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THE BASICS
Fandom (n.): A beneficial relationship between a 
person and an object that is both relatable and elevating. 
Importantly, the relationship meets core human needs, 
allowing us to understand ourselves better, express who  
we are, connect with others, and feel safer, stronger, and 
more grounded in the world. Fandom inspires devotion 
and active investment among fans. While the relationship 
between fan and object of fandom may wax and wane, it 
rarely breaks altogether.

Object of Fandom (OOF)(n.): 
What a fan is a fan of.

Canon (n.): The official story or the widely accepted 
official story; what the original text says, or what  
the original media portrays. Periodically used to refer  
to the creator of the official or widely accepted official  
story (e.g., the author of the original text). Not everyone 
agrees on what counts as canon!

Retcon, also Retconning (n. abbr. for “retroactive 
continuity”): When established canon gets reimagined, 
modified, smoothed over, or otherwise adjusted to 
accommodate new canon or to fix perceived errors in 
existing canon. Often done to facilitate content expansion 
(sequels, prequels, spin-offs, etc.). Fans can support 
retconning that responds to their complaints, but often 
dislike retconning that upsets existing fan theories, forces 
fans to toss out headcanons, or subverts canon. 

TPTB (The Powers That Be) (n. collective):  
People and entities that control creative output. They either 
make the canon themselves (as in showrunners or creators) 
or exert control over the creation of content (as in media 
executives). Fans can use this term to mean anything official, 
from a writer to an entire media company. Tied more closely 
to network media, it is less common among younger fans. 

Word of God (n.): Information 
provided by a creator about a 
text, but not actually reflected 
in the text. This information is 
considered official, but not always 
canon. Fans often deploy the term 
to settle disputes. Some have 
grown to hate the stifling nature 
of “Word of God” comments on 
discussion forums, and its use 
appears to be waning.

Fan Service, also Fanservice (n.): When an OOF 
does something or includes something designed specifically 
to appeal to fans. Examples include members of a band 
acknowledging fans in the crowd, film scenes designed to 
give fans what they want (such as a popular ship), or even 
references to fan-created content. 
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Fan Studies, also Fandom Studies (n.): A field 
of study covering all things related to fans and fandom. 
Research is interdisciplinary, drawing from anthropology, 
sociology, psychology, media studies, society and 
technology studies, and more. Though often used 
interchangeably, some scholars differentiate between 
the study of individual fans (and their behaviors), 
and the study of fan communities (sometimes called 
“the fandom”) and the shared spaces they create for 
interaction.

Fanship (n.): The individual fan’s connection to an OOF. 
Academic researchers tend to differentiate fanship from 
fandom (the more common term), which is the individual 
fan’s connection to other fans. In practice, the fan experience 
involves both experiences simultaneously. Because of this, 
fans do not always draw rigid boundaries between fanship 
and fandom.

Anti-fandom, also Anti-fans (n.): Individuals or 
groups whose interest in an OOF originated ironically OR 
(increasingly) individuals or groups who hate an OOF and/or 
its fans. Anti-fans can operate as loud and disruptive forces, 
uniting around shared anger and derision. Anti-fandom is a 
growing focus of academic research and a growing concern 
with fan communities.

Affirmational Fans (n.): Fans who are affirmational 
care primarily about the original source material — what 
it actually says, what it really means, and how things truly 
are. The original source material is sacred, establishing a 
“correct” version of the story fans can know through close 
attention and careful analysis. Affirmational fans may 
participate in debates about what really happened, cosplay 
in a true-to-source way, or theorize about subtext and 
meaning based on canonical elements. Highly interested 
in knowledge acquisition and deep understanding, 
affirmational fans often engage with online communities 
that chronicle, explore, and speculate about canon details. 
Also called Curative or Curatorial Fandom.

Transformational Fans (n.): Fans who are 
transformational view the original source material as an  
inspirational starting point for creative exploration. They 
imagine, reimagine, invent, extrapolate, interpret, and 
reinterpret new settings, characters, and plots, often 
devising their own stories along the way. Subtext within 
canon often serves as a primary creative driver for new 
material. Transformative fans are drawn to fanfiction 
sites and other online communities that are generally less 
interested in the exactitude of canonical details and more 
interested in imagining complex relationships between 
characters, regardless of canon.

TYPES OF FANS - ACADEMIC TERMS

THE FANS
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THE FANS (CONT.)

Fannish (adj.): Relating to either a fan or fandom. The 
term has very broad parameters. 

Ride-Or-Die Fan (n.):  
An extremely loyal fan. Someone 
whose commitment to an OOF is 
unshakable, regardless of its success 
or popularity. Can apply to teams, 
individuals, and even media franchises. 
Fans also use “ride-or-die” to indicate 
an OOF that has achieved permanent 
status as a fan’s favorite (as in “it’s my 
ride-or-die”), or as a cheer (“Ride or 
die, 9er fans!”). 

Bandwagon Fans (n.): Someone who becomes a fan of 
something due to its success or popularity. Used pejoratively 
to suggest shallow connections to an OOF. Especially 
common among sports fans. 

Normie (n.): Someone who likes the popular or 
mainstream stuff. 

Stan (n.): Fans who exhibit extremely high levels of 
devotion to their OOF. Originally (and still) used pejoratively 
to imply behavior that borders on stalking, some fans 
now positively self-identify as stans to demonstrate their 
commitment to an OOF and mark membership within a 
community of devotees. “Stan culture” (a shared sense of 
identity with respect to a specific OOF) can be leveraged to 
motivate large-scale fan action. 

Netizen (n.): A general term for internet users, 
increasingly used within fan communities to refer to overly 
negative contributors to online fan discussions. Their 
behavior can look similar to gatekeeping or anti-fandom, 
due to their tendency to correct or dismiss alternative views.

Multifan (n.): Someone who maintains and participates in 
multiple separate fandoms simultaneously.

BNF (Big Name Fan) (n.): A well-known fan within a 
fan community or (less commonly) a fanfiction creator who 
has gained a substantial following. BNFs can be well-liked 
and highly influential, or they can be viewed as entitled and 
aggressive for claiming too much share-of-voice within the 
community. Precisely when someone becomes a BNF is up 
for debate, but retaining BNF status takes significant effort.

TYPES OF FANS - FAN TERMS
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Fan Projects (n.): Coordinated efforts by fans (through 
social media) to show love and support for an OOF in a way 
the OOF will see. Often associated with live performances, 
fan projects can be simple (such as fans turning their 
phone screens the same color during a song) or complex 
(such as fans in different sections doing different, yet 
coordinated, things). “Fan projects” can also refer to a 
type of “fan work” in which fans develop sequels to books, 
movies, and video games.

Cosplay (n. or v.): A mashup of “costume + play,” cosplay 
is the act of wearing a costume to portray a character. Fans 
can buy pre-made costumes, make them, or commission 
their creation, and they often wear these costumes at 
fan conventions. Cosplay can take many forms, including 
both casual and accurate interpretations of characters, 
crossplay (cosplaying a character of a different gender), and 
reinventing characters by depicting them in a non-canonical 
aesthetic or era, or combining two or more characters.

Fan Art, also Fanart (n.): Fan-made art intended for a 
fan audience. This term encompasses all media and artist 
skill levels, but emphasizes drawing and/or painting. Fan art 
can be private or shared, sold online or at conventions, or 
commissioned by fellow fans. Successful creators of fan art 
can develop followings of their own.

Fanvid, also Fan Video, Fan Vid (n.): Fan-made video 
created by remixing footage and/or audio from canon to re-
interpret the story or an element of the story OR fan-made 
music videos, in which content from film or TV is spliced 
together and set to music.

Fanfiction, also Fan Fiction, Fanfic, Fic (n.): 
Fiction written by fans and intended for a fan audience. 
Though fanfiction can be about anything, romantic elements 
are common. Fanfiction has become a sort of OOF in its own 
right, with several examples making it big. Many fanfiction 
sites allow users to post material, read content, and even 
leave in-line comments on another author’s work.

Real Person Fic (RPF) (n.): Fanfiction about real  
people (actors, artists, authors, etc.). RPF can fall into any 
fanfic genre.

Gen, also Genfic (n. abbr. “general” or “general 
fiction”): Fanfiction that is not romantic. Because 
fanfiction often involves romantic pairings, gen or genfic can 
be used to differentiate it from romantic fanfic genres like 
“het fiction,” “slash fiction,” or “femslash fiction” (see next 
page).

OC (Original Character) (n.): An entirely new 
character that does not already exist within canon, yet 
which is designed to fit within the world of canon. Usually 
the product of fanfiction. 

Meta (n.): Fan works about the fandom, other fan works, 
etc. Self-aware and self-referential, “meta” can consider 
how fan works fit within the broader fan corpus.

Fan Activism (n.): The act of fans banding together 
to campaign on behalf of their OOF or to undertake 
philanthropic work.

FAN WORKS
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Ship (n. abbr. of “relationship”): A relationship 
between two or more characters or real people (depending 
on the OOF). Typically, “ship” refers to a relationship that is 
supported by fans (i.e., rooted for), not just the existence of 
a pairing between characters/people. Ships are frequently 
romantic and do not have to be part of canon.

Ship (v.): To actively support or cheer for characters/real 
people to form a romantic relationship. If you ship a ship, 
you support a specific pairing.

Multishipping (v.): To emotionally invest nearly equal 
amounts of energy and support into more than one ship 
within an OOF. Can refer to shipping multiple ships for 
the same character/person OR shipping multiple different 
characters/people.

Multishipper (n.): Someone who invests nearly equal 
amounts of energy and support into more than one ship 
within an OOF.

Ship Name, also Pairing Name (n.): A ship that gets 
named by fans; can take the shape of a mashup of names 
or identifying attributes of characters/real people, or two 
names combined with a “slash” or “x” in a set combination 
(e.g., “Bennifer” —  a mashup of Ben Affleck + Jennifer Lopez, 
or Kylo x Rey for Kylo Ren and Rey in Star Wars).

Ship War, also Shipping War, Shipwar (n.): When 
fans who ship different pairings within a show, movie, book, 
comic, etc. engage one another in combative verbal/textual 
exchanges in order to prove the “rightness” of their ship, 
convert new fans to their ship, or denigrate a ship that they 
find morally objectionable. Ship wars can become highly 
charged, continue for extended periods, and ultimately 
result in rifts within a larger fandom.

Het Pairing (n.): A pairing of two or more heterosexual 
characters/real people.

Trash Ship (n.): A ship that is problematic or morally 
questionable. Similar to a problematic fave, fans can 
support a trash ship in spite of its problems.  

SHIPPING

One True Pairing (OTP) (n.): 
The sole or primary ship a fan is 
interested in. “P” can get substituted 
for a number equal to or greater than 
three when referring to a group of 
characters.

Slash Pairing (n.): A pairing of two 
or more members of the same sex or 
gender. Typically used to refer to two 
or more male characters/real people.

Femslash Pairing (n.): A pairing  
of two or more female characters/ 
real people.
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FAN IDEAS
Fanon (n.): What fans collectively believe to be true, 
even though it doesn’t officially exist in canon. (Essentially, 
collective headcanon.)

Gatekeeping (n.): Attempts by fans 
to control who gets to participate in 
conversations about an OOF, assert 
which perspectives are valid, and 
otherwise place limits on membership 
in a fandom. Gatekeeping can easily 
become toxic.  

Decanonization, also De-canonization (n.): The act 
of redefining canon or removing something from established 
canon. Sometimes creators of canon do this to appease 
unhappy fans, sometimes they just do it, and sometimes 
fans personally decanonize something they dislike, refusing 
to acknowledge it as canon.

Subtext (n.): Underlying or implicit meaning, which may 
or may not have been intended by the work’s creator. 

Headcanon (n.): A fan’s personal 
version of canon; what the fan 
believes to have happened or wishes 
to have happened. A headcanon may 
emerge from subtext, gaps in canon, 
and undeveloped storylines and 
backstories, or it can subvert canon. 
Online, fans sometimes declare a fan 
theory to be “headcanon” to insulate 
themselves against social critique.

Fan Theory (n.): Theories, ideas, and interpretations 
about elements of canon that are not overtly stated or 
demonstrated. Fan theories can dig into what the text really 
means, or they can be speculative, postulating what will 
happen based on close analysis of existing details. Involving 
close analysis of canon, fan theories tend to come from 
affirmative fans.
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FANSPEAK
Feels (n. abbr. for “feelings”): Shorthand for fan 
emotions; a way for fans to acknowledge anything about 
their OOF (such as a powerful moment, a cute character, a 
tragic turn of events, etc.) that stirs up a strong emotional 
response. Can be used broadly (as in “all the feels”) or 
modified by an adjective to clarify the kind of “feels” one 
experiences (as in “happy feels”).

Cinnamon Roll (n. or adj.): 
Someone who is adorable, pure, 
lovable, sweet, good, or otherwise 
sympathetic. Also used as an adjective 
to describe a perfect ship — one that 
can do no wrong. The term is less 
common in recent years.

Trash (n. or adj.): A self-deprecatory term for someone 
with an excessive focus on producing and/or consuming fan 
works, especially fan works about a ship within a fandom 
(as in “I am trash for…”).

NPC (Non Player Character) (n.): In video games, 
NPC refers to any character who is not controlled by 
a player. Recently co-opted as an insult for any person 
who does not think for themselves. An instance of fan 
terminology entering mainstream vernacular.

Queerbaiting (n.): The deployment of actions, storylines, 
wardrobes, and subtext to imply queer tendencies among 
characters, without demonstrating their LGBTQIA+ 
identity. Many fans regard queerbaiting as disingenuous 
and manipulative. Recently, real people have been called 
out for queerbaiting because of the way they dress or act. 
Some fans and scholars, however, note that open LGBTQIA+ 
identities are not safe or available to everyone.

Problematic Fave (n.): A fan-favorite character/person 
who has done or said questionable or unsavory things. 
Essentially, an OOF with serious baggage; someone fans like 
in spite of their baggage. 

Review Bombing (n.): Coordinated or spontaneous 
instances in which fans or anti-fans leave negative online 
reviews for new media, sometimes before it has been 
released. Motives for review bombing vary, but several 
prominent examples are part of the culture wars, especially 
casting female or BIPOC actors, or storylines that are 
deemed “woke.”

Idol (n.): A performer in a solo or group act whose 
popularity emerged from pop industry stardom. More 
common with pop stars from Asia (e.g. K-pop, J-pop, C-pop,  
etc.) who came up through industrialized entertainment 
systems. Fans of idols often hold romantic feelings for them.

Bias (n.): A fan’s favorite member of a group.  
Often tied to K-pop idols.

Bias Wrecker (n.): A member of the group who does 
something to (potentially) supplant a fan’s bias. 
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And Others  
Should Too!WORDS WE USE

Fanscape (n.): The current state of fandom, including 
what people are fans of now, the conversations shaping 
various fandoms, how fans express themselves, and more.  
A comprehensive look at the landscape of fandom. 

Canfusion (n.): A state of confusion regarding  
whether details are canon from an original source 
or new ideas presented in subsequent media; 
forgetting whether a detail comes from the original 
book or only exists in movie adaptations.

Fanspeak (n.): The idiosyncratic words fans use  
(and often invent).

Efangelizing (n.): Spreading the word about a fandom 
or an OOF and encouraging others to become fans too. 
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