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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Donatella Campus, Luigi Ceccarini, and Marco Mazzoni

1.1  Powvrricar Fans: A StiLL
UNEXPLORED PHENOMENON

This book originates from a provocative question: Are contemporary
democracies transforming into ‘fan-democracies’; a term introduced by
Van Zoonen (2004)? As political identities become more fluid and less
ideological, could political belongings and participation increasingly rest
on forms of fandom? The decline in party membership and the weakening
of partisan loyalties have challenged traditional pathways to the formation
of political identities. This book explores fandom as an alternative way of
experiencing politics: as an attachment to a political actor (a politician or a
leader) and, simultancously, as a kind of belonging to a community
or group.

D. Campus ()

Department of Letters, Philosophy, Communication, University of Bergamo,
Bergamo, Italy

e-mail: donatella.campus@unibg.it
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Department of Economics, Society, Politics, University of Urbino Carlo Bo,
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The association between politics and the worlds of entertainment and
popular culture arises from the observation that political leaders are
increasingly represented as celebrities. Contemporary strategies of leaders’
image construction and management involve extensive practices of self-
exposure through interviews, autobiographies, memoirs, and appearances
on entertainment TV, practices not dissimilar to the self-promotion strate-
gies of film, television, or music stars. This phenomenon has been ampli-
fied by the advent of social media, which provide a particularly suitable
arena for diverse forms of performance, ranging from personal disclosure
to the sharing of thoughts and emotions with the public. The integration
of media arenas within a hybrid public space (Chadwick, 2013) enables
politicians to pursue coherent strategies of authenticity and proximity.

The growing resemblance between politicians and entertainment celeb-
rities has been widely analysed, particularly with regard to who political
celebrities are, how they capitalise on celebrity status, and how they are
covered by the media (see Chap. 2 for a review of the literature). Less
explored, however, is how citizens respond to leaders’ celebrity strategies
in the digital media era. Similarly, much remains to be understood about
the broader impact of celebrity and popular culture on public debate. The
primary aim of this book is therefore to contribute to this line of research
by examining how citizens respond to political actors who perform celeb-
rity roles. In short, whereas existing research has largely focused on the
supply side—how celebrity is constructed, who political celebrities are, and
how they communicate—this book addresses the demand side. In doing
so, it seeks to expand knowledge of citizens’ attitudes towards celebrity
politics in its various forms.

Numerous studies have analysed the performative styles of contempo-
rary leaders, distinguishing among different interpretations of the celeb-
rity role—from ‘cool’ superstars such as Barack Obama, to tycoon
celebrities such as Silvio Berlusconi and Donald Trump, to trendy ‘every-
day celebrities” (Wood et al., 2016), who emphasise ordinariness, such as
Giorgia Meloni (Campus & Mazzoni, 2021). However, far less is known
about their fandoms, that is, the individuals who sustain and reinforce
their celebrity status. The literature lacks a definitive classification of politi-
cal fans. Consequently, the extent to which they differ from traditional
supporters requires further investigation, and the motivations underlying
fan-like support for politicians remain insufficiently understood.

Before outlining the research design and methods, several issues central
to this book should be highlighted. First, the book seeks to offer an
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innovative contribution that expands understanding of the interplay
between political communication and entertainment. Following a line of
research initiated by scholars such as Street (2004), Van Zoonen (2005),
and Dahlgren (2009), we argue that this dimension should not be over-
looked, as it has the potential to reshape public debate about how citizens
relate to and bond with politicians. The convergence of popular culture
and politics—sometimes referred to as ‘pop politics’ (Mazzoleni &
Sfardini, 2009)—engages emotional dynamics in consequential ways.
Some outcomes may be evaluated positively, as these practices may increase
inclusiveness, particularly among groups traditionally less involved in poli-
tics, such as young people. Several studies suggest that civic engagement
may emerge from participation in online fandom communities in fields
such as cinema or sport, a form of ‘fan-based citizenship’ (Hinck, 2019).
Fans may also be mobilised to support political causes, as illustrated by
initiatives such as the Harry Potter Alliance (Jenkins, 2015). Pioneering
studies (Sandvoss 2016; Dean 2017) postulate the emergence of commu-
nities of political fans.

At the same time, potential negative consequences must also be consid-
ered. In particular, forms of anti-fandom—communities united by opposi-
tion to political actors—may contribute to polarisation and extremism.
More investigation is therefore needed into the types of social activities
generated by fans of political celebrities and whether such engagement can
be understood as a form of political identity and as part of the broader
phenomenon of digital citizenship. The work presented in this book seeks
to move research in this direction.

Second, we argue that pop culture, combined with the digital revolu-
tion, promotes new modes of political followership that reshape the nature
of political engagement itself. Celebrity culture tends to elicit emotionally
driven identification, resulting in the production of political content and
new forms of participation. Supporting a politician in a fan-like manner
may therefore function as a mechanism of community inclusion and foster
new citizenship practices. Fans often perceive an interpersonal relationship
with celebrities; however, as in a typical parasocial relationship (Rojek,
2015; Hills, 2016; Horton & Wohl, 1956), the relationship between poli-
ticians and their publics can be conceptualised as ‘asymmetrical intimacy at
a distance’ (Pels, 2003). This asymmetry is nevertheless accompanied by a
degree of horizontality that would have been unconceivable in traditional
forms of charismatic leadership. Fans are not believers in the Weberian
sense of followers devoted to charismatic authority. Celebrity leaders do
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not need to be perceived as possessing exceptional qualities to inspire
admiration and affect. On the contrary, they may be appreciated precisely
for flaws that make them ‘normal’ rather than shrouded in a supranatural
aura. As will be shown, expressions of fandom frequently involve humour
and benevolent irony, evident in digital practices such as memes (Dean,
2019). In short, the convergence of politics and popular culture often
renders laughter and argument, the real and the surreal, inseparable
(Baym, 2007), thereby transforming the nature of political followership.

Third, although political celebrities increasingly resemble entertain-
ment stars, important specificities remain. For this reason, the study of
political fandom should be integrated with an examination of individual
attitudes towards entertainment fandom more broadly. Such an approach
may help determine whether a general propensity towards fandom predis-
poses some individuals to become fans of various types of celebrities,
including political figures. Moreover, analysing differences in mechanisms
of personal attraction, patterns of consumption, and fan-community
dynamics represents an important area of inquiry.

1.2 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

This book is the outcome of a team project that has benefitted from fund-
ing from the European Union—NextGenerationEU, under the National
Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP), Mission 4, Component 2,
Investment 1.1, funding call PRIN 2022 D.D. 104, published on February
2, 2022, by the Italian Ministry of University and Research (Ministero
dell’Universita ¢ della Ricerca).! The project, entitled Fandom democracy?
Celebrity and new forms of citizens engagement, aimed to develop a theo-
retical framework and conduct an original empirical analysis to understand
the impact of celebrity politics on the construction of consensus and the
formation of political identities. As noted earlier, we focused on the
demand side, namely citizens’ attitudes towards celebrity politics. We
advance the claim that the digital revolution promotes new modes of
experiencing political followership. More specifically, our main objectives
were to conceptualise and operationalise political fandom and to under-
stand its effects on political participation. In this regard, we sought to

!"The research team represented three Italian academic institutions (University of Bergamo,
University of Perugia, and University of Urbino Carlo Bo).
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address whether fan-based citizenship could become an alternative route
to more traditional forms of participation.

Most previous research on political fandom has focused on specific
cases and individual countries. From the outset, our ambition was to fill
this gap by conducting a cross-national analysis including a diverse set of
European countries. We employed a mixed-methods approach combining
survey research and social media content analysis. Accordingly, the project
was organised into two main parts, which also structure the book’s
chapters.

The first part of the research focused on citizens and their relationship
with politics, with particular attention to political celebrities. To this end,
we conducted a multi-country survey based on representative national
samples of the voting-age population in seven European countries:
Bulgaria, France, Germany, Italy, Poland, Spain, and the United Kingdom
(UK). This selection was motivated by the aim to include countries that,
following Hallin and Mancini (2004 ), represent different patterns of inter-
relationship between political and media systems. The UK represents the
North Atlantic model. Germany exemplifies the North/Central model
and, above all, a national context in which attention to politicians’ per-
sonal lives is less pronounced than in other countries (Holtz-Bacha et al.,
2014). Italy, France, and Spain represent the Mediterranean model.
Finally, Poland and Bulgaria were included to develop an East-West com-
parative axis.

Data collection was conducted during the first year of the research pro-
gramme, specifically in July/August 2024, using the computer-assisted
web interviewing (CAWI) technique (see the Note on Method in the
Appendix.). Within each country, cases were selected to reproduce quotas
for the main socio-demographic variables: gender, age group, level of edu-
cational attainment, and geographical area.

Representative samples comprised 1000 respondents per country. A
post-stratification weighting procedure was applied to adjust the data after
collection, aligning sample distributions with known population parame-
ters and thereby reducing non-response bias while improving the preci-
sion of survey estimates. The weighting procedure also accounted for the
relative population size of each country, ensuring that aggregated figures
accurately represent all seven countries when total values are presented in
the analyses.

This phase of the empirical research aimed to explore how the person-
alisation, mediatisation, and intimisation of politics shape citizens’
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perspectives, blurring the boundaries between political culture and popu-
lar culture. The survey collected evidence on citizens’ political involve-
ment and their engagement with both political leaders and celebrities or
influencers from different domains, alongside traditional measures used to
identify political constituencies (e.g. party identification and ideological
position). Following fieldwork, the data were analysed to identify different
patterns and levels of engagement with political leaders and to investigate
the mechanisms underlying practices of political fandom.

As noted earlier, the central aim of the study is to focus on the demand
side as a key analytical dimension, exploring citizens’ attitudes towards
celebrity politics in its various forms. A questionnaire was therefore con-
structed and structured into several sections: (a) standard socio-
demographic variables, (b) respondents’ media consumption patterns, (¢)
socio-political behaviours and core values, and (d) political and electoral
preferences.

In line with the primary objectives of the research programme, the
questionnaire further explored (e) affective engagement in political fan-
dom and related consumption and production practices, (f) anti-fandom,
and (g) entertainment celebrity fandom attitudes and practices.

The data collection phase produced the dataset used for information
processing and the production of charts and tables. Univariate and bivari-
ate analyses were conducted, followed by multivariate procedures using
logistic regression models to address the research questions and test causal
relationships. The relevant analyses are presented in Chaps. 3, 4, and 5.

The second part of the research focused on the analysis of social media
content. As we examined political fandom on social media, it became clear
that a multi-layered methodological framework was required to analyse
phenomena occurring in volatile and fragmented digital information
spaces. Preliminary research phases showed that monitoring structured
communities—such as dedicated Facebook groups and Instagram accounts
(e.g. Le bimbe di Giuseppe Conte)—using tools such as CrowdTangle,
often captured only snapshots of political fandom, failing to provide the
longitudinal perspective and structural comparability necessary for com-
prehensive cross-national analysis. In contemporary digital ecosystems,
political fandom and anti-fandom are frequently contingent, time-based,
and highly informal. Consequently, the project’s methodological focus
shifted from top-down managed groups and fan accounts towards the
analysis of digital practices, specifically content produced around hashtags,
conceptualised here as primary ‘info-spaces’.
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By conceptualising specific hashtags (e.g. #GiorgiaMeloni,
#EmmanuelMacron, #PedroSanchez) as networked publics, the research
captured a broader and more continuous flow of interactions. This
approach enabled a form of digital ethnography focused on the role of
affect in constituents’ online practices. To investigate these dynamics, the
research design adopted here follows a mixed-methods comparative
approach across Italy, France, and Spain during the 2024 European
Parliament election campaign (May 1 to June 10). This timeframe was
selected to capture the peak of affective mobilisation preceding the vote.
The sample included 12 highly visible political leaders—four per coun-
try—ensuring ideological diversity and gender balance. Briefly, the mixed-
methods approach combined frequency-based analysis of collected content
with theory-driven qualitative in-depth examination of selected examples
of fan-like digital practices identified through those frequencies.

To achieve this objective, the information provided by CrowdTangle
proved insufficient. The empirical phase therefore began with data acqui-
sition using the licensed software 4kDownload. Once the corpus had been
assembled, the research proceeded to a frequency-based content analysis,
allowing the identification of recurring narrative and stylistic elements.

Operationally, the quantitative part of the study required the develop-
ment of a codebook grounded in established literature on political fandom
(primarily Dean’s, 2017 framework). After a pilot study and the successful
completion of an intercoder reliability test, trained coders analysed textual
captions and visual components—such as memes and selfies—in tandem.
This approach aimed to reconstruct the complex meanings encoded by
both citizens and political elites, providing a comprehensive mapping of
how digital fandoms contribute to contemporary affective polarisation
across Europe. All relevant analyses are presented in Chaps. 6 and 7.

1.3 Tur OUTLINE OF THE Booxk

The book opens with an overview of the main strands of existing research
and of the theoretical foundations on which our analysis is grounded.
Chapter 2, by Donatella Campus, Alberta Giorgi, and Giovanni Starita,
begins with a discussion of political leaders as celebrities and offers a review
of the principal studies in the field. As celebrity politics is closely con-
nected to the disclosure of personal details by politicians and the media,
the chapter discusses phenomena such as privatisation, emotionalisation,
and the intimisation of politics. It then proceeds to illustrate the concept



8 D.CAMPUSET AL.

of political fandom by focusing exclusively on fans of political leaders. The
authors review pioneering studies on this subject and seek to distinguish
among different types of leaders’ fan communities, ranging from the most
politicised to those most decontextualised from politics itself. Several core
dimensions common to all forms of political fandom are identified: (1)
entertainment, reflected in fans’ playful attitudes, (2) the preponderant
role of social media, and (3) affect as the constitutive fabric of fandom.

The chapter then examines how the concept of political fandom has
been operationalised and which dimensions may be empirically analysed,
with a view to identifying the theoretical sources that inform the empirical
analysis presented in the subsequent chapters. Four dimensions are dis-
cussed: consumption, production, affect, and sense of community. Finally,
based on the literature review and discussion, the chapter argues that the
distinctive nature of political fandom—situated at the crossroads of politi-
cal communication, political behaviour, and cultural sociology—ofters a
valuable vantage point from which to explore contemporary political
dynamics, particularly with regard to political participation, representa-
tion, and communication. The authors conclude by highlighting issues
that have only been partially explored in the literature and that warrant
further attention.

As illustrated in the previous section, our research design was organised
along two lines of empirical research. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 present analyses
based on survey data, while Chaps. 6 and 7 focus on the analysis of
social media.

Chapter 3, by Giovanni Barbieri, Fabio Bordignon, and Donatella
Campus, begins by discussing how political fans may be defined and how
this concept can be operationalised. Drawing on insights from the existing
literature and emphasising the centrality of affect as the principal driving
force of fandom, the authors proposed a baseline typology of fans based
on measures of closeness and emotionality, allowing a distinction between
moderate and strong fans. The chapter then examines how this categorisa-
tion relates to fandom practices and to the sense of belonging to a fan
community, in order to outline a broader picture of fans’ experience and
activities. Finally, the chapter analyses the socio-demographic and political
characteristics typically associated with fans, with the aim of delineating a
clearer fan profile.

In Chap. 4, Fabio Bordignon, Luigi Ceccarini, and Giacomo Salvarani
examine the dynamics characterising political fan communities. Specifically,
they investigate the extent to which the leader—follower relationship in



1 INTRODUCTION 9

politics mirrors the logic underlying the celebrity—fan bond in other
spheres. By comparing political leaders’ fandoms with those surrounding
entertainment celebrities through indicators of affect, as well as practices
of consumption and production developed primarily within digital media
environments, the chapter seeks to determine whether a ‘latent predisposi-
tion towards fandom’ transcends these distinct fields, thereby bridging the
political and celebrity systems.

After formulating a set of research questions, ‘leader fandom’ and “star
fandom’ were operationalised through comparable measures of closeness
and emotionality. The research questions guiding the analyses in Chap. 4
may be summarised as follows: Do individuals who are fans of entertain-
ment celebrities demonstrate a greater propensity to develop analogous
forms of followership towards political leaders? Is it possible to identify an
underlying transversal bond connecting the political and celebrity systems?

In addressing these questions—encapsulated in the chapter’s title, ‘Fans
Will Be Fans?>—the authors provide empirical evidence through the exam-
ination of three issues. First, they analyse the overlap between entertain-
ment celebrity fandom and political fandom. Second, they assess the extent
to which the internal dynamics of political fandom resemble those of
showbusiness fandom, in terms of mechanisms of personal attraction,
modes of consumption, and community logics. Third, they compare the
socio-demographic profiles of the two groups.

Survey results indicate an overlap between the two communities:
Individuals who form affective bonds with entertainment celebrities are
also likely to develop attachments to political leaders. This pattern is con-
sistent across all seven countries surveyed. Those involved in both domains
constitute a substantial proportion of the overall fandom sub-sample.
Even with regard to consumption patterns, fandoms in the two spheres
display similar behaviours. Thus, these findings suggest the existence of an
underlying disposition towards fan engagement, regardless of whether
public figures belong to the political sphere or the entertainment industry.

However, elements of discontinuity also emerge. The key difference lies
in the motivational foundations of affective engagement. Returning to the
chapter’s starting point, although political fans appropriate certain prac-
tices and symbolic elements from celebrity and popular culture, they
remain distinguished by their connections to political and civic implications.

Chapter 5, by Luigi Ceccarini, Rosanna De Rosa, Alberta Giorgi, and
Giacomo Salvarani, examines the socio-demographic profiles of political
leaders’ followers. Specifically, it addresses the influence and dynamics
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associated with two key axes of social stratification: gender and age. These
variables have long been recognised as significant explanatory factors in
social and political behaviour and are therefore examined in detail. Women
have historically demonstrated lower levels of participation in conven-
tional political activities; accordingly, gender-based disparities in political
fandom are also analysed. Furthermore, empirical research on age-related
patterns indicates that younger cohorts could display greater interest in
non-conventional and emerging forms of political engagement, making
age another central variable in this chapter.

Examining the interaction effects of these two socio-demographic vari-
ables is essential for enhancing our understanding of the specific form of
political involvement analysed in this volume. This analysis is particularly
significant because it captures ongoing transformations in citizenship
norms while illuminating evolving forms of political engagement and civic
participation. Moreover, the data analysis explores geographical variations
in political fandom across the seven countries surveyed, allowing for a
more nuanced understanding of patterns emerging within diverse
European societies and political systems.

To this end, a comparative perspective is adopted throughout the
chapter to investigate how gender and age shape political fandom as a
form of civic and political engagement, which constitutes the study’s
principal objective. Chapter 5 opens by asking whether gender and age
influence the development of strong attachment to political leaders and
participation in affective activities celebrating these figures at a distance.
The main finding indicates that men are more strongly associated with
this form of political involvement, a pattern that appears consistently
across all countries examined. In contrast, the relationship between age
and political fandom is less straightforward. When additional variables—
such as identity and political-culture orientations—are considered, the
picture becomes clearer, as these factors foster deeper engagement in
political fandom.

Chapter 6, authored by Giovanni Barbieri and Sara Consonni, offers a
nuanced exploration of the emotional topographies that shaped political
engagement on Instagram during the 2024 European Parliament elec-
tions. By situating their analysis within the evolving frameworks of fan-
dom and anti-fandom, the authors seek to understand how digital
environments may be recalibrating political participation, moving it away
from purely deliberative models towards a sphere increasingly character-
ised by affective resonance and symbolic identification. Drawing upon a
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comparative study of Italy, France, and Spain, the chapter maps the ways
in which both citizens and political actors navigate their identities through
a diverse spectrum of emotions, ranging from admiration to indignation.
Rather than asserting definitive shifts, the research invites readers to con-
sider how the ‘affective public’ on Instagram reflects broader socio-polit-
ical tensions and national polarisation. Through this lens, the authors
examine the performative nature of attachment and emerging patterns of
digital resistance, ultimately offering a nuanced contribution to our
understanding of how emotional circulation informs contemporary dem-
ocratic belonging.

Chapter 7, by Marco Mazzoni and Giovanni Daniele Starita, provides
an in-depth analysis of Italian political fandom centred on the leadership
of Giorgia Meloni. The chapter introduces the concept of fandomesque to
identify fan-like content produced and disseminated online by political
actors. Existing literature has offered several perspectives that help explain
the mechanisms underpinning bottom-up practices through which politi-
cal fandoms are constructed. In contrast, the study of how political actors
themselves employ fan-like performances to build consensus has so far
remained marginal within the relevant fields. Chapter 7 therefore proposes
Sfandomesque as a useful concept for bridging the gap between bottom-up
fan performances and top-down expressions of fan-like support for politi-
cal leaders, and it provides empirical evidence supporting this initial con-
ceptualisation. Most importantly, the chapter opens a discussion on the
potential exploitation of bottom-up practices by political actors. Specifically,
politicians may replicate constituents’ digital practices to blur the bound-
aries between organised campaigning and seemingly spontaneous expres-
sions of support—or opposition—towards a political leader. In doing so,
politicians and parties may benefit from increased relatability in their digi-
tal personae and may also reinforce the perceived legitimacy of leaders in
the eyes of potential supporters.

Finally, the concluding chapter summarises and discusses a selection of
findings emerging from the empirical analyses. Particular emphasis is
placed on results that appear especially salient and, in some cases, provoca-
tive. We argue that the outcomes of this research not only advance knowl-
edge of political fandom but also provide a solid foundation for further
investigation. The chapter therefore concludes by outlining a research
agenda that identifies key issues that, in our view, merit more detailed
exploration.
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