are only
constructed to be “outside intruders” in fan conflicts such as #Gamergate or “Marysuegate”,
anti-shippers are drawing from ideas and values pre-existing in transformational fandoms while
being misrepresented as “outside intruders”.

I have particularly focused on Tumblr which has been a central platform for informal
feminist education in a typical affinity space (Gee). Numerous scholarly studies have analyzed
its impact to the point of describing 7umblr as creating its own “Tumblr Feminism” (Keller;
Felts). This has primarily been framed as a positive aspect of participating in such spaces.
Particularly Hannell highlights the close connection between fandom and feminism — however,
if we understand “feminist fandom as a fruitful site for feminist identity work” (160), this anti-
shipping case study suggests that this does not always lead to positive outcomes. Rather, fans
may become entrenched in fan activist culture but then be unable to find a productive way to
express their concerns. Especially if they are still young and potentially marginalized or
traumatized, they may have few ways to engage besides online discourse. At the same time,
they seem to be agitated by the current state of the world for women, such as the prevalence of
sexual abuse and rising anti/feminist tensions. Anti-shipping reflects topics that online
discourse has likely made fans highly aware of, such as toxic masculinity, #MeToo, calls for
safe spaces and trigger warnings, and discussions of the potential of romances to harm women.
Consequently, they may turn towards fan policing and harassment of those they deem a threat
to the fan community as a way to experience and enact agency in a world otherwise out of their
control.

As I have discussed, Reylo-anti shipping seems to be deeply rooted in progressive and

fan-activist Tumblr culture and only displays surface similarities to current reactionary
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movements. As many fans are being socialized in a culture that is often pushing “purity culture”
on them and conveying to them that the danger of “groomers” may be right around the corner,
it is not surprising that such conservative attitudes are eventually mixed into progressive-
minded activism. Reylo anti-shippers seem to perform an exaggerated version of enacting the
social justice ideals of Tumblr and transformational fan culture. Rather than distancing
themselves from anti-shippers, fan communities need to face the “demons” of their own
making and find better ways to support fans that want to enact change in the world.

If, however, anti-shippers are constantly characterized as ‘“conservative intruders”,
progressive fan communities can distance themselves from them and treat them as their
oppressor despite both shippers and anti-shippers often coming from the same marginalized
groups, for example being young women with past experiences of abuse. As one Tumblr user
wrote, this type of “cancel culture” in fandom makes vulnerable fans likely to harass members
of their own fan community just to feel like they have some influence over a world that seems
out of control to them. Other users added to that discussion that it may make these fans
vulnerable to radicalization by extremist ideologies. There is no proof of that happening beyond
the anecdotes of some users who argue that anti-shippers may turn towards fascism more
readily as they already have a similar ideology in some ways. It is not hard to imagine that
already sharing some ways of activist engagement and goals with radical right-wing groups
may make fans susceptible to the rhetoric of the far right, just as it has been observed that some
“journalists and media personalities who once were at home on the far left”, particularly those
who eschewed politeness in their tactics, i.e. the “dirtbag left”, “has formed a niche but
influential political subculture that encourages leftists to abandon leftism for the populist right”
(Aleem).

Both the past and recent political developments suggest that shared arguments or goals

can breed coalitions despite heavily differing ideologies: Be it the satanic panic or more
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recently Trans-Exclusionary Feminism / Gender-Critical movements. In the past, when “the
reeling political left also began to use [the satanic panic] to their advantage to stay politically
relevant throughout the period” (T. Brooks 47), it allowed “Satanic conspiracists to latch onto”
(T. Brooks 46) the discourse. Recently, some feminists and queer activists unite with right-
wing populists in their shared opposition to trans rights and “gender ideology” (e.g. Darakchi).
As Schotten writes, Trans-Exclusionary Feminism “has found new allies in right-wing Catholic
and Evangelical researchers, scholars, activists, and figureheads, reinventing itself as ‘gender
critical’ feminism that casts doubt on ‘gender ideology’” (334). Similarly, Billard points out
the “seemingly unlikely alignment between Anglo-American ‘feminists’ and the U.S. Christian
Right in both ideology and strategy” (236) as well as UK organizations such as the LGB
Alliance (327) that engages in joint disinformation campaigns with conservative political
advocacy organizations “with the clear and express intention of justifying anti-trans-gender
policies” (237).

While not much has been published yet on these recent anti-trans coalitions, drawing
from observations on conspiracist movements can validate shippers’ concerns about anti-
shippers. In regard to recent opposition to vaccine mandates in German-speaking regions, it
has been observed that demonstrators formed “a new Querfront (trans-verse front)” which
“unites the extreme right with members of the moderate left” (Butter, “Covid” 215). Such
protests were “contrary to what was often claimed in the media at that time [...] not at all
carried by people from the right and extreme right” with at least 40% being on the leftwing
spectrum according to one survey (214). Scholars have observed a tendency of these protests
to originate on the left but then become more right-leaning in their goals (215). Similar
dynamics likely also apply to the less-researched coalitions of trans-exclusionary “gender-

critical” feminists and trans-exclusionary queer movements.
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Indeed, there are some similarities in ideology that anti-shippers seem to share with
both trans-exclusionary feminists and anti-LGBTQ Evangelical activists: Their discomfort
with someone’s expression of gender / fan work consumption and production behaviors trumps
other people’s right to decide what is right for them, often coupled with the fundamentally anti-
pluralistic belief that there is only one correct norm for gender expression / fan work
consumption and production. Anti-shippers do not want to see a Rey/Kylo-Ren relationship
and thus no one else should. Consequently, anti-shippers often support bans of sexual content
on social media (often pushed by Evangelical groups), as they share concerns that minors may
see content deemed inappropriate. All three groups also tend to support harassment against
people perceived to be “groomers” harming minors. Consequently, wariness towards anti-
shipping and a potential move of “antis” from the left to the right is not completely unfounded.

However, framing anti-shippers as conservative intruders or uneducated youths who do
not understand fan culture is, as I have argued, not an adequate understanding of their values
and primarily functions to place the blame for fan conflicts between shippers and anti-shippers
outside established progressive fan culture. Nevertheless, I have also illustrated how their
rhetoric, argumentative strategies, and goals have similarities with reactionary online-
movements, conservative anti-LGBTQ movements or religious fundamentalist purity culture.
As the past and recent political movements demonstrate, a coalition of a “transverse front”
between anti-shippers and for example those calling for anti-LGBTQ media censorship due to
their shared focus on seemingly protecting children from inappropriate depictions of sexuality
arising in the future seems possible — especially if anti-shippers keep being grouped together
with conservative groups who would likely welcome them.

However, by having asked whether anti-shippers are indeed “young conservative
intruders” and pointing out that they are not at the moment but could eventually lean towards

reactionary alliances, [ have followed the same line of thinking as many shippers and scholars:
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That threats to fan communities must be located on the right — yet anti-shippers demonstrate
that online harassment and polarization can also arise from progressive ideology and that
merely teaching online users about feminism will not automatically produce fan communities
without conflicts. They do not need to move to the far-right to be a problem to fan communities.

This suggests that media literacy efforts must extend beyond simply promoting
progressive values; they must also address how such values are performed, policed, and
instrumentalized in ways that can replicate the very dynamics of control and exclusion they
claim to oppose. What audiences may need, rather than simply media literacy or the language
and ideals of social justice, may be a higher tolerance for ambiguity rather than a wish to divide
the world into immoral shippers and virtuous anti-shippers, infallible progressives?’ and
threatening reactionaries, people who entirely distance themselves from abuse and people who
uncritically support it. It may be necessary to teach fans when and how fiction affects reality —
because an awareness of “representation matters” gained in fandom and fears of threats to
children and women gained from the media and culture fans are entrenched in may just mix
into a belief that any and all kinds of immoral behavior need to be censored. One first step
might be to disentangle consumption from identity and activism and to not conflate what
someone watches or reads with the political views they endorse or the morality they may hold.

While anti-shippers do not engage in fan populism which offers simplistic “common
sense” solutions (Mede and Schéfer 481) to complex societal problems, they nevertheless have
established a similar approach from the opposite direction: With a rhetorical strategy of
“weaponized pedagogy”, they present themselves as having all the — scientifically-supported
and morally-justified — answers to the complex issue of representation. This prevalent and

harmful tendency in fandom to simplify issues by means of shipping-identity is, for example,

%7 For another often ignored problem within progressive fan communities, see racism in fandom, e.g. Pande “Get
out”.
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encapsulated in the popular joke that the British Queen was problematic for shipping Reylo
and thus it makes sense that people are celebrating her death (fig. 25). Even though it is an
obvious joke, it encapsulates well how shipping an (according to fan cultural norms)
problematic relationship has become a shorthand for being a bad person while being completely
disengaged from issues of real-world harm and activism.

Anonymous asked: @

/gen did queen elizabeth did something problematic re-
cently or are people just celebrating her death be she's
rich and a royal ? Asking bc i havent seen any callouts
or negative headlines about her recently

grungegoths answered: f‘_’;

she ships reylo hope that helps
#screaming

56,791 notes

tl
<)

Fig. 25. Users joking that people celebrate the death of Queen Elizabeth due to her being a Reylo shipper
(Grungegoths)

Such shorthands simplify complex issues in a complex world — but they are unlikely to lead to

the progress towards a safer world for women and young people that anti-shippers are hoping

for.
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Chapter 5:
Conclusion: The Fandom Is (Still) Political: The Acolyte and the
Loss of Certainty

“In a dark place we find ourselves and a little more knowledge lights our way”

— Yoda in the script of Revenge of the Sith (Lucas)

When I started writing this dissertation in 2019, I was worried that by the time I finished
it, no one would care about the topics discussed anymore: What if the Internet moved on so
quickly that everything described would already be a phenomenon of the past? Luckily (for
me) and sadly (for everyone else) that is not the case: The same and similar fan conflicts are
still raging on the web, even if the media texts and platforms may change.

I wanted to demonstrate how anti-fans are not trivial and should be paid attention to —
sadly, a lesson that Hollywood seems to have learned. Several interviewees told Variety in an
October 2024 article that “the best defense is to avoid provoking fandoms in the first place”
and thus “studios will assemble a specialized cluster of superfans to assess possible marketing
materials for a major franchise project”, just to be told: “‘If you do that, fans are going to
retaliate.” (Vary, “Toxic Fandom™). Even though the article in its reporting of fan backlashes
and with its banner image featuring people of Color, women, and a same-sex Kkiss
acknowledges that anti-fans mostly retaliate towards anything that is not a straight white
masculine man, it does not invite a discussion of the dangers of such “superfan focus groups”.
Social media users on X, however, widely point out that such an approach will homogenize
what stories can be told. One hugely successful post with over 82k likes that was shared over
6700 times on X reads: “big shoutout to whoever made this collage of queer women and POC

299

to represent ‘things fans hate’” (@Focusfronting), with another popular post more sarcastically
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summarizing the issue as: “Assembling a panel to see if *checks graphic* women, POC, and
gay people should be allowed in media is actually not the hot new idea you think it is, studios.”
(@Baddestmamajama). Given the huge impact anti/fan conflicts could potentially have in the
future, it is all the more important to understand how they work.

As this thesis has shown, anti/fan conflicts are about more than disagreements between
fans about which Star Wars installment or character they like best. They are used to negotiate
ideologies, both in fan spaces and broader political discourse, which often relate to (anti-
)feminism, anti-“wokeness” and social justice. They allow (anti-)fans to voice political
opinions they may not otherwise be able to voice or find an audience for, they allow them to
garner a large following and share political ideas even with otherwise less politically inclined
audiences by attaching their arguments to their fan identity, and they allow fans to enact what
they perceive as activism for a better world through fan policing of other fans’ identities.

Fan conflicts may often arise in response to political and related fan-cultural disruptions
and then increasingly become instrumentalized as a political platform to share far-right views
through fanization of political discourse (chapter 2). Fans may claim to be apolitical but
nevertheless engage in reactionary fan-populist rhetoric when engaging in anti-fan activism
against the recent Star Wars installments and Kathleen Kennedy (chapter 3). Fans may appear
to be reactionary but engage in anti-fan-activism against the Reylo relationship that heavily
draws from progressive fan activist culture and values (chapter 4). In all cases, participants are
motivated not just by negative affect, but also by the mechanics of the visibility economy,
trying to use platform affordances and communication strategies to gain support for their
political ideology or money or try to make invisible what they consider a threat to the fan
community.

The Acolyte
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Such fan conflicts are still omnipresent on social media: On the 4th of June 2024, the
newest Star Wars show The Acolyte (TA) premiered on Disney+. It is set before the prequel
trilogy during the so-called era of the High Republic and follows Jedis trying to solve a series
of crimes. It is largely the story of Osha, a young woman who was taken from her family by
the Jedi and believed to have lost her twin sister — who turns out to have been killing the very
Jedi responsible for their separation.

I had not even seen a single episode yet when I was inundated by algorithmic
recommendations on X, YouTube, and my Google news feed with headlines about how
wokeness has finally ruined Star Wars or occasionally posts ridiculing such reactionary fans’
claims. Particularly, I was shocked by the numbers and thus reach of some posts and videos.
For example, a lightsaber fight was being discussed with over 160k reactions supporting a
comment calling it extremely “retarded” — one of the most popular posts in my case study
collection despite being quite trivial in topic. Very few posts from chapters 2 to 4 reached such
numbers — despite X being considered a platform in decline (Ingram).

At the same time, such posts seem to suggest an almost tame conflict that is merely
focused on textual disagreements, such as whether concepts from the Extended Universe or
George Lucas’ original vision were the correct way to depict lightsaber battles. This suggests
an even stronger tendency towards seemingly apolitical proxy debates than discussed in
chapters 2 and 3. 74 may have polarized the fandom in a way no previous Star Wars installment
did — and managed to do so before its first episode was even released. This proxy battle being
fought over 74 ’s quality is a stand-in for many issues: Among them white men’s fears of having
become obsolete in an increasingly diverse society and fan culture (as was already fundamental
to chapters 2 and 3) and consequently even more pronounced fears about the loss of a world

that offers certainty and fixed truths.
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Consequently, my final case study will both support arguments from my previous
chapters as well as highlight emerging new trends: In 5.1, I highlight the important role of
paratexts priming fans to read the show as feminist and thus controversial by looking at the
way the show was discussed and already heavily criticized as “anti-men” before its release. In
5.2., I discuss a new aspect of the fan-populist style: The rhetoric role references to “lore”
infractions play in this fan conflict as an “overflowing signifier” that is frequently evoked to
still maintain the appearance of objective criticism (as discussed in chapter 3). In 5.3, I
contextualize 74 anti-fans’ disproportionate focus on queerness within both pre-existing
narratives of a “war on (male) fans” as well as more recently growing anti-LGBTQ sentiments
in the US. Finally, in 5.4, I reflect on the role being able to deal with (moral) ambiguity
ultimately plays in fan conflicts and present lessons for the role of fandom as a space of

education we can learn from these case studies.

5.1: “TA Is Not For (White) Men”: The Impact of Paratextual Framing

The discourse regarding 74 is highly visible and polarized, speaking to a not just continuing
but growing importance of fan discourse to online “culture war” narratives. Additionally, fan
discourse seems to be more and more mainstream and no longer part of niche Internet spheres,
as evidenced by the wide reach of posts and high journalistic resonance of debates around 74
and its “wokeness” — a continuation of a trend already outlined in chapter 2.

Earlier on in chapter 2, I argued that fans were predominantly fighting an “imagined
sexist other” with few popular negative posts to be found on X. This suggested that it was
particularly fans’ disproportional reactions to anti-fans that fueled these conflicts. However,
TA has record-breaking negative reactions: From X posts with over 100k likes to being the most
and worst reviewed Star Wars installment on IMDB (Tassi, “In Three Weeks”) to the YouTube

trailer having over 750k dislikes (“YouTube Dislike Viewer”) to negative YouTube reviews
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with over 3 million views (Jordan, “The Acolyte Episode 37). It is safe to say that 74 seems to
be the most (publicly) hated and controversial Star Wars installment to date and its anti-fans
are far from a handful of loud voices. At the same time, despite having the worst reviews on
IMDB and similar sites, 74 is also the second most successful Star Wars show to date (Kraljik),
suggesting popularity with viewers. There is clearly a strong divergence between its negative
reception online and its reception by mainstream audiences, yet even if the anti-fans are a
minority, they are by now far from an “imagined” antagonist.

This new visibility of anti-fans, particularly on X, may of course align with the
platform’s recent shift towards right-wing extremism with many experts considering that “X is
becoming one of the largest hate sites in the world” (Wilson). It may be that within the new
norms of the platform, users are more open to express their politicized anti-fandom. However,
neither X as a platform alone nor trolls and bots (i.e. accounts automatically liking or posting
content) can be the sole explanation for the increasing polarization given the numbers. This is
likely also an outcome to the mainstreaming of anti-fan activist discourse discussed in 2.

Feminist paratextual framing of 74 may have further increased backlash to the series.
Particularly when it comes to review-bombing, i.e. the intentional down-voting of 74 — which
had received about 200.000 likes and over 750.000 downvotes at the time of writing
(“YouTube Dislike Viewer”), the backlash against 74 follows established patterns also seen
with Captain Marvel or other movies considered “feminist”. Budirska’s study of IMDB reviews
regarding perceived “Forced Feminist Agenda”s in 2021 already observed that reviews seemed
to be used to “express their political leaning by boosting or tanking the ratings of a film that is
claimed to be feminist by mainstream media” (47). It was particularly noticeable that such
movies rarely received middle ratings, rather many reviews gave 10 or 1 stars. Particularly low
reviews tended to be very short (32), suggesting that users may not put in the effort to honestly

review the movies.
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What such parallels to other review-bombed movies highlight is the role of progressive
paratextual elements for such polarization: Captain Marvel was review-bombed before it even
premiered (Vejvoda, “Rotten”) and 74 also received negative coverage before it was even
released. YouTubers and X users were also making negative predictions about the show before
its release. It seems likely this is due to paratextual elements: 74 was discussed as having a
feminist director and being intentionally “female-centric” and thus framed as “man-hating” .
On Bounding Into Comics, a website geared towards reactionary fandom (Eaton), one actress
is reported on as “malking] the outlandish claim that ‘Star Wars is very like patriarchal.””
(Trent). The use of “outlandish” implies that this statement is untrue and even enraging to the
author. The same report quotes showrunner Headland saying that even though the “show is
technically [...] ‘female centric’, meaning it centers around a female protagonist” that does not
“exclude[] men from that space” (Trent), yet also accuses her of forcing her radical feminist
ideology on Star Wars (Trent) — this signals to the readers to doubt whether her words are
believable. Similarly, Larson, before Captain Marvel was released, framed the movie as a
feminist text just by being an activist “for bigger racial and gender diversity in film criticism”
(Budirska 3) and discussing another movie in a way that made people think she hated white
men and thus that “Captain Marvel was not made for them either” (3), leading to a polarized
reception. This underlines a potential connection between pre-release backlash and reporting
on the perceived feminist activism of those involved with a show or movie.

The paratextual progressive framing of 74 was connected to familiar themes of
purportedly hating male fans early on: For example, The Pink News claimed in March 2024
that 74 is “already a smash hit— when it comes to LGBTQ+ representation, at least” (Mitchell).
Consequently, based on such positive reporting regarding representation, niche reactionary
news sites and YouTubers began to report on 74 being “a woke disaster waiting to happen”

(BlazeTV Staff) in a ragebait-like fashion. This led to users on X claiming that showrunner
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Headland was intentionally trying to get rid of her “problematic” male viewers by featuring
queer representation and a female lead.

Furthermore, those involved in the production took a less apologetic stance towards
backlash than in previous years: TROS seemed to be rewritten in accordance with 7LJ’s
backlash (see chapter 2) and creators emphasized that Star Wars was for everyone. T4 creators
and cast, however, were not trying to appease their anti-fans. Besides interviews before the
release taken out of context discussed before, even harmless messages about not all fans being
welcome seemed to be interpreted as radically “woke” statements: Breitbart writes that “[t]he
creator of the new Disney+ series The Acolyte has issued a stern warning to Star Wars fanboys
who engage in wrongthink, saying anyone who engages in what she calls ‘bigotry, racism, or
hate speech’ isn’t a real fan” (Ng). Calling bigotry, racism, and hate speech “wrongthink™ and
implying that Headland’s gatekeeping towards such fans is wrong seems to endorse these
attitudes and behaviors as legitimate and perhaps even part of Star Wars fandom. It feeds into
the narrative that Headland wants to intentionally get rid of “problematic” parts of her audience.

Additionally — one might say “to make matters worse” in the eyes of some fans
threatened by diversity in Star Wars (see chapter 3) — T4 notably features a diverse crew on
screen and behind the scenes, particularly in regard to race and gender. The promo picture on
Disney+ showcases how there are no white men to be found among the main cast and can thus
be perceived as signaling that white men are not welcome. There is, for example, Amandla
Stenberg, a Black non-binary person and noted LGBTQ activist in two main roles: Osha and
her twin sister Mae. Most other prominent roles are People of Color or women as well, as for

example visible in the promo image on Disney+ (fig. 26):

273



STARWARS

"ACOLYTE

An investigation into a shocking crime spree pits
a respected Jedi Master against a dangerous
warrior from his past.

% WATCH TRAILER EXPLORE
_

F@i’sn;+

Fig. 26. The promo image on Disney+ showing the main characters of TA. Screenshot by author.

The show features Korean actor Lee Jung-jae as Jedi master Sol (top center), biracial Black
actor Charlie Barnett as Yord Fandar (to the right), and Black actress Jodie Turner-Smith as
Mother Aniseya (foreground).

Additionally, the show is strongly associated with queerness by virtue of its cast. It is
headed by Leslye Headland, who is a white lesbian woman in a same-sex relationship (Soloski)
and Stenberg who I have just discussed. It also features trans actress, leftist activist, and
successful YouTuber Abigail Thorn in a very minor role that is on screen for less than five
minutes. Despite this being mostly unrelated to the plot of the show, particularly far-right
outlets saw these queer identities as negative omens. Breitbart, for example, discussed 74
“casting male-to-female transgender YouTube personality Abigail Thorn in a prominent
supporting part” (Ng), overstating her role in order to highlight how “woke” the show is.

The hyperfocus on trans actors in 74 also ties into broader contemporary transphobic
narratives. Many enraged comments were created about “pronouns” in 74 — meaning a single
scene in which in a blink-and-you-will-miss-it moment protagonist Osha is not sure what the
gender of a non-human alien is and consequently asks: “Is he, or they, with us?”. Here, the
paratextual element of 7A’s trans actors’ identities aligns with a textual disruption (the
inclusion of controversial pronouns), making both more salient. It is not surprising that many

far-right news outlets as well as reactionary commentators saw this as proof of “wokeness”
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despite it being a throwaway joke that one could even read as mocking “pronoun discourse”
(Murray). This is of course a topic likely to spark controversy as “pronoun use” is even legally
contested in the US in 2024 (S. Nolan) and widely mocked particularly by conservatives,
especially singular “they” pronouns (Steinmetz) which are commonly associated with non-
binary individuals such as Stenberg.

The combination of the paratexts, such as the show being promoted as catered towards
women, and featuring actors and producers who are either women, queer, or People of Color,
thus heavily framed the show as “not for (white) men” even before it aired. Consequently,
many fans were primed to be enraged towards the show as the mere existence of people not
being white men in unusually large numbers made the show heavily political in their eyes by
this paratextual information alone (see also my introduction). It tied 74 to contemporary
controversial discourses around queerness, particularly transgender and non-binary identities —
a hot-button issue of the 2020s to begin with as there is currently a “surge in anti-transgender
legislation” as well as “increased instances of violence against the LGBTQ+ community”
(Brightman et al. 251). In this way, 74 offered a suitable projection space for cultural anxieties

in the same vein TFA4 did.

5.2: “Won’t Somebody Think of The Lore”: Textual Dissatisfaction and the Overflowing

Signifier of “Lore”

In addition to its cast and creator, the writing and particularly the lore are an important focus
of criticism that have become even more central in this final case study. These criticisms
frequently echo the “Mary Sue discourse” of chapter 2 but also emphasize the role of “lore” as
a flexible, so-called “overflowing” signifier whose primary purpose is coalition building. Its
flexibility as a concept allows different anxieties about fan-cultural and socio-political

disruptions to join together. 74 is, at the same time, frequently discussed as suffering from
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“wokeness” and not being bad because of its politics, but rather simply because of its bad
writing. I disagree with many news reports that argue that “[r]eviewers aren’t bigots, they just
think The Acolyte is garbage” (Watercutter). Jordan (from chapter 3), for example, argues that
there is “nonsensical and contradictory writing, the horrendous cinematography, the wooden
acting and the terrible dialogue” (“The Acolyte Episode 37, 07:51-07.58) — but that alone is not
the primary reason why these anti-fans hate 74, they merely express themselves via textual
dissatisfaction (as discussed in chapter 2).

As with TLJ, controversy may be best fueled by a mixture of consensus criticisms about
writing flaws and a thematic reflection of contemporary polarizing political issues that can
easily be projected onto such discussion of a movie’s narrative and writing. For TLJ, it was
popular feminism, for 74 it is intersectional queer-affirming feminism. 74 is widely described
as showing that Star Wars hates its fans (e.g. Buechler, “The Acolyte” or Nolte, “Acolyte”)
and accused of being a “zombie franchise [...,] a corpse that keeps getting defiled” (Buechler,
“Everyone Hates” 07:29-07:33) — in line with the fan-populist arguments of a continued state
of crisis outlined in chapter 3. This seems undeserved as 74 is at its heart both refreshing in its
concept and yet not straying too far from the Star Wars format. It does not rely on using pre-
existing fan-favorite characters such as Boba Fett, Andor, Obi-Wan Kenobi, or Ahsoka, but
rather tries to deliver an original story that is not built around nostalgic references as much as
other Disney+ shows. It is a story about Jedi and Sith, and thus much closer in its core plot to
the original Star Wars than the Western genre stories of The Mandalorian and Book of Boba
Fett or the political spy thriller type-story of Andor. It also features elaborate lightsaber
choreography praised by many viewers (Glazebrook) — exactly the kind of action-focused
mindless entertainment fans opposed to “making Star Wars political” want to see (cf. chapter

2). All in all, in many ways it is the show many fans had been asking for, one that tells new
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original stories while upholding the tone of the original movies, so it being rejected for being
not innovative enough and also too different from what “true” fans want seems hollow.

The criticism of its female characters is more subtle than in the Mary Sue discourse of
chapter 2, although it is clearly echoed in many fan responses. Jordan keeps referring to Osha
as a “strong female character” throughout his review, refusing to use her name (“The Acolyte
Episode 1) — an interesting reversal of the Carano case of chapter 2 in which “strong female
character” was briefly positively connotated, proving the flexibility of argumentation by
reactionary fans. A devaluation of the type of fandom typically associated with women also
continues — just as “Mary Sue” was a concept used to accuse the sequel trilogy of being too
much like fanfiction, many negative reviews continue to insult the writing as “bad Tumblr
fanfiction” (Endymiontv, “Star Wars Acolyte” 05:12-05:14) or “gay fanfic” (Nolte, “Woke”).
Such associations imply fanfiction, which is usually written by women, to be bad quality
writing, thus aligning women’s fandom with the show’s perceived faults.

The fact that I keep using both fans on X and YouTube and far-right news outlets as
examples for the same observations also highlights the continued and increased fanization, the
merging of fan discourse with the arguments used by (in this case far-right) political
commentators and news sites that [ suggested in chapter 2. While Breitbart was already leaning
into fan discourse in chapter 2 as well as during #Gamergate, there are now also articles on
National Review — which chapter 2 praised as a right-wing site that provided fair criticism of
TLJ — and Fox News — which reaches a more mainstream right-wing audience — that strongly
echo reactionary anti-fans, demonstrating the continued success of fanization as a rhetorical
strategy. One article considered Musk —not a political commentator per se but prominent public
figure closely associated with the far-right and “extremist remarks” (Wilson) in 2024 — calling
Kennedy a “Franchise Killer” newsworthy (Cuebas-Fantauzzi). This seems to assume this is

the kind of content their audience is interested in, potentially trying to draw in reactionary fans.
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Compared to earlier chapters, the amount of news sites who lean into arguments from
fan discourse and imitate their “anti-woke” rhetoric has grown as well. National Review, for
example, — whose TLJ reviews I discussed as nuanced in chapter 2 — seems to be even more
extremist than Breitbart in its recent reviews, accusing 74 of “using Star Wars ideas, figures,
and lingo to replicate progressive pillars for environmental, social, and governance (ESG)
performance” and “[pJromoting ESG and DIE (diversity, inclusion, equity)” in order to
“groom|] Star Wars fans to accept a new political order” (White, “The Acolyte™). This is even
more explicitly an allusion to the conspiracy theory of Cultural Marxism than the YouTubers
discussed in chapter 3 who only seemed to carefully hint at this. As described by conservative
think tank The Heritage Foundation, Cultural Marxists use “environmental, social, and
corporate governance (ESG) rules” in order “to take over the corporate world to advance their
cause” (Gonzalez and Gorka 20), said cause of course being “the subjugation of the United
States to a totalitarian, soul-destroying ideology” (1). Moreover, references to grooming also
bring up associations with cultural Marxists’ plans to “groom[] young children to satisfy their
own perverted urges” through the transgender agenda (29) and tie 74 into the Disney grooming
discourse (see chapter 3).

Having now discussed how the discourse around 74 is explicit in its opposition to
feminism and associated progressive concepts (or “agendas” in the words of many
commentators), I argue that it is nevertheless predominantly implicit, especially when in fan
discourse: It still relies on the argument of being objective writing criticism just as the Mary
Sue discussions in chapter 2 did. It still follows patterns of pointing out plot holes discussed in
chapter 3. The main strategy by reactionary fans of discussing “bad writing” and then blaming
seemingly indisputable “objective” criticism on “wokeness” has remained the same since
almost 10 years ago. Such a strategy allows for coalition building with those who agree about

the flaws, potentially leading them towards blaming “wokeness” or “feminism” as well.
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Most notably, “lore” seems to serve such a unifying function as an overflowing
signifier, i.e. something that is not merely a “blank screen of projection”, but rather “overly
abundant of specific meanings and investments, linked to traits and practices” of a person or
concept (Ostiguy and Moffitt ch.3). Here, just as in chapter 3, it is helpful to draw from theories
on populism: Ostiguy and Moffitt criticize the idea of leaders in populism to be empty signifiers
in the sense of Laclau, meaning someone who is “a blank slate of sorts, on which “the people”
invest their meanings and desires” (ch.3). They think “partisans of the same camp associated
many meanings with the term, name, or leader” (ch.3, emphasis original) they rally behind —
with a term or leader potentially meaning different things to different people.

The concept of the lore serves a similar function. Of course, the term has a fixed
meaning in that it is “a body of traditions and knowledge on a subject or held by a particular
group” (S. Jones) that in fantasy and science-fiction translates to knowledge of how a fictional
world works, especially its magic system and history. Yet to fans, it can mean much more than
just simple facts, for example by often being associated with their childhoods when they
consumed certain materials (such as Extended Universe-tie in novels) and their identity as a
fan (which for affirmational fans is often tied to extensive factual knowledge) and even (as |
will address in 5.3) certainty about how the world works.

The lore as a synecdochical stand-in for the original trilogy and the experience of being
its fan and nostalgia for a time in which society still had the “right” order almost functions as
the kind of leader that is absent in fan populism: Fans do not rally around certain personalities
as followers of populist parties do but rather around a text. The lore thus has, just as the leader
according to Ostiguy and Moffitt, a “multiplicity of concrete, very different meanings” which
are not “necessarily coherent amongst themselves” (ch.3). However, whatever the signifier

stands for, it always “stands against” something — in this way it unites (fan-)populists.

279



Similarly, there are many things “breaking the lore” may mean to a fan — but most
importantly it symbolizes antagonism around which all kinds of anti-fans can unite: Whatever
“woke” showrunners are doing must be breaking it. The lore is contrasted to feminism-
influenced new Star Wars, even in cases when changes do not contradict previously established
facts about the fictional universe. Appeals to “the lore” can unite Star Wars fans independent
of political background — it seems to pose an untouchable “truth” that fans can agree on, even
if they may diverge, for example, on whether or not they dislike the existence of lesbians in
media texts (see 5.3).

Much popular — highly liked and frequently repeated — criticism on X and YouTube
centers on perceived logic and lore errors. This is often interpreted as proof of Kennedy and
Headland being “fake fans” — something women are often accused of (Scott, Fake) — who do
not understand Star Wars and thus get things wrong. This plays into the importance of an
enemy figure symbolizing the threat of feminism as discussed in chapter 3. Such criticism can
take absurd dimensions which Forbes calls “too absurd to be believed” (Tassi, “The Acolyte”):
Tassi summarizes that each episode leads to “some sort of desperate search to see how it

9999

“breaks canon””, ie. established Star Wars lore, with even a “seemingly uncontroversial
episode...f[inding] controversy all the same” — that controversy being the birthdate for a minor
background character not corresponding to his biography from the Extended Universe tie in
novels. When “Star Wars wiki site Wookiepedia updated Mundi’s page with the new
information[, it] started receiving threats and harassment” (“The Acolytes”), illustrating fans’
discomfort with anything that threatens the sanctity of previous Star Wars lore.

Even in complaints explicitly about “wokeness”, finding “lore breaks” is often the
dominant form of criticism and oftentimes presented as a direct result of “wokeness”. This

echoes the perceived dichotomy between “political ideology” and “good entertainment” found

in previous anti/fan conflicts (see chapter 2). Such lore breaks can range from changing a minor
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background character’s age (“The Acolytes”) to light saber physics or to Anakin being
potentially not the only force child (which will be discussed later on). Despite some of these
perceived infractions to the established lore being wrong (as in the case of lightsaber-deflecting
metal being established in the Extended Universe) or inconsequential (such as a background
character’s birthday being changed in a Fanwiki, see Tassi, “The Acolyte”), rallying behind
such criticism lends the backlash an air of seemingly apolitical objectivity as well as true (and
particularly masculine affirmational) fandom (as discussed in chapter 3) — even if the critics
then place the blame for “lore breaks”, explicitly or implicitly, on perceived feminist political
agendas.

There are also parallels to contemporary political controversies about revisionist history
to be found in this lore discourse, emphasizing how discussions of popular culture are outlets
for broader political dissatisfaction: The lore can serve as a proxy-discussion about whether or
not revising established history is ever acceptable. Parallels between lore breaking and
revisionist history are rarely voiced explicitly although White for the National Review argues
that 74 works similar to “Nikole Hannah-Jones’s 1619 Project and its ‘alternate facts,’
remaking historical legend into a politicized, re-gendered fantasy” (“The Acolyte”). Indeed,
changes to the lore are likely to be highly controversial because they mirror changes to
perceived historical facts which is an influential controversy frequently discussed in the 2020s.
There is much discussion about attempts to restrict “the teaching of Black American history”
due to fears about “Critical Race Theory” in schools (Sullivan). It is thus no surprise that White
compares T4 to the 1619 projects: As Leeds writes, the 1619 project with its “effort [...] to
reframe American history around the legacy of slavery” (1) drew much engagement by
Republicans. Such attempts at (in the eyes of its opponents) de-glorifying the American past
have led to moral panics where the Project became a “folk devil that was brainwashing

schoolchildren” (15). Quite similarly, Star Wars fans connect rewriting the “canon”, i.e.
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established facts about Star Wars, to a political agenda — even though in contrast to the history
of the US and slavery, most perceived changes to the lore (such as birth dates) have little
inherently political meaning. However, such changes may feel like a personal attack, as lore
knowledge can be deeply tied to one’s (affirmational) fan identity — making it a powerful

element of fan-populist rhetoric.

5.3: “Lesbian Space Witches”: Queerness as a Threat to Geek Masculinity

Fans often discuss “breaking” established lore together with breaking laws of physics or
biology as severe infractions to the quality of a work of fantasy. This subtly suggests an
essentialist worldview in which historical facts and social norms are immutable. Treating both
infractions to the lore and the laws of physics or biology as similarly grave flaws also
strengthens the untouchability of the lore despite it being made-up fiction. Furthermore, these
themes often co-occur with discussions of a queerness which is perceived to be a strong textual
and fan-cultural disruption to the franchise. Discussions of queer themes in 74 strongly
intersect with the crisis of geek masculinity discussed in chapters 2 and 3. This once-again
highlights the continued relevance of socio-political disruptions which have shifted since 2015
and so has the fan conflict changed. At the same time, 74 demonstrates how despite a strong
focus on the “lore”, explicit connections to current political issues have gotten more explicitly
and more hostilely expressed.

One may think pointing out illogical physics in fantasy is potentially nitpicky but not
political — however, this line of argumentation continues the trend from chapter 2 that
seemingly reasonable observations, such as about narrative flaws in 7LJ, will be connected to
a “feminist” or “woke” agenda. These associations vary in their degree of plausibility. While
Rey being a Mary Sue due to feminism is to a degree a plausible narrative, when such

arguments are connected to breaking the laws of nature, it is rarely a logical conclusion: Jordan,
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for example, mockingly argues that “fire in The Acolyte doesn't need oxygen like in other
shows because it no longer has the patriarchy holding it back, you go girl!” (“The Acolyte
Episode 17 01:54-02:01). Even though he is joking when attributing the blame for “logic-
defying fire” to feminism, the high frequency of accusations of feminism being to blame for
any faults in 74 in reactionary critique is likely to be one of the most salient aspects a viewer
may take away from such videos — irrespective of whether or not the 74 anti-fans believe in
a causal link.

In addition to the proxy discussions about 74 being conducted similarly to the ones
discussed in chapter 2, T4 discourse also highlights the on-going centrality of the crisis of
(geek) masculinity. Negative reactions to 74, especially on YouTube, are characterized both by
homophobia and strong fears about the replacement of white men by (Black lesbian) women.
My examples will also again demonstrate how appeals to the laws of nature are frequently
connected to perceived (queer-)feminist agendas.

One of the most frequent criticisms to be found for 74 is that it has lesbians (who
reproduce). The argument is not even that the show in any way promotes homosexuality, the
complaint is merely that they exist. While queer representation in Star Wars has so far been
minor, this is not a completely new development: There was lesbian representation in 7ROS —
the two background characters even kissed — and in Andor. Thus, it is not the novelty alone
that can explain the negative reception which re-emphasizes the importance of paratextual
framing as well as general narrative dissatisfaction for a backlash to happen.

It is important to point out that the quantity of mentions of lesbians in all criticism of
T4 is completely disproportionate to the screen time or narrative impact of said lesbians. In a
flashback in episode 3, we see Osha’s two mothers who are leaders of a witch coven. They
acknowledge that they created their children Mae and Osha together but do not show any form

of romantic interaction. Paratexts — whose role I have already discussed above — of Headland
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explicitly describing the show as the “gayest Star Wars to date” (Poe) likely primed viewers to
perceive the lesbian characters as particularly salient to the narrative despite their minor roles
and lack of romantic interactions. The New York Post, for example, described (reactionary)
fan reactions claiming 74 was “’woke’ propaganda with ‘lesbian space witches’” (@nypost).
It makes sense that the existence of lesbians would be strongly associated with
feminism and thus exacerbate anxieties about masculinity in contemporary society. Despite
claims to provide objective criticism, the mere existence of queer people, specifically lesbians,
is enough to make a text highly political in the eyes of many reactionary reviewers in fan
conflicts. 74 is not the first text for this to apply to: Budirska in her review of Wonder Woman,
Captain Marvel, Birds of Prey: The Fantabulous Emancipation of One Harley Quinn, and
Wonder Woman 1984 already noted frequent mentions of lesbianism despite none of these
movies featuring lesbians at all. She observed that many reviewers associated feminism with
“negative perceptions such as lesbianism” (19). Budirska found reviewers of Wonder Woman
claiming the movie to feature “feminism and making men the bad guys” as well as promoting

9999

“lesbianism™”’ (46) — despite featuring a heterosexual romance between its protagonist and
having no queer characters?®. Of course, there is some historical truth to this association
between feminism and lesbians as early radical feminism was, among other things, associated
with “lesbian separatism”: In the 1970, some radical feminists believed “that every woman
could be a lesbian” and that being one was important to “not support the [patriarchal] power
system that oppresses them.” (Enszer 183). While it is most likely meant to be an insult to
feminists when “promoting lesbianism” is used as a way to critique superhero movies and other

pop cultural texts, the discourse around 74 played into pre-existing associations between

feminism and lesbianism. Consequently, its controversial reception was likely expected.

28 While one could read the all-female Amazon society that the protagonist is from as a lesbian commune
(famously joked about by an SNL sketch (Kristian)), there is no textual indication to do so.
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Interestingly, despite a lack of white men, diversity is not even the main focus of “anti-
woke” backlash for 74 — unlike in chapter 3. Rather, lesbianism is the major element of much
criticism — despite Osha’s mothers having minor roles. This highlights the fundamental role
of a crisis of masculinity for this type of fan conflict: Lesbians symbolize the ultimate
replacement of men — even more so when they do not even need men for pregnancy, as they
do in TA. Consequently, this is what many reactions prominently focus on. For example,
Jordan’s episode 3 review is the fourth most watched video featuring “The Acolyte” in its title
in all of YouTube and prominently features Osha’s and Mae’s parents in its thumbnail to signal
that it will discuss the purportedly grave problem of lesbians. EndymionTv explicitly links the
couple with the show’s lack of (white) male heroes. He argues the show is narcissistic as “all
the white guys are sidelined or weak” (“Star Wars The Acolyte” 02:22-02:23) while there are
“a lot of lesbians in space” (02:05-02:06). He thus echoes the zero-sum game idea prevalent in
other gates (as discussed in chapter 2) that ties more diverse representation to being a loss for
white men.

This contemporary use of certain identities being represented as criticism is an
interesting reversal of former fan activism, underlining that despite their differences discussed
particularly in chapter 3, anti-fan activism and fan activism also share similar patterns. In past
fan activism, the presence of characters of marginalized, especially queer, identities often led
to recommendations of shows merely based on the representation alone (e.g. instances of the
“Great Gay Migration”, see Deshler). This fan activism also focused on lobbying for the
inclusion of gay characters (e.g. Tinoco). Yet in 74 discourse, it is taken as a negative enough
aspect of the show that it needs no further explanation — be it in EndymionTv’s video or the
headline of the New York Post. This duality of representation being a draw for progressive fans
on Tumblr and a stand-alone criticism for reactionary fans is best captured by a meme that

came across my dash several times on 7umblr in which one person exclaims “I can’t wait to

285



go home and watch The Acolyte” while another replies “Peter, it has black lesbian space
witches who use The Force to get pregnant” with a concerned look on his face. The punch line
then follows: “Harry, I already told you I'm excited for it. You don’t need to sell it to me”.
This meme “format has been used to express full support for controversial subjects by
reinterpreting their perceived drawbacks as features” (“Harry, You Don't Need to Sell It To
Me”). The difference of course being that queer-activist fans claim their activism to be political
— even if it is sometimes routed merely in wanting to see a specific relationship happen
(compare to chapter 4). Reactionary fans generally claim to want a story without political
messaging and one that’s just good storytelling yet frequently highlight “lesbians in space” as
a problem in 74. Clearly, queer existence is still considered inherently political — as it has been
in the past and as it still is in debates about grooming and book banning in schools as discussed
in chapter 3.

Furthermore, there is a strong emphasis by reactionary fans on the two characters’
ability to procreate which ties the perceived problem with lesbianism in 74 back into “lore
breaks” and contemporary fears that men have become obsolete. EndymionTv says that “two
women cannot conceive a child using their DNA, biology and nature dictates that a man's sperm
must be utilized in order to create life and this fundamental building block of the universe
sickens the woke activists” (“Star Wars The Acolyte” 07:30-7:43). This statement implies that
“woke activists” wish men were not needed for procreation, potentially so a society without
men could exist. This also ties it back to appeals to the lore and laws of nature (even though
the Force is a fantasy construct that contradicts the laws of nature to begin with) as well as the
perceived woke agenda. Particularly the fact that this seemingly contradicts the established lore
of prequel trilogy protagonist Anakin Skywalker led to much offense as it combines fears of
men becoming obsolete with “lore breaks” that are deeply connected to the men of the original

six movies. Osha and Mae being born without a father through the Force is said to “take away”
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Anakin’s special role as “the chosen one”. This fits the sense of loss that men have experienced
in recent years — in society as well as male-dominated fandoms, leading them to question what
they are needed for. This aligns with beliefs of the “manosphere” which expresses that
“traditional gender roles have given men purpose within social systems” (Copland, “The
Online Manosphere” 109). However, feminism has (according to manosphere beliefs) led to
“the point that men have little to no purpose at all except to be subservient to these women”
(109) — a belief that is often echoed in fears that women now fill all the roles in fiction that men
once had and men are left to be weak sidekicks. EndymionTv claims that “men are no longer
needed to give birth to human beings within the Star Wars mythology” (“Star Wars Acolyte”
03:12-03:16) which leads him to ponder about society: “Dear viewer, you and I are seen as
obsolete, we are the problem” (06:59-07:01). The statement is once again vague enough to be
about many things — but due to his strong focus on the “gay agenda” of “lesbian witches [...]
giving birth” (15:14-15:16) in the video, it is easy to read his frustration as being about the role
of men, not just in Star Wars but society at large. He expresses a general anxiety about existing
as a man in a world which seems to consider men bad and obsolete.

The manosphere and alt-right closely overlap, particularly in that they believe in a
“range of injuries that have been inflicted upon them — including attacks on essential
‘masculinity’ [...] The culprit of this injury, as described by men in the manosphere and the
far-right, is a broad notion of feminism, the left, or ‘social justice warriors’ (SJWs)” which
specifically harm men “primarily through feminising society to the point where masculinity is
degraded and oppressed.” (119). Thus, the discourse around Anakin’s legacy having been
stolen from him by lesbians — who literally do not need a man (to procreate) — both reflects and
encourages the ideology of the far-right and manosphere.

Additionally, despite reactionary fans frequently accusing Disney of being groomers —

mentioned above by White and discussed in chapter 3 — who are unnecessarily sexualizing
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children, there also seems to be a disproportionate sexualization of lesbians’ mere existence by
reactionary fans. Several responses on all social media platforms allude to the lesbian sexual
practice of “scissoring” — something that is stereotypically associated with lesbians even
though it is mostly considered a myth perpetuated by pornography and not a common sexual
act (Camp). Buechler, for example, argues Anakin was not special because “two women
through the power of the scissor- I'm sorry the [Force] conceived twins” (“The Acolyte” 08:43-
08:48), thus adding an unnecessary sexual image to a plotline devoid of any romantic or sexual
interactions. Countless comments and videos discussing lesbians scissoring in relation to
episode 3 imply that queerness is strongly associated with being inherently sexual — on top of
inherently political as discussed before — even when there is no textual reason for it. It thus
follows the patterns seen in grooming discourse discussed previously — with Buechler even
joking that the lesbians perform a “groom- I’'m sorry, the Ascension ceremony” (“The Acolyte”
07:13-07:16).

The hyper-sexualization of lesbians in 74 may be either a result of the sexuality of the
characters being overly salient to viewers due to pre-existing narratives about Disney
“grooming” children (see chapter 3) or it may be intentionally emphasized by far-right news
and reactionary fans’ video essays in order to feed into the pre-existing narrative of Disney
trying to “groom”, i.e. sexualize children. The issue of sexual abuse is of course particularly
prevalent in discussions of 74 as showrunner Headland used to work for Harvey Weinstein
(Bacon) who notably “represents the #MeToo epicenter” (Andreasen 2221) as “public
accusations against him led to the #MeToo hashtag™ (2221).

Headland’s past is often pointed out in an act of performative faux-feminism to portray
Headland as someone who is actually a hypocrite who is either not a real feminist or to imply
that contemporary feminism does not serve women. This framing paints her critics as those

who are truly on the side of women — similar to the Carano discourse of chapter 1. Buechler,
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for example, calls her a “female activist showrunner who also happens to be the former personal
assistant of Harvey Weinstein” (“Everyone Hates” 01:22-01:128), rhetorically structuring this
statement as if those two things are direct contradictions. He goes on to wonder if she “could
have alerted the world to what Harvey was doing but didn't” (08:18-08:21), thus implying that
he supports #MeToo while accusing Headland of being complicit in Weinstein’s crimes.
Similarly, Nolte on Breitbart directly asks his readers: “Leslye Headland, she spent four years
working as convicted rapist Harvey Weinstein’s personal assistant. You think she cares about
women? You’re all dummies” (“Women”). While much criticism of reactionary 74 anti-fans
may be considered misogynistic, it is important that just as with the Mary Sue debate in chapter
2, these people see themselves as trying to help women — be it through asking for realistic role
models (see chapter 2) or wanting showrunners that truly support women.

The Epstein associations are often interpreted as Headland supporting sexual abuse
which may give a darker reading to Buechler’s humorous thumbnail (“The Acolyte”): It can
be read to suggest that Headland intentionally put sexual content, represented by the scissors
she is holding, into a show aimed at a presumably young audience®. Such a framing of
Headland is often mixed with Disney’s opposition to the “Don’t Say Gay Bill” (see chapter 3)
to highlight the dangers of the company which has led to coverage on Breitbart describing
Disney as a ”Grooming Syndicate” (Nolte, “Woke”) that is “openly queering four-year-olds
with pro-mutilation propaganda” (“Acolyte”) — referring to support for trans rights.

Taken together, these reactions show how queerness in The Acolyte is not treated as
incidental representation but rather as emblematic of broader fears of masculine obsolescence:
It is not simply the ‘lore’ (and biology) that is seen to be undermined, but the continued

relevance of men in both fiction and society. Socio-political issues are rather aggressively

2 While Star Wars is generally characterized by many as a “boy’s”, i.e. male child’s, franchise, it tends to be
watcher by older audiences than for example Marvel movies (Hamilton) which are largely over 30. 74 also has
a darker tone than many other Star Wars shows and is likely aimed at older audiences.
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projected onto a text that does not align with it to a similarly high degree as the MSD of chapter
1. This suggests an increasing politicization of fan discourse, potentially fueled by the outrage

(and thus visibility) discussions of “wokeness” can create in the 2020s.

5.4: “It's really not about good or bad, it's about... Ambiguity and Anxiety”: Final

Thoughts on Fan Conflicts and Aversion Spaces

Finally, one new theme emerged with reactionary responses to 74 that had not been as
prevalent in any of my previous chapters: Many comments seemed to express a fear of truth
and ideas of good and bad not being set in stone. If the lore can be rewritten (even if one may
have just not been aware of the pre-existing lore) and if Jedi are not always the good guys and
if men are not always the heroes (or biological fathers), then what in this world is reliable? That
seems to be driving the anxiety behind fan backlash.

The show portrays the Jedi as fallible, in line with the prequel trilogy set after it. As one
reviewer writes, 74 “elegantly hints at the future collapse [of the Jedi Order] by focusing on
individual failures that can gain traction over time, and blossom into much bigger problems
with wide-reaching consequences” (Baver). Yet, reactionary fans interpreted this depiction of
the Jedi negatively. Jordan claims there is a “real concerted effort by Disney to paint the Jedi
in the worst possible light so that they can be replaced with something more modern” (“The
Acolyte Episode 3” 05:42-05:50) — it is unclear what he means by more modern but based on
his episode reviews, the answer might be “strong female characters” or “(Black) lesbians™3°,

Buechler puts it more dramatically, claiming that “George Lucas's timeless story was subverted

and destroyed by a bunch of ideological, effeminate men and women” (“Everyone Hates”

30 T have so far ignored the dimension of race almost completely in my analysis even though I am sure Osha, Mae
and Mother Aniseya being Black plays into the backlash against them as well. However, if racism was expressed,
it was mostly Sol or Qimir being described as “Squid Game guy”, “Filipino guy” and other similar refusals to use
the names of actors of Color, similar to how Rose was often called “Asian chick” in TLJ criticism.
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04:01-04:07) who claim that “Star Wars is not about good or bad” (04:14-04:16) and who
rather think that “the best parts about Star Wars is there is no good or evil, it depends on what
side you're standing” (04:16-04:20). This both calls back to blaming the weakness of
“effeminate” men discussed in 5.3 and the struggle of reading a text that is morally ambiguous,
as discussed in chapter 4. Overall, such statements imply that the fictional universe far, far
away used to be and should be black and white with clear models of good and evil. It also
implies those which reactionary fans consider “woke” to not want such a world, but rather one
in which “goodness” is both out-dated and a matter of perspective. Perhaps lending to her
negative reception as a man-hating “lesbian space witch”, Mother Aniseya encapsulates this
idea when she says: “This isn't about good or bad. This is about power and who gets to use it"
(Star Wars: The Acolyte Episode 3 23:58-24:03) a view more in line with a post-modern
Foucauldian view of the world. Such ideas are, of course, commonly associated with the specter
of “Cultural Marxism”. These fears about a postmodern world tie back into themes discussed
earlier, such as transphobia. Conservative thinktank The Heritage Foundation tells readers that
“Foucault’s thought represents [...] cultural Marxism” (Gonzales and Gorka 18) and helped
establish “gender ideology”. This then (supposedly) led to the “development of gendered
pronouns and the transgender phenomenon that is being imposed on students in schools and
universities across the country today” (18), tying back into the earlier discussion of “pronouns”
in TA being perceived as a sign of its progressive agenda.

The discomfort arising from Jedi not being universally good (and white men) any
longer, but rather being occasionally also bad clearly expresses contemporary anxieties about
society not being clear cut anymore, specifically in regard to gender. This is maybe most
strongly expressed in contemporary opposition to “pronouns in the classroom”, “gender
ideology” and trans people’s existence which are all viewed as threats to the natural order of

things by far-right anti-feminism (Goetz and Mayer) as they threaten the idea of natural and
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immutable gender roles and hierarchies. Such broader political discourses about traditional
gender roles being threatened by “pronouns” and transgender individuals (and fictional
reproducing same-sex couples) all strongly intersect with the fan discourse of 74 that I have
discussed so far. Fandom can be an important part of a fan’s identity and so it should not come
as a surprise that if both one’s fandom and one’s stable sense of what constitutes social norms
are seemingly taken away, fans will lash out. 74 thus disrupts both fan cultural norms and
reflects disruptions of socio-political norms and consequently provides an ideal space for
projecting ideological negotiations onto fan discourse.
Learning and Lessons Learned

Given all I have previously discussed, it is apparent that participation in fandom,
particularly anti-fan activism, can be a highly complex matter that intersects with various
political issues and forms of engagement. In the introduction, I argued for the importance of
understanding fandom as a space of learning by highlighting my own experiences as a fan. This
is an attitude shared by many Fan Studies scholars, such as Booth who called fandom the
“classroom of the future” to emphasize that fans do not merely passively consume but often
creatively and critically engage with their favorite media text. Of course, the power of informal
learning in such affinity spaces (Gee) — or as seems more appropriate in anti-fan activism:
aversion spaces — is not limited to the skills and values one may want young people to develop.
Consequently, in all my chapters I urge readers to be aware of the potential negative
consequences of such fan conflicts which may educate fans involved about radical values and
behaviors such as those associated with the alt-right or harassment of other fans.

When 1 set out to write this thesis, I assumed that if I understood the conflicts
surrounding Star Wars, 1 might ultimately learn how to prevent online conflicts from
happening. Having finished my analyses, I fear there are no easy answers. It does not matter if

the lore infractions may be in line with pre-existing lore from the Extended Universe and it
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does not matter that the lesbians merely exist for a few minutes on screen — pointing out the
flawed logic and overreactions to diverse representation to anti-fans does not change their
minds or behaviors. Debating and debunking them — which 74 fans have done just as people
defending Rey from Mary Sue accusations in chapter 2 have done — will not prevent or
minimize fan backlashes, rather such defenses amplify them. When reactionary fans claim that
they criticize the text, they are expressing — consciously or subconsciously — anxieties about
broader sociopolitical disruptions, mapped upon a media text. They manufacture on-going
crises, even if it means adapting their stance on “strong female characters” (cf. chapter 2) or
creating a “too absurd to be believed” (Tassi, “The Acolyte”) controversy out of a background
character’s birthdate. This cannot be debated away by discussing the text itself, just as the anti-
shippers similarly care very little for what Reylo shippers actually like about the relationship
and rather fight an imagined “abuse supporting” Other. In all anti/fan conflicts of this case
study it is essential to create an immoral Other — the woke showrunners with their feminist
agenda or the abuse-romanticizing shipper — that is harming the fandom to perform one’s
political identity — reactionary or progressive — online, even if traits attributed to these
scapegoats — such as supporting grooming (i.e. pedophilia) — are often widely exaggerated or
freely constructed with no basis in reality. All my anti/fan conflicts are fueled by social media’s
affordances and incentives to make certain voices and ideologies more visible and force others
to become invisible, using various strategies — including fanization, fan-populist rhetoric, or
weaponized pedagogy — to achieve their aims.

As more and more young people are highly active on social media, often for over 5
hours a day (Rothwell) and fandom is becoming more and more mainstream (J. Bay), it seems
unavoidable that they will encounter such fan conflicts and need to be prepared to understand
the underlying ideological negotiations in these discourses. Thus, my findings first and

foremost underline the importance of a good media literacy education. This involves being able
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to critically analyze media texts, such as Star Wars. Students should be aware that
entertainment is not by default apolitical just because it reproduces hegemonic norms.
Furthermore, they need to be able to understand and critically evaluate, for example, how
gender roles are portrayed or whether a movie has a feminist message. While this is already
discussed in schools, it is often applied to movies that are meant to “have a message” and are
not merely “popcorn cinema”, such as Star Wars. However, textual criticism can easily be
instrumentalized by online actors such as YouTubers to create a narrative of a “decline of
cinema due to politics in entertainment” (or video games or comics or sci-fi, see chapter 2) in
order to introduce ideas heavily aligned with the alt-right, as I detailed in chapter 3. Students
should thus be able to understand that even Star Wars can be an object of media analysis.

As I argue in chapter 2, fan backlashes are particularly powerful when several factors
such as a textual and fan cultural disruption align with a sociopolitical disruption. This explains
why many white men who had previously dominated the Star Wars fandom but now feel like
it no longer caters exclusively to them react profoundly negatively. Buechler describes the
changes he sees: “Star Wars was a male brand everyone could enjoy [which] mutated into a
female brand no one can enjoy” (“The Acolyte Is" 11:10-11:18), expressing both a sense of
loss of gendered dominance but also of perceived narrative quality. This applies even more so
to TA than previous installments with its association with intersectional feminism.

What has become apparent to me is that, even though the text needs to align with
disruptions experienced by the anti-fan activists in order to become a projection space for their
anxieties about broader political changes, the text itself is not the problem. The fan conflicts in
all my case studies reflect discomfort one feels in contemporary society — often connected to
one’s gender. Be it being a white man and feeling like the world does not need one anymore
(ch. 2, 3 and 5) or being a young woman feeling threatened by toxic masculinity (ch. 4).

Fandom offers one venue to project one’s negotiation with gender upon and to channel one’s
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anxiety or even hatred into — be it by blaming “wokeness” or by blaming problematic shippers.
It is little wonder that similar behaviors emerge as a solution to this sense of sociopolitical
anxiety, leading anti-shippers to be perceived as conservative or reactionary due to behavioral
similarities despite being driven largely by progressive values (ch. 4). It is the underlying
anxiety that needs to be eased to reduce fan conflicts.

Both groups of anti-fan activists also seem to yearn for a world that is black and white:
There are good Jedi and bad Sith, there is the established lore that can never be touched — there
is good representation and correct expressions of sexuality and then there is bad representation
that no one should ever consume. Furthermore, there was an illusory past when Star Wars was
good and its fans united until “wokeness” in the form of feminist women arrived to ruin
everything. This line of thinking is not limited to reactionary fans: As chapter 4 has shown,
fans believe there was a time when shipping fandom was unproblematic and peaceful until
“problematic” shippers or “toxic” anti-shippers (depending on one’s side) arrived as
“conservative intruders” — despite shipping fandom in the past being often unwelcoming for
queer fans or, to this day, to fans of Color.

If there is a lesson to be learned, it may be that as long as pop cultural texts reflect and
offer a space for discussion of contemporary social anxieties — such as the perceived crisis of
masculinity or conflicting messages in media and society about female sexuality — fan conflicts
are likely to erupt. It may ultimately need a society that, for example, offers new concepts of
masculinity or better models of feminist activism in case of anti/shipping conflicts; and most
of all it may need a society that encourages openness to the ambiguity of the world to minimize
such fan conflicts.

For a more immediately applicable approach, my findings heavily support what is
already being taught in teacher education: A need to connect topics discussed in the classroom

to the lived out-of-school experiences and everyday environment of students (Klafki), such as
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pop culture they may consume or even be a fan of. Making students — be it of school- or
university-age — aware of the political discourses they are surrounded by every day in
seemingly apolitical environments may increase students’ interest in learning about related
political topics and developing their media analysis skills. Particularly for school-age students,
electoral politics and traditional news coverage may be perceived as something that does not
affect and interest them — until fandom as their affinity / aversion space becomes their first
introduction to it. Tumblr has been lauded as a “pedagogical space” because it often serves as
precisely this introduction, especially for fans of marginalized identities (Kohnen). However,
there is also the other “ugly” side of the coin: Fan conflicts may be where people not interested
in politics are introduced to issues such as anti-feminism for the first time when they might
personally feel affected by a bad video game or a Star Wars movie they did not enjoy and are
in search of answers for why things they once loved feel unwelcoming to them. It is all the
more important that they understand the ideologies they encounter.

Of course, there are many fandoms with very different conflicts, and many are often
short-lived, as is the nature of the Internet. Consequently, it would not make sense to, for
example, educate teachers about #Gamergate or Star Wars fan conflicts in order for them to
teach it to their students. Some students may be gamers, others may be into music stars or sports
and others may enjoy a variety of TV shows and movies — and some may not identify as a fan
of anything in particular. Thus, it is necessary to invite students to bring their interests to the
table and have them find examples of fan and political discourse they have seen, as well as
provide them with the tools and knowledge to analyze rhetorical strategies or “dog whistles”
they might encounter. Only then would they be able to connect recent political debates to
conflicts in fandoms they might be interested in.

Additionally, my research highlights the importance of well-known competences such

as critical thinking: It is important that fans question, particularly in polarized discussions,
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whether one or both sides might be trying to influence their opinion by using, for example,
false information, strawman arguments, or heavily biased framing. While students are often
taught to be critical of information on political matters, they may be less likely to question
whether influencers or “Big Name Fans” are lying or manipulating them — on the contrary, due
to parasocial bonds they may perceive fellow fans as particularly trustworthy (cf. ch. 3). This,
too, requires encouraging students to apply in-school learning content such as rhetorical
analysis to their out-of-school experiences.

The same goes for empathy and conflict resolution competences: The problem with
anti-shipping conflicts lies less in whether or not Reylo is a “problematic” relationship but
rather what kind of treatment of others is acceptable. Fan policing may seem to anti-shippers
like the only action fans can take to feel like they can affect the misogynist world they live in.
It may be up to progressive fans to teach others in their fan communities productive ways to
educate others about healthy relationships and to provide alternative outlets to harassment and
gatekeeping as misguided forms of anti-fan activism that ultimately harms the fan community
and the vulnerable fans it claims to protect.

Ultimately, fans and those using fan discourse for their purposes need to be aware that
fandom is not a utopian space, but rather offers just as much potential for radicalization as for
the positive learning opportunities outlined in the introduction. Fan discourse will in all
likelihood continue to reflect, address, or lend fuel to political discourse, potentially even more
so in the future than right now if the trends, such as fanization in political discourse and a fan-
populist style by fandom influencers, sketched from 7FA to T4 in this thesis, continue. Anti/fan
conflicts are one field in which fans negotiate their position on issues such as feminism, often
in indirect ways through various ways of engaging with textual content. Fans need to be aware
of the fact that fandom does not happen in an apolitical vacuum, even if it is used as an escapist

practice to not engage with the real world — particularly due to the porous nature of social
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media where boundaries between creator and audience and discussions of the personal, the
political, and the pop cultural blur.

Additionally, the economy of attention and visibility on social media incentivizes
polarization and call-out culture, thus encouraging polemic and intentionally provocative posts
and even harassment. At the same time, anti-feminism and white supremacy are — albeit
highly visible in online spaces — still extremist fringe positions that may result in less visibility
and even bans from social media platforms, thus incentivizing veiled discussions that may use
proxy topics such as the narrative quality of pop culture and a fan-populist style to convey their
ideology in these spaces. The complex nature of these discourses may make it difficult for fans
to understand when they are potentially being manipulated or exposed to biased information. I
have mostly focused on the use of fan-populist strategies by YouTubers. Future research is
needed to delve deeper into the strategies of anti-fan activism on other platforms, how such
content is received by fans, as well as how politicians employ fanization.

Lacking alternative forms of education about political activism, fans may also follow
the model of fan policing they encounter online due to lack of other modes of anti/fan activism
being presented to them. Although such anti/fan conflicts are particularly visible when they
originate with reactionary fans, the progressive roots of anti-shipping should not be mistaken
for just another example of online reactionaries but explored further as its own complex form
of ideological negotiations among feminist fans. “Ugly” progressive fan activism is a highly-
under-researched yet culturally relevant avenue.

All in all, my case studies have shown the ways in which fan conflicts function as
ideological negotiations of broader anxieties mapped upon a text that offers elements of
alignment with fan-cultural and socio-political disruptions in fans’ lives. As fandom is
oftentimes young people’s first conscious and voluntary experience of political education and

ideological conflict, research on anti/fan conflicts and media literacy education addressing
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fandom are essential for ensuring democratic online culture. Fandom is not merely a space “far,
far away” in a niche “galaxy” of the Internet. Fan conflicts can have wide-reaching impacts on
political discourse, the media industry, and fans’ everyday lives, as fandom channels fans’
passion for a media text into political engagement (Hinck). For this reason, anti/fan conflicts
remind us of the importance of a media literacy education (be it formal or informal) that
explicitly addresses fandom as a place where ideologies are affirmed, challenged, and

negotiated.
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