
[image: cover]




[image: ]




Fandom Acts of Kindness copyright © 2023 by Tanya Cook and Kaela Joseph

Illustrations copyright © 2023 by Tanya Cook and Kaela Joseph

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

[image: Images]

Smart Pop is an imprint of BenBella Books, Inc.

10440 N. Central Expressway

Suite 800

Dallas, TX 75231

smartpopbooks.com | benbellabooks.com

Send feedback to feedback@benbellabooks.com

BenBella and Smart Pop are federally registered trademarks.

First E-Book Edition: 2023

Library of Congress Control Number: 2022026553

ISBN 9781637741702 (trade paperback)

ISBN 9781637741719 (electronic)

Copyediting by Lydia Choi

Proofreading by Isabelle Rubio and Michael Fedison

Text design and composition by Aaron Edmiston

Cover design by Brigid Pearson


Special discounts for bulk sales are available. Please contact bulkorders@benbellabooks.com.






In memory of Holli and Sarah, you were exactly what this book is about.

To all the fans who fight for good; you’re our heroes.
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FOREWORD

“Look, I’m simpler than you think. I’ve figured one thing out about this world – just one, pretty much. You find a cause, and you serve it. Give yourself over, and it orders your life.”

—Meg, Supernatural episode 7.21, “Reading Is Fundamental”

We are wired for community, we survive by connection, we thrive when we feel like a contributing part of something larger than us. These are beliefs that order my life and why I connect so strongly with this book.

Fandom at its best can be a source of wellbeing and healing for many of us as individuals and, I also believe, for the world at large. Like any power, though, it must be wielded correctly and navigated intentionally, and this book has many helpful pointers to guide you in whatever way serves you best.

When harnessed correctly, we in fandom can be an unbeatable positive force. A group of people brought together by a shared ability to imagine fantastic worlds into being (often much better than the one we are experiencing), many of us seeking community in this new realm because we have had the great empathy-building experience in past spaces of being othered, sometimes brutally. We are a unique band of individuals, most of whom have already experienced living life outside the boundaries of the status quo, and therefore are not afraid to cast aside outmoded systems for new, more promising possibilities.

As someone who has spent over a decade attending fandom conventions, as an actor in a fantasy TV show, and, for the past six years, as executive director of a 100% volunteer nonprofit born out of fandom, I live and breathe fandom as a force for good.

From my experience, fandom and volunteering can be a wonderful fit. In order to choose to be a volunteer, to put time and energy into creating a more supportive world for no monetary gain, one has to have certain qualities, qualities that those in fandom often have in abundance:

1.A vivid imagination, because we attempt to achieve things many deem impossible.

2.A capacity for joy and hope, because we truly run on morale alone much of the time.

3.A sense of responsibility to team, because we only get through this together; trying to go it alone so rarely, if ever, works.

4.A willingness to break with and question assumed “rules” of the game (for example, that we humans are motivated solely by money or that selfish gain alone determines our productivity) because “being the change” requires us to be willing to, well, um … change.

If you are picking this book up, I hope it works as a useful guide to help you make the most of your fandom experience. Having spent years in this world, I found the map Tanya and Kaela so deftly put together to be a truly comprehensive overview with which to navigate through it all in a healthy and fulfilling way.

May your journey be a truly inspiring one!

Rachel Miner

Executive Director

Random Acts

August 2022




INTRODUCTION

Long ago, oracles foretold a group of Chosen, called Nerds or Geeks, Shippers1, or sometimes just Fans, who would embark on an epic journey to save the world. Through trial and tribulation, they would fight for the underdog, stand up for justice, find the courage to speak truth, and challenge the powers that be. Their enthusiastic, weird, chaotic kindness would spark revolutions. Though their world was dark and full of terrors, the Chosen found that fighting the good fight was both tenable and transformative. Instead of waiting to be saved, they became the heroes they needed. They learned that their real superpowers were imagination, compassion, and the social networks they tapped into along the way!

As nice as epic origin stories can be, the truth is you don’t have to be a chosen one or some mythical hero alluded to in an ancient prophecy to make a difference. You don’t need supernatural powers or abilities. You already have the power to change the world for the better. Yes, you, Dear Reader! And you don’t have to hike through troll-infested mountains to do it. All you have to do is gather your kindness, compassion, and curiosity and read this book. It will be more fun than marching through Mordor, and you can totally take breaks for Second Breakfast and Elevenses. Promise.

This book was written to help fans like you tap into their power to do good in the world. Our own quest started as an intellectual investigation into fandom-based charity work but quickly grew into a much larger campaign. Over six years, we developed expertise in participatory fandom, fan culture, and fandoms as social movements by researching fandom-based activism. This included interviewing fans, attending conventions and events, and using our backgrounds in social science to better understand how fans are making a difference. We also participated in our own share of fandom-based activism. Throughout our research, we learned about a multitude of inspiring ways fans were using their love of pop culture to engage in social movements, and when we presented our research directly to fans at conventions, the question we were asked most often was, “That’s great, but how do I get involved—how do I actually do fan activism?” This book answers that important question.

Let’s start at the very beginning—a very good place to start. When you read, you begin with A, B, C; when you … learn how to make the world a better place with fan activism, you begin with … definitions. Okay, so that didn’t rhyme, but we had to give a shout-out to Tanya’s Sound of Music fandom at least once!

Let’s unpack the term “fan activism.” What is meant by “fan,” and what is meant by “activism”?

Fans are folks who identify as supporters of a specific sports team, celebrity, or performer or who are enthusiastic consumers of specific kinds of popular culture. This book focuses on fans of popular culture media products, including (but not limited to!) fans of television shows, video games, books, and movies. Of course, the word “fan” can also be a verb in English. And while we’re not using the word “fan” to mean “moving air currents” or “spreading out,” in this context, being a fan also implies action and interaction with other fans. Being a fan is not just something you are; it’s something you do. Many of us, as fans, don’t just watch our favorite show—we live it. We make fan art, write fan fiction, attend conventions, and seek out prized photo ops and autos from our favorite actors and writers.

Now that we share an understanding of who a fan is, let’s turn to “activism.” Activism is a key component of how societies change. Activism is direct action taken by a group of people to either bring about or prevent change. In the 1960s, Civil Rights Movement activists worked to fight legal discrimination against Black Americans. Not only did they succeed in changing our laws with the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, but they also forever changed American history and culture. Activism can look like the March on Washington in 1963, led by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and it can also look like college students in the 1990s holding sit-ins to protest their universities’ contracts with corporations who manufactured licensed products in sweatshops.

So, what is “fan activism”? It’s the actions that fans take to contribute to the good of their communities and make the world a better place. Fan activism can be anything from a fan running a geeky 5K for charity to joining a protest march in support of undocumented immigrants. The main thing that distinguishes fan activism from other kinds of activism is that fans use their identities as fans and their connections through fandom to get things done. Sometimes those connections are the bonds formed between fans themselves. Sometimes those connections are the ones formed through parasocial relationships with celebrities who have a unique sociopolitical reach due to their public platforms. When we discuss parasocial relationships throughout this book, it is important to remember that “parasocial” means “sort of social”: not as close of a personal bond as what we may have with friends, family, or partners. Rather, it is a social relationship built on our being a fan of someone or a thing that someone is a part of. When we discuss parasocial relationships, we mean to use those relationships within an appropriate context. This context both acknowledges how these relationships are structured differently than other social relationships and is respectful of a celebrity’s space and privacy.

Fan activism can look a lot like social movement activism—actions focused on attaining social, political, or cultural change in the name of the greater good. Fandom-based activism can also look like civic participation, volunteerism, and charity work. Although many scholars of social movements would not consider these last examples to be part of activism, they’re included here because they have deep personal and political meaning for fans.

Engaging in activism through fandom is more common than you might think. Martin Luther King Jr. even engaged in fan activism! In the 1960s, during a gathering of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), King met with Nichelle Nichols, who played Nyota Uhura on Star Trek. Nichols was, at the time, planning to leave the show. However, King, a fan of the series, saw how the Civil Rights Movement could be influenced by Star Trek’s fandom. He is quoted by Nichols as saying,


Don’t you realize how important your presence, your character is? … Don’t you see? This is not a Black role, and this is not a female role. You have the first non-stereotypical role on television, male or female. You have broken ground … For the first time, the world sees us as we should be seen, as equals, as intelligent people—as we should be.2



Fast-forward several decades, and Star Trek is still influencing activist leaders. Stacey Abrams, best known for her voting rights activism, has cited her love of the show as an influence when working through real-life problems. The fan-turned-politician even cameoed on Star Trek: Discovery as president of United Earth.

Throughout this book you’ll find numerous examples of fan activism and inspiring real-world and fictional connections. The book is designed to be read from cover to cover, but each chapter can also be read on its own. You can work through the activities included over and over and return to the resources you create whenever needed. That’s right: we’re teachers, and we gave you homework. But don’t worry—it’s fun homework!

Our mission is to help you turn your passion into work for good. We, as fans ourselves, believe in the power of fandom to save the world. From helping you home in on what causes are most important to you, to building your fellowship of like-minded nerds, we’ve got you covered. We’ll help you get ready for your journey by sharing inspiring stories and examples of fan activism. You’ll also learn how acting in line with your values and building community help you level up your self-actualization stats.

Did you know that fans of the ’90s TV series Xena: Warrior Princess have donated over $28 million to charity? How about the Supernatural fans who helped rescue over three hundred people from flooding after devastating hurricanes in 2017? What about the Star Wars and Star Trek cosplayers who put aside their “which is better” debates to visit sick kids in the hospital? Speaking of Star Trek, this book wouldn’t exist without the organized efforts of passionate, mostly female, fans who saved the original series from cancellation. (Shout-out to the amazing Bjo Trimble!) All of these are uplifting examples of how fans have worked for the greater good. Many of us are inspired by stories of heroism, and now, with this book, you can go beyond inspiration to action!

While the goal of this book is to help you do some good throughout your time on this rock floating through space that we call Earth, we also want you to have fun along the way. That’s what makes fan activism so powerful, after all. You are making the world better through something you love. So, activists assemble; boldly go; get on the road; jump to lightspeed; come on, grab your friends; and set off on this adventure in fandom acts of kindness!

[image: Images]

_______________

1By shippers, we refer to fans who, at least partially, define their participation in fandom as being associated with relationships between characters, canonical or fan-created.

2Arielle Kass, “A conversation with MLK Jr. kept Nichelle Nichols from exiting Star Trek,” Atlanta Journal-Constitution, February 26, 2021, https://www.ajc.com/news/atlanta-news/a-conversation-with-mlk-jr-kept-nichelle-nichols-from-exiting-star-trek/X3Z7Q7LGN5BSVMVUFTDN3O63RU/.




Chapter 1

START WITH WHAT YOU LOVE

“That’s how we’re gonna win. Not fighting what we hate; saving what we love.”

Rose Tico, Star Wars: The Last Jedi

Have you ever found yourself buried in a book you couldn’t put down? Told yourself that you’re going to watch just one more episode (okay, maybe two more … make that three) of your favorite show? Maybe you’ve spent hours or days trying to create the perfect work of fan art, fan fiction, or epic cosplay. You may have even found yourself passionately trying to convince your loved ones to read/watch/play something you’ve found that lights up your world so they can share in your sheer and utter joy.

Well, my friend, we have good news and bad news. The good news is, you’re in love. The bad news is, like all things that thrive on and cultivate emotional intensity—a new relationship, a new project, a new puppy—you may be looking at some sleepless nights ahead of you. The great news is that if you identified with any of this, you probably know that falling fast and hard into a fandom is totally, 100 percent, turn-the-dial-to-eleven worth it. That big, energetic, head-over-heels love is also the thing that will get you started on your path to fan activism. It is the first resource you need on your journey, the first part in building your very own Arc Reactor to help channel your passion into action, just like how Tony Stark found the key to clean, renewable, sustainable energy through his love of science.

Now, Tony didn’t just intuit how to build something as fantastical as an Arc Reactor, nor was his shifting of the mission of Stark Industries from weapons manufacturing to clean energy production and technology innovations done without self-examination. The man loved science, and that love helped fuel his evolution from billionaire playboy philanthropist to Iron Man. But he also needed to understand what he wanted to build before he could build it. He explored his values and shifted his company’s mission from making weapons to making green power. He didn’t just love science; he wanted to see science save lives, not destroy them, and the Arc Reactor was one of many ways he was able to live that value.

In order to dive into your own work as a fan activist, you’ll also need to identify your values, as well as learn how to enact those values. You’ll need to be able to differentiate between using your values to help you find out what you love, and using your values to help you find out the best way to express that love through action. We’ll lay out a road map to help you find your passion, identify your values, and then align the two. Consider the skills you already have and are looking to build. Think about what values guide your actions. Finally, complete a fun alignment worksheet to help you identify your values!

IDENTIFYING WHAT YOU LOVE

In figuring out what you want to do, it helps to focus on at least one specific cause you intend to fight for. This doesn’t mean you can’t champion multiple causes; most causes intersect in some way. Picking a cause just gives you a focal point around which to ground your work.

Consider the fandoms you love the most. What particular story is the most powerful for you? What about that fictional world or those characters inspire you? When you start to identify with the characters in a particular story or the structure of a particular world, you may unconsciously start comparing yourself to them. Once you become aware of this, you might notice that the characters you love share some of your values. Characters you love to hate or worlds with extreme injustice could function as a sort of anti-reference group or cautionary tale.

When you think about all of the problems in the world, it can feel overwhelming and impossible to know what to focus on. It’s important to consider what causes or projects speak to you most directly before deciding where to act. Is there a particular social identity that you want to explore, and do you want to help others who share that identity? Does your community or city need specific kinds of activism or social services that are not currently being provided? Do you have time, money, skills, or other resources to donate? For example, we are passionate about transgender rights and volunteer with organizations working to further justice for gender-diverse folks. In the past, Tanya volunteered as an after-school tutor with the Boys & Girls Club. As a former latchkey kid, she wanted to draw on her love of Star Wars and Marvel to connect with and help other kids in similar situations who needed a positive relationship with an adult. Kaela volunteered as an HIV test counselor because they had grown up in communities with limited access to sex-positive health resources. Kaela’s love of sci-fi and horror shows helped them translate health information in fun, accessible ways by connecting difficult-to-understand medical concepts to relatable tropes in popular television series.

CAUSES

Below are some examples of causes. “Cause,” in this context, refers to a pressing issue, social problem, or need that is currently unmet. Circle your top three and rank them in the order that they feel most important to you today (it’s okay if the order changes in the future). Feel free to write in any causes you do not see in the list below. This is by no means a comprehensive list.
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1. ______________________________________________

2. ______________________________________________

3. ______________________________________________

VALUES

Now let’s think about how to align your values with your causes. First, we need to discuss what values actually are. Values are more than just what is important to you. Values are about how you want to show up for the things that are important to you: who you want to be as an activist. Values are broadly defined as moral beliefs; they can be both comprehensive ideologies and abstract ideas. Your values are shaped by the society, culture, and individual context in which you were raised. They may differ from person to person based on your race and ethnic group identification, political ideology, country of origin, or personal experiences.

Values are also different from goals. A goal can be achieved, whereas a value is something you are always striving for—a sort of moral compass, if you will. One does not simply walk into Mordor to destroy the One Ring, for example. It ultimately takes the path forged by the value of friendship to get the Ring to Mount Doom. Once they achieved their goal of destroying the Ring, however, Samwise and Frodo didn’t just stop working on their shared value of friendship. There was no scroll back in the Shire on which they could check off “friendship” as fully achieved. They would presumably continue to forge new paths together as the environment around them changed and new adventures came and went.

It’s possible to have the same set of values as someone else but to define those values differently. For example, the central characters in Marvel’s Captain America: Civil War value heroism and human life, but the Avengers split into two opposing groups because the behaviors they associate with those values are wildly different. Each character has a goal of saving humanity, but their different interpretations of the values of heroism and human life lead them down different paths. And we, the audience, are essentially asked to choose which side we would follow, knowing that neither is inherently right or wrong—both are just different interpretations of the same thing. Those different interpretations matter, however. In the anime and manga Death Note, central characters Light Yagami and L both proclaim, above all else, to value justice, even going so far as to describe themselves as justice, but their interpretations of the value vary dramatically. Light sees justice as achieved through the mass murder of criminals and the ensuing fear in the public to avoid crime, no matter the cost. L, on the other hand, sees justice as adherence to the law and seeks to put an end to the murders committed by Light via the Death Note. Justice is usually thought of as a noble value, but Death Note asks us to question what that value really means and what makes the pursuit of it noble or not. Similarly, many of the so-called villains in Batman comics, shows, and movies hold values we typically deem admirable, such as environmentalism (Poison Ivy and Ra’s al Ghul) and marital love (Mr. Freeze). We deem these characters villains, however, because of the unethical and deviant behavior they engage in. This is to say that you don’t just need to identify what your values are, but also how you intend to live them in a way that aligns with doing good.

Identifying your values can be like building a character in a role-playing game (RPG). While some aspects of character building can be specific to gameplay, such as armor class in Dungeons & Dragons, other aspects, such as moral alignment, determine how a character will go about achieving their goals in a given campaign. Here’s an exercise, based on some common characteristics of RPG character sheets, to help you start identifying your values.

VALUES: WHAT CHARACTER ARE YOU?

ALIGNMENT

Associated Values: Morality and Agency

This describes one’s relationship to morality (good, neutral, evil) and social systems (lawful, neutral, chaotic). If you’re familiar with this way of describing alignment, use the space below to describe your own. If you aren’t familiar with this, or aren’t sure exactly what your alignment would be, use the space below to describe how you would most like to be in relation to social governances such as laws, religious/spiritual rules, etc. If you are using the traditional alignment structure, keep in mind that all alignments have strengths—just because you want to do good doesn’t necessarily mean you have to describe your alignment as good. Circle the characters or alignments you associate with, and then write your own alignment in the space below. For reference, we’ve paired the traditional alignments in D&D with some Game of Thrones and Batman characters to illustrate the positions.
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CHARACTER ALIGNMENT CHART




	Lawful Good (Crusader):

Follows order and structure; committed to good

Character Examples:

Ned Stark, Commissioner Gordon

	Neutral Good (Benefactor):

Committed to altruism over structure

Character Examples:

Samwell Tarly, Alfred Pennyworth

	Chaotic Good (Rebel):

Committed to individual freedom/equality over structure; would sacrifice self for others

Character Examples:

Daenerys Targaryen (at least for the first seven seasons!), Batman




	Lawful Neutral (Judge):

Prioritizes law and order (structure) over morality

Character Examples:

Stannis Baratheon, Harvey Dent

	True Neutral (Undecided):

Prioritizes own needs and self-interest over morality or structure; may also work to maintain status quo

Character Examples:

Bronn, Catwoman

	Chaotic Neutral (Free Spirit):

Rejects authority but is more self-interested than chaotic good

Character Examples:

Olenna Tyrel, Poison Ivy




	Lawful Evil (Dominator):

Committed to evil but also to structure; think authoritarianism or dictator; will obey laws or change laws to their advantage

Character Examples:

Tywin Lannister, Ra’s al Ghul

	Neutral Evil (Malefactor):

Similar to a sociopath—will hurt others to accomplish their self-interested goals

Character Examples:

Roose Bolton, the Penguin

	Chaotic Evil (Destroyer, Demonic):

Wants to break down the world or destroy order and implement chaos; could also be preoccupied with revenge

Character Examples:

Joffrey Baratheon, the Joker






RACE, CLASS, AND LANGUAGES

Associated Value: Culture

These aspects describe a character’s ancestral backgrounds as well as other cultures they may have immersed themselves in. Use this section to describe important cultural practices you engage in or aspire to engage in more, such as religious and ethnic norms, family traditions, etc.
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Bonds

Associated Value: Relationships

This refers to the people a character is closest to or cares most
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