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Separating the Creator from the OOF
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In one of the very first Fandom Now blog posts (Blog #2 — Stealing Home), we explored
the limits of fans' control by examining the way fans of the Oakland A's dealt with news
about their team's impending move to Las Vegas. In that situation, A's fans expressed a
mix of betrayal, anger, grief, and disbelief as the team's owners made decisions that would
irrevocably impact the fate of their beloved franchise. Their attachment rooted in the deep
ties that tether the team to the Oakland community, A's fans feel like their team is being
taken from them.

As we reflect on a year of Fandom Now blogs, we're struck by the way the ‘fan as
stakeholder' concept continues to figure prominently in cultural conversation and by the
perpetual back and forth that exists between fans and creators over the future direction
of an object of fandom. A prominent example of this is the ongoing tension between fans
of the Harry Potter franchise and its creator, J.K. Rowling. Over the past few years, Harry
Potter fans have had to grapple with Rowling's increasingly incendiary public statements
about gender, which many regard as evidence of her transphobic and intolerant worldview.
Not only do the author's viewpoints strike fans as confusing, given the books' central
theme of tolerance and acceptance in the face of difference, but they place fans in an
uncomfortable situation: reject something they love because the creator crossed a line,
or continue to love and support something that carries deeply problematic baggage.
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Caught in this moral bind, many Harry Potter fans are staking their own claim to the story
and its world, insisting that their understanding of the text is what matters, not what the
author originally intended or currently proffers. In doing so, these Harry Potter fans are
demonstrating just how active and dynamic the work of audience ‘meaning making' can be.
Harry Potter is much more than a fun series of books (or movies, or video games...) that
people absorb and enjoy passively. As soon as people started to read the series and form
attachments to its characters, the text took on a new life, one imbued with all of the ideas,
connections, memories, and meanings readers brought to it. And when fan communities
formed, they fostered dialogue and expansive contemplation about what various characters
and events could mean, often transforming canonic versions to explore new ideas.
Along the way, Harry Potter came to matter deeply to fans, helping them better
understand themselves and the world around them, and serving as a moral compass for

a just society. To those who would say ‘Shame on you for being a Harry Potter fan anymore,’
these fans say ‘No. You don't get to take this from us. You don't get to control what Harry
Potter is and what it means. It's ours now.’

While the author brought this world to life in a literal way (there would be no Harry Potter
without J.K. Rowling), and while some fans continue to look to her as the ultimate arbiter
over what counts as official canon, the fans themselves played an essential role in creating
the meaning the franchise holds to individuals and to society at large. Fans attest to the
way the books gave them the courage to be themselves or to see their own value when
others couldn't; to embrace the differences between people and to shun bigotry by standing
up for others in their communities, near and far. The meaning fans create from the stories
they consume is the product of fans' hard work, creativity, and deeply personal bonds
between the franchise and their own lived experiences.

What makes the Harry Potter example particularly compelling is what it could mean for
other fandoms down the line. It's not unusual for fans and creators to hold competing
opinions about the message, meaning, and value of IP. Dealing with the notion of authorial
intent, Emily Nussbaum recently coined the term ‘bad fan' to describe people who
misunderstand the basic premise of a show, film, or character in pop culture. As an example,
Nussbaum cites The Mindy Project, suggesting that viewers often misunderstand the show's
central character (Mindy) and misguidedly critique her as a flawed role model. As Nussbaum
points out, Mindy isn't a role model. She isn't supposed to be. So when viewers call Mindy out
for falling short of their own ideals, they're making a mistake — one that demonstrates the
limits of fans' stake in an OOF, and one that implies that there's a right way (and a wrong
way) to consume content.

But what we learn from Harry Potter is that the meaning fans give to content can exist
alongside —and even in the absence of - its author/creator. And when the author threatens
to sully an OOF or distort its meaning, the ‘fan as stakeholder' becomes much more than
just wishful thinking.



