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Abstract. Political engagement is increasingly understood to be shaped
by affect rather than pure rationality. Fandom provides an underutilized
theoretical lens for exploring this computationally. Our study examines
whether fannish forms of engagement with political figures correlate with
exclusionary out-group naming at the user level. We analyze 2,920 Tum-
blr users who engaged with Marxist-Leninist (M-L) content in April
2025. We operationalized fannish engagement across six dimensions: sto-
rytelling, us-versus-them pronoun usage, patterns of affective appraisal,
proximal styles of writing, self-identification, and original textual pro-
duction. Using multivariate Bayesian multilevel models, we find that the
tendency to engage in fannish forms of engagement in texts involving
M-L figures (e.g., Lenin) are clearly and positively correlated with the
use of exclusionary out-group naming (e.g., USAmericans). These cor-
relations are considerably weaker or absent for contemporary politically
adjacent figures (e.g., Trump), suggesting that we are not merely ob-
serving general interest in political discussion. Our findings support fan
studies theorizing of the link between such engagement and exclusionary
political discourse by demonstrating it at the user-level. We further con-
tribute a computational operationalization of fannish discursive behavior
and the first computational study linking fan studies theory to behaviors
relevant to online political antagonism. We discuss implications for how
misinformation and polarization interventions are designed.
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1 Introduction

Political beliefs are not fully guided by rationality. Contemporary understand-
ings instead recognize affect as core, particularly with the muddying of bound-
aries between modern politics, celebrity culture, and the media [27]. Fandom, a
trifecta of community, affect, and productivity, provides a theoretical lens for un-
derstanding political engagement when its logics are not fully structured around
established parties and ideologies (e.g., Bernie Bros who support Elon Musk) [25]
or reason [4]. It recognizes how such engagement fulfills functions other than au-
thentic belief, e.g., community and entertainment [21], which nonetheless have
the potential to drive ‘ugly’ behavior [23].
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Fandom has long been understood as a source of group identity; the logics of
de-legitimation and exclusion of others tied to the exaltation of one’s fan object
[14] (also: anti-fandom [12]). This manner of political engagement has under-
girded recent culturally significant phenomena, such as Gamergate, QAnon, and
the modern alt-right [9], and should be studied seriously. The shared affect in-
dividuals have towards some common object (e.g., a specific politician) enables
many seemingly disparate groups and ideas to cohere [25]. These communities
position themselves against a named dangerous other, one that threatens the
object(s) of attachment and, by extension, the group constructed around it; e.g.,
“the swamp” versus the alt-right [11]. Such spaces, which mix fannish practices
and toxic content, can generate the conditions for radicalization to occur [21].

Rich qualitative work provides compelling evidence for fannish engagement
in politics and how it may, on aggregate, relate to antagonistic behavior like
online harassment [25]. However, it remains unclear whether this engagement is
observable in specific discursive behaviors at the user level; for instance, whether
individuals who fannishly engage with political figures are more likely to pro-
duce exclusionary discourse. We understand this through the lens of anti-fandom
(perceiving disliked fan objects/groups as lacking intellectually, morally, aesthet-
ically [12]) and boundary work (how group boundaries are discursively performed
using symbolic concepts such as morality and taste [15]). In fannish contexts,
symbolic boundaries become encapsulated in "bad’ objects [12] which are often
given derogatory names as a means for differentiation [22] (e.g., "the swamp").
Drawing on the concept of orientation to difference [10], we posit that such names
act as markers for low orientation to difference: competing perspectives are not
represented and negative readings are non-negotiable.

We further note limited computational work drawing on fan studies to ex-
amine such questions. [3]’s study of Redditors on ‘tankie’ subreddits places little
emphasis on the role of affective engagement with the ideology and its figures,
instead focusing on summarizing the topics discussed, their ‘extremism’, and the
‘toxicity’ of their language. Other computational work has only examined media
fans.

Our study addresses these gaps. Specifically, we ask: to what degree are
fannish forms of engagement with relevant figures correlated with the
usage of exclusionary out-group naming? We selected Tumblr, given its
convergence of fandom and politics [18]. We analyzed users who have engaged
with Marxist-Leninist postings. Although research has focused on reactionaries,
others also involve this form of affective engagement [16] and exclusionary dis-
course (e.g., the Manichean division between a ‘bad’ imperialist West and ‘good’
others [5]). We hence expect to see a positive correlation, particularly with more
fannish forms of engagement. We also expect the correlations for relevant figures
(ideologically relevant ones like Lenin) to be stronger than the correlations for
less relevant figures (contemporary politicians like Obama). The latter, if found,
would provide further evidence for the role of fandom beyond a general interest
in politics.
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2 Methods

Operationalizing fannish engagement. We identified some major dimen-
sions from the literature:

1. Stories. We used [2]’s StorySeeker classifier and expected stories to pro-
duce stronger correlations.

2. Us versus them. First-person singular and plural, and third-person plu-
ral pronouns were extracted with SpaCy. We expected the plural pronouns to
produce stronger correlations.

3. Patterns of appraisal. The framework of Martin and White [17] pro-
vides a structured framework to describe affective appraisal. We focused on the
Attitude component, which covers Affect (emotions), Judgment (evaluation of
human behavior), and Appreciation (evaluation of aesthetics); the latter two
are institutionalized reworkings of Affect [17]. Across many texts of a certain
discourse type, patterns of these evaluations reveal registers, which reflect iden-
tities constructed by their authors [17]. We borrow this idea, extending it com-
putationally using semantic axes grounded in the framework and concept class
analysis [26] to identify manners of appraisal. 10 patterns surfaced. Texts that
were in the seven largest patterns (99.8% of 166,935 de-duplicated posts) were
kept. We expected manners of appraisal emphasizing Affect to produce stronger
correlations.

4. Style of writing. Constructions of proximity, such as describing insider
anecdotes or personality, as if the figure is known personally [8]. We located
clusters of writing styles from texts that emphasized Affect and mentioned figures
from pop culture fandoms (e.g., Glinda), using StyleDistance embeddings [19].
We assigned other texts to their closest clusters (>= .9 cosine similarity; if below,
placed into an 'unassigned’ cluster). We conducted statistical tests, identifying
patterns of function word and tense usage, combined with discourse analysis, to
analyze between-cluster differences. We expected writing styles that make use of
discursive features which construct more proximal representations (e.g., present
tense) to produce stronger correlations.

5. Explicit self-identification & producing original texts on the ob-
ject. A binary indicator for if the user marked themselves as Marxist-Leninist in
their bio (12.5% do), and another for if the user wrote original text (i.e., not just
reblogging) on figures of interest. We expected self-identification and production
to show credibly positive correlations.

Data collection. We identified 57 blogs that contain Marxist-Leninist (M-L)
content by searching relevant hashtags (e.g., marzist-leninist). Using the Tumblr
API, we collected 1 year of content from each blog, before using a bidirectional
snowball approach. We collected the top 20% of blogs reblogged by the seed
blogs on M-L content and the top 5% of blogs that interacted with the seed
blogs on these same contents. 3561 blogs were retrieved, spanning May 2024 to
April 2025. For this study, we focused on April 2025, which alone contains 3,044
users and 2,336,035 posts. Through reblogging, many Tumblr entries contain
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multiple posts authored by different users. However, it is not mandatory for a
reblogging user to add content or reblog from the latest point. Reblog chains are
thus not singular; content presented varies following the choices of the reblogging
user. We hence split each entry down to its constituent posts, treating each post
as a document on its own. We focused only on text and removed posts: (1)
associated solely with fundraising, (2) image descriptions, (3) shorter than 20
words or longer than 5000 words, and/or (4) classified as non-English. This
retained 1,081,793 posts (166,935 de-duplicated) and 2,920 users.

Identifying relevant figures. We used a semi-automated process to identify
sets of entities important to Tumblr M-L discourse. Full details are provided
in a forthcoming paper. It consists of: (1) identifying Person entities associated
with self-identified M-L users via weighted log-odds ratios, (2) filtering to en-
tities correlated with higher absolute Affect via multiple membership models,
(3) thematically grouping entities via Leiden, and (4) extending the lists with
associated entities from relevant topics. The contemporary politically adjacent
(CPA) figures totaled 140 (e.g., Trump); the M-L figures totaled 66 (e.g., Lenin).
For exclusionary out-group naming, we searched for posts that contained at least
one of the following: usamerican, usamericans, usamerica, yankee, imperialist,
imperialists, imperialism, imperialistic, the west, westerners.

3 Results

We constructed a series of multivariate Bayesian multilevel models to identify the
correlations between (1) the total number of posts on a blog using exclusionary
out-group naming and (2) the total number of posts on a blog that employ a
discursive feature of interest alongside mentioning figure(s) of interest. Blog-level
random effects were estimated jointly, inducing partial pooling across blogs.

1. Stories and general tendency to post about M-L figures. Against
our expectations, the tendency to post stories that mention M-L figures was more
weakly correlated to the tendency to produce posts with exclusionary out-group
naming (p =.75, 95% CI [.61, .87]), than the tendency to post non-stories with
M-L figures (p=.92, 95% CI [.85, .97]). Importantly, however, both correlations
are credibly stronger than those estimated for CPA figures (p =.35 for stories,
p=>51 for non-stories). Posting about M-L figures and CPA figures appear to
be distinct behaviors; the correlations between these behaviors are weak (-0.08
to .30). In contrast, there is a very strong correlation between the tendencies to
post non-stories and stories with M-L figures (p=.87, 95% CI [.78, .95]); same
between posting non-stories and stories with CPA figures (p=.91, 95% CI [.87,
.94)).

2. Us versus them. As expected, the correlations involving M-L figures
and third-person plural pronouns were positive and credibly stronger than those
of CPA figures (we: p=.38, 95% CI [.20, .56|, they: p=.31, 95% CI [.13, .50])
(Figure 3). Correlations for CPA figures were not credibly different from zero
(we: p=-.04, 95% CI [-.18, .10], they: p=.09, 95% CI [-.05, .22]).
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3. Patterns of appraisal. There were two prominent observations for ap-
praisal patterns. First, a tendency to produce M-L figure posts where affective
expressions were more central was positively correlated to a tendency to pro-
duce posts with exclusionary out-group naming, with the strongest correlation
at p=.86, 95% CI [.79, .92]. Notably, the relative strengths of these correlations
(Fig. 1) mapped almost directly to the descending order of mean affective ap-
praisal (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 1. Posterior correlations for appraisal patterns and figure mentions.
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Fig. 2. Mean eigenvector centrality of appraisal categories, sorted by Affect means.
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The exceptions to this pattern were Clusters 4 (low complexity) and 1 (judg-
ment + appreciative). On closer inspection, for Cluster 4, all subcategories were
invoked evenly with similar eigenvector centralities (except complexity). For
Cluster 1, two affect subcategories were more central (happiness and inclina-
tion) than the other two. Its lower Affect average thus was not related to an
overall lack of affect centrality, which was the case for Cluster 7.

Second, the correlation ordering for CPA figures was credibly different from
M-L figures. There was no noticeable trend for CPA figures with mean af-
fect category scores, further evidencing that the relationship between producing
affectively-centric texts and texts with exclusionary out-group naming may be
unique to M-L figures.

4. Style of writing. There was a set of stronger correlations for M-L figures
which were credibly different from those for CPA figures. We proceeded with
analyzing the discursive work performed in these style clusters by comparing
these two groups (one with the credibly stronger correlations, the other with the
weaker). We counted function words, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and time focus
[6,20], normalized by text length. We performed Kruskal-Wallis tests between all
clusters with Benjamin-Hochberg correction (a=.05). All results were significant.
For the group with credibly stronger M-L figure correlations, clusters drew more
on: (1) first-person pronouns, (2) verbs, and (3) focused on the present with (4)
lower reading difficulty. For the group with weaker correlations, clusters drew
more on: (1) numbers, (2) impersonal pronouns, (3) conjunctions, and (4) focus
on the past and (5) future. Still, there were two clusters misaligned with their
group: Clusters 3 and 5. To investigate this, we close-read some texts (examples
in Table 1). . We used transitivity analysis [13] and examined tense involved in
representations of the figure(s) [7] and speech reporting [10].

Table 1. Example text from some clusters.

Clusters with stronger correlations |Clusters with weaker correlations
5: Adorno: But perhaps it is therefore. .. |3: Ngl I never knew Mao [Carrier| had
[direct quotation] [Pr: relational, attribute; past simple]
Gehlen: Okay, wait a minute. We do  |such a heavy Hunanese (?) accent [At-
not want to dramatize things. [direct  [tribute|. I [Senser| saw [Pr: mental,
quotation] past simple| some clips of him [Phe-
nomenon| on twitter. . .

8: guys. .. those bolsheviks you are 7: ... will lead to a resistance to critique
claiming are [Pr: relational, attribute; of their life and works, similarly to how
present simple| sexy [Attribute| are mao [Sayer| discussed [Pr: relational,
just some guy. not stalin [Carrier], ob- |say; past simple|, an unwillingness to
viously. . . act. ..

In clusters with stronger correlations, the figures are closer. In 8, Stalin is
presently available for evaluation with proximal others. Though Cluster 5 does
not statistically draw on the same discursive structures, direct speech between
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characters also has an effect of placing them spatially /temporally closer to the
speaker. In contrast, clusters with weaker correlations are distant; figures rep-
resented as someone before the speaker’s time, acting on others distal to the
speaker (7). Though Cluster 3 was statistically similar to clusters with stronger
correlations, the figure is still represented as temporally distant — they once had
an accent, the speaker perceives them through clips.

5. Explicit self-identification & producing original texts on the ob-
ject. We fit a hurdle negative binomial Bayesian regression, adjusting for the
number of posts and included blog-level random intercepts. There was a positive
relationship between M-L self-identification and producing texts with exclusion-
ary out-group naming (8=.54, 95% CI [.43, .65]). There was a similar positive
relationship for producing original texts about M-L figures (8=.33, 95% CI |.18,
.49]). The evidence that M-L self-identification has a stronger association than
original text production was weak (difference = .21, 95% CI [.0016, .417]), sup-
porting assertions that committed consumption is a key marker, beyond explicit
self-identification [24].

4 Discussion

We find that fannish forms of engagement with relevant figures are substantially
correlated with the usage of exclusionary out-group naming, across several di-
mensions of discursive behavior. These correlations are not replicated with CPA
figures, showing that this affective relationship is unique to M-L figures, and not
merely mirroring general interest in politics. Our main contributions hence are:
(1) evidencing the correlation between fannish forms of engagement and exclu-
sionary positioning at the user-level, (2) a computational operationalization of
fannish discursive forms, and (3) a first computational study on online political
engagement that draws from fan studies theorizing about affect and identity. The
correlations observed indicate that the tendency to use exclusionary out-group
naming is positively related to characteristically fannish tendencies:

1. The tendency to focus on relevant figures, reflecting the basic defi-
nition of fandom as regular consumption of some text [24].

2. The tendency to represent figures as proximal to one’s iden-
tity; M-L figures are taken personally (we’) and for the imagined community
("us’) [24].Users who engage in this tendency also show greater entitativity (use
of 'them’ and exclusionary naming). The importance of these figures to their
sense-making and identity is further evidenced through the way these figures are
constructed as spatially and temporally close to them, as people who exist in
the present who can engage in mutual interaction.

3. The tendency to draw on affective appraisals; users with a ten-
dency to present themselves fannishly through employing explicitly emotional
appraisals in text with M-L figures (instead of institutionalized displays of affect
via judgment and appreciation).

M-L self-identification, and to a lesser degree, production of original texts
of M-L figures, was moderately correlated with exclusionary out-group naming.



8 Kang & Carley

However, self-identification rates were low (12.5%) and reblogs were far more
common than original writings. Our findings show that the manner of engaging
with texts is also informative in the absence of such signals, just as fan studies
theorizing has emphasized, providing a broader vocabulary for mapping audi-
ences in HYPE spaces. The relatively large variations in confidence intervals of
posterior correlations evidence many different forms of engagement. Still, fannish
forms of reading and engagement stand out with the strongest correlations to
the usage of exclusionary out-group naming. Users who display such tendencies
may require closer observation in HYPE spaces.

Implications. Our work is in line with the arguments that memes and en-
tertainment are what is prevalent on social media, not news (or ‘fake news’) [1],
and play and community are important motivators for people joining apparently
extremist communities [23]. This has implications for how we might consider
misinformation. It is common to metaphorize misinformation as a disease and
attempt to ‘inoculate’ against it [28]. However, if the route is not through ra-
tionality, but affect and identity, providing the ‘right’ information is likely to
be ineffective in reducing polarization [4], particularly when texts indicate low
orientation to difference.

Limitations and future work. Only static relationships were examined.
We considered only Tumblr; these relationships may be less clear on other plat-
forms. We also used only one operationalization of antagonism (naming). Future
work will consider links to nostalgia, particularly given trends in today’s politics,
and if these relationships hold in other movements (e.g., reactionary, politicized
pop culture).
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