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Abstract

This article conducts a thematic analysis of 40 threads related to sociopolitical issues on two Divergent fan forums, one
on Divergent Fans and another on Divergent Wiki, to determine whether these forums raise political consciousness, espe-
cially among young people. As scholars of civic imagination show, popular culture narratives may lead to the ability to
imagine a better future. Utopian narratives in particular facilitate this process in a dialectical way by presenting us with an
impossible world, and dystopian narratives may operate in a similarly dialectical fashion by offering a negative example
or warning. Analysis of posts related to utopia and dystopia, the story world versus the real world, historical and con-
temporary parallels, governmental reform, and non-normative sexuality reveals that participants on Divergent fan forums
discuss real-world issues and sometimes imagine a better world, but this does not conclusively raise political conscious-
ness. We can account for these civic successes and failures by considering Dahlgren’s (2009) six elements of civic cultures:
knowledge, values, trust, spaces, practices/skills, and identities. While fan knowledge, trust, and spaces are strong, and
fan identities can be experienced as relatively static, values and practices/skills are important areas for intervention to
cultivate political consciousness among young people. Critical civic education at the secondary school level could foster
democratic values, and teaching media literacy and political discussion skills could improve students’ ability to think criti-
cally about entertainment narratives.
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1. Introduction

As a number of scholars have shown, fandom of fic-
tional narratives may lead to engagement with real-
world issues and can even result in fan activism
(Brough & Shresthova, 2012; Cochran, 2012; Duncombe,
2012; Hinck, 2012, 2016; Jenkins, 2012, 2016; Jenkins
et al, 2016, 2020; Kliger-Vilenchik, 2016a, 2016b;
Kliger-Vilenchik et al., 2012; Mehta, 2012; Phillips, 2016;
Shresthova & Jenkins, 2016; Stein, 2002; Wilkinson,
2012). One of the ways this occurs is through “the civic
imagination,” or “the capacity to imagine alternatives
to current cultural, social, political, or economic condi-
tions; one cannot change the world without imagining
what a better world might look like” (Jenkins et al., 2020,
p. 5; Jenkins et al., 2016). By allowing us to imagine the

world differently, popular culture narratives can be the
first step toward changing it. According to Duncombe
(2012), the link between fandom and activism is dialecti-
cal; utopian stories occur in a “no-place” that invites us to
imagine alternatives to both the present and the utopian
world. Following Klein (2017), Levitt (2020) posits that
dystopian fiction serves a hortatory purpose, acting in
a similarly dialectical way to utopian fiction. Hintz and
Ostry (2013) and Basu et al. (2013) also point out that
dystopian narratives warn us against a course of action
to prevent the outcomes that occur in the narrative uni-
verse. Dystopian media, like Veronica Roth’s Divergent
trilogy, take place in a world that is not only impossible,
but undesirable. By showing us what we do not want to
happen, it can help us think about how to prevent the
real world from becoming like the story world.
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Early scholarship on civic engagement among fans
focused on fan-organized campaigns to either prevent
shows from being canceled or to lobby for chang-
ing representations in entertainment media (Jenkins,
1992, 2006). More recent studies have examined overtly
political forms of activism such as petition-signing and
letter-writing campaigns, as well as the use of symbols
and images from popular culture by traditional activist
movements (Jenkins, 2012; Levitt, 2020; Mehta, 2012;
Phillips, 2016; Wilkinson, 2012). Others have written
about how fans become politically engaged through
everyday talk (Hinck, 2012; Kliger-Vilenchik, 2016a,
2016b; Stein, 2002). This article contributes to this liter-
ature on political engagement among fans by investigat-
ing whether discussion on internet fan forums can raise
political consciousness through civic imagination.

Internet fan forums are places where fans of a par-
ticular “content world,” what Jenkins (2012, Section 1.9)
describes as “the network of characters, settings, situ-
ations, and values that forms the basis for the genera-
tion of a set of stories,” can come together to discuss
these stories online. As a result, Divergent fan forums
may assist in raising political consciousness, particularly
among young fans. Given that fandom of dystopian
narratives may lead to civic action through a dialec-
tical and discursive process allowing fans to imagine
a better world, this article asks to what extent dis-
cussions on Divergent Fans and Divergent Wiki forums
encourage fans to (a) deliberate real-world issues raised
in the Divergent content world, (b) imagine a better
world, and (c) develop political consciousness surround-
ing these issues?

2. Civic Cultures

In this article, | rely on the theoretical framework
of Swedish communication and media studies scholar
Dahlgren (2009), who considers civic engagement from
a socio-cultural perspective. Dahlgren maintains that
everyday talk has the potential to become political under
certain conditions. He identifies six elements or fac-
tors of civic cultures that allow for political engage-
ment to emerge: knowledge, values, trust, spaces, prac-
tices/skills, and identities.

According to Dahlgren (2009), knowledge refers not
only to information but to ways of acquiring information,
including various types of literacy. However, as he puts
it, “It is in the process of appropriation of information—
integrating it in relation to one’s existing frames of ref-
erence and thereby making it personally meaningful—
that information becomes ‘translated’ into knowledge”
(Dahlgren, 2009, p. 109). Nevertheless, Dahlgren warns
that although certain epistemologies may be important
for the identity and solidarity of marginalized groups,
they may not be effective in mainstream politics. For
example, ways of knowing drawing on popular culture
may be considered inadequately “serious” by main-
stream political standards (Jenkins et al., 2020). This may

be the case for fans on Divergent fan forums, whose emo-
tional investment in a fictional narrative and informal
modes of expression may cause their political talk to be
dismissed as frivolous.

When Dahlgren (2009) writes of values, he specif-
ically refers to democratic values such as “equal-
ity, liberty, justice, solidarity, and tolerance” as well
as “openness, reciprocity, discussion, and responsibil-
ity/accountability” (p. 111). Sometimes, however, demo-
cratic values can come in conflict with one another,
which is why the ability to compromise is important.
As Dahlgren states, “To be able to thrash out such con-
flicts without violence, striving for some practical com-
promise in situations where consensus is elusive, is a key
task for a democratic society” (2009, p. 111). According
to Kliger-Vilenchik (2016a, p. 112), “[S]hared identity as
fans creates an environment where heterogeneous dis-
cussion and disagreement can be achieved in a civil man-
ner” and, as we can see in the following study, fans on
Divergent fan forums demonstrate skill at managing such
a lack of consensus in non-violent ways when key values
clash, for example when discussing controversial topics
like non-normative sexuality.

Dahlgren (2009) also maintains that thin trust,
“the generalized honesty and expectations of reci-
procity that we accord people we don’t know person-
ally but with whom we feel we can have a satisfac-
tory exchange,” is critical for democracy (pp. 112-113).
He asserts, “Without a degree of thin trust, collective
political action becomes impossible, undercut by suspi-
cion even toward citizens of similar persuasions” (p. 113).
As Kliger-Vilenchik (2016a) suggests, such thin trust is
characteristic of fan communities, including Divergent
fan forums where strangers come together to discuss
their common interests in an environment with rela-
tively low conflict in comparison to online spaces with
wider appeal, such as the comments sections of news
articles and YouTube videos, or political discussions on
social media sites like Facebook and Twitter. Moreover,
Dahlgren (2009) indicates that voluntary group member-
ship builds trust among group members, which is true on
Divergent fan forums.

Dahlgren (2009) discusses both physical and virtual
spaces for civic interaction, and he lauds the internet for
offering the opportunity for increased political participa-
tion: “[T]he internet offers its users not only vast com-
municative spaces in which to travel, visit, and partici-
pate, it also allows them to collectively construct new
spaces, by launching Web sites, news groups, blogs, dis-
cussion forums, wikis, and so on,” (p. 116, emphasis
added). Divergent fan forums are one such user-created
space with the potential to facilitate civic engagement.

Dahlgren (2009) classifies “communicative compe-
tencies,” including digital literacy, as important skills that
allow citizens to develop democratic practices, and he
maintains that building and using spaces also count as
civic practices (p. 117). Although voting is often consid-
ered the most important democratic practice, Dahlgren
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stresses the significance of civic talk for connecting
issues to political ideologies. Participants on Divergent
fan forums evidence a high degree of digital literacy,
which allows them to create these virtual spaces and uti-
lize them for civic ends. This occurs primarily through the
discussion of sociopolitical issues, although it does not
always lead to the development of a coherent ideology,
as Dahlgren suggests it can.

Lastly, group identities allow members to experi-
ence civic agency. This includes not only more malleable
identities such as political affiliation, but also relatively
more stable ones like race and gender. Group identities,
Dahlgren (2009) proposes, allow for an affective rela-
tionship to politics that can increase political efficacy.
However, because civic identity is so marginal for young
people today, Dahlgren (2009) recommends expanding
our definition of citizenship: “[O]ur definition of the polit-
ical realm could be defined in broader terms, to accord
political significance to [young people’s] personal experi-
ences” (p. 120). Fans on Divergent fan forums are actively
engaged in broadening the definition of the political from
explicitly political acts such as campaigning and voting
to more implicitly political ones like discussing political
issues, thus strengthening their civic identities through
their affective relationship to politics. Group identity pro-
vides a feeling of empowerment (that one has an active
stake in and influence on politics), but this is not all.
As Kliger-Vilenchik (2016a) implies, affinity also helps
build trust among group members, and membership in
the Divergent fan community builds trust among fans, in
addition to giving them a sense of civic agency.

3. Divergent and Young Adult Dystopian Fiction

The Divergent series is an American young adult (YA)
dystopian trilogy written by Veronica Roth. The series,
comprised of Divergent (Roth, 2011), Insurgent
(Roth, 2012), and Allegiant (Roth, 2013), is set in a
post-apocalyptic Chicago, where society is divided into
five factions based on personality traits: Dauntless
(braveness), Amity (kindness), Erudite (intelligence),
Abnegation (selflessness), and Candor (honesty). At the
age of 16, citizens must choose their faction after tak-
ing an aptitude test, which can sort most people easily.
However, those who display propensities toward more
than one faction are deemed “Divergent,” which is stig-
matized because, if one is unable to pass initiation for the
faction one has joined, one becomes “factionless” and
enters into a state of total societal rejection and aban-
donment. The plot follows a young Abnegation woman,
Beatrice Prior (or Tris), who joins Dauntless after testing
Divergent. In Divergent, Tris and her love interest Tobias
discover a plot by Erudite to use Dauntless to attack
Abnegation and take over the city. In Insurgent, Tris and
Tobias lead a revolt against Erudite, and in Allegiant, after
escaping from Chicago, Tris and Tobias learn that the city
has been isolated from the outside world in a US govern-
ment experiment to increase the number of “genetically

pure” Divergents after failed attempts at genetic modifi-
cation led to a civil war between the “genetically pure”
and the “genetically damaged.” Tris and Tobias then
return to Chicago to prevent a war from breaking out
among the factions. In 2014, Lionsgate released a film
adaptation of Divergent (Fisher et al., 2014), followed by
Insurgent in 2016 (Fisher et al., 2015). Allegiant (Fisher
et al., 2016) was to be released in two parts, Allegiant
and Ascendant, but after Allegiant did poorly at the box
office in 2016, Ascendant was scheduled to be released
as a made-for-TV movie before being canceled entirely.

As science fiction studies scholar Booker (2013a)
points out, Marxist literary theory has long posited
science fiction as a genre with the potential to cri-
tique politics and challenge the status quo (p. vii).
Although continuing with contemporary Marxist schol-
ars such as Frederick Jameson, this tradition of sci-
ence fiction criticism began with Darko Suvin’s 1979
work Metamorphoses of Science Fiction, which attributes
science fiction’s political efficacy to its production of
estrangement (as cited in Booker, 2013b, pp. 4-9).
Furthermore, Booker (1994) argues that dystopian fiction
may be especially powerful as a means of social criticism.

Hintz and Ostry (2013) and Basu et al. (2013) empha-
size that dystopia is a subset of utopia in which utopian
ideals have gone terribly awry. Moreover, they both
note that YA dystopian fiction addresses social and polit-
ical issues like environmental destruction, inequality,
and totalitarianism and that these stories can develop
political awareness among young people by introducing
them to and/or helping them think about these issues
in a new way. Similarly, Blackford (2013) and Connors
and Shepard (2013) are both interested in the ways in
which YA dystopian fiction may challenge the status quo.
Blackford (2013) maintains that it allows young people to
reflect on complicated social issues while making opera-
tions of power visible. Connors and Shepard (2013), on
the other hand, are more cynical. They assert that it is
difficult for YA dystopian literature to offer social crit-
icism due to generic restraints such as imperatives to
uphold normative values and offer hope, and because
of the genre’s didacticism and its status as a commodity.
However, they also propose that early 21st century YA lit-
erature “may reflect the prevailing sociopolitical climate
in the United States,” and show how social and politi-
cal institutions prevent people from achieving happiness
(Connors & Shepard, 2013, p. 119). Ultimately, they con-
clude that YA literature, including dystopian narratives,
“can provide sufficient inroads to explore conflicting ide-
ology” (p. 121).

YA dystopian narratives may facilitate political
engagement by encouraging the discussion of sociopo-
litical issues raised in these stories. Common themes
include wealth inequality, governmentality (including
surveillance and media manipulation to control cit-
izen behavior), environmentalism, and gender and
sexuality (Levitt, 2020). According to Kliger-Vilenchik
(2016b), informal discussion is one of the “mechanisms
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of translation” that transform cultural into civic partici-
pation. Discussing the issues raised by YA dystopian nov-
els or films may allow fans, particularly younger people,
to develop political consciousness, often an important
step toward political action. As both Hodgin (2016) and
James et al. (2016) maintain, online discussion of civic
and political issues is essential for young people to move
from voice, or self-expression, toward influence in the
political process, and for this reason, they both advocate
for digital media literacy education. This may be because,
as some proponents of the “mobilization thesis” claim,
the internet can lead to political mobilization, particu-
larly among young people, through the development of
certain political competencies such as rational discus-
sion and respectful listening (Dahlberg, 2001; Hirzalla
et al.,, 2011; Lupia & Philpot, 2005; Stanley & Weare,
2004). Although it is important to note that not all polit-
ical action leads to progressive ends, critical discussion
of YA dystopian narratives may be fruitful for fostering
social-justice-oriented political engagement.

Previous scholarship on the Divergent series has
focused on the texts themselves, rather than fan
responses. For example, Basu (2013), analyzing the first
novel and its associated marketing strategies, argues
that Divergent's static conceptualization of identity
reflects “YA dystopia’s innate conservatism” (p. 27),
while Cochran and Prickett (2014, p. 26) perform a tex-
tual analysis of the entire series to frame Tris as a “mod-
ern dystopian heroine” who challenges traditional depic-
tions of femininity. Yet, following from Marxist scholars
who examine the ability of (dystopian) science fiction to
provide social criticism, and from scholars of YA literature
who consider the political potential of YA (dystopian) fic-
tion, | am interested in the ways that YA dystopian narra-
tives explore contemporary sociopolitical issues, as well
as the ways in which fans take up these issues or fail to
take them up.

4. Methods

Because | was interested in whether YA dystopian fic-
tion could raise political consciousness among fans, | con-
ducted a thematic analysis of 40 threads collected from
two active Divergent fan forums, Divergent Fans and
Divergent Wiki, in December 2015. This was close to
the height of Divergent’s popularity, shortly after the
film adaptation of Insurgent grossed over $297 million
worldwide, and these were the only active Divergent
fan forums at the time (Box Office Mojo, n.d.). Because
| was interested in political discussion rather than fan
socializing or trivia about Divergent, | selected posts from
the General Discussion and Other Discussions forums
in Divergent Fans, which were more likely to include
discussion of sociopolitical issues, and | excluded posts
from the Welcome forum, specific book forums, and
film forums. For the same reason, on Divergent Wiki
| selected threads from the general discussion board
only. Because | wanted to know how the political themes

of Divergent are taken up by fans, | collected threads
dealing with sociopolitical issues, topics either explic-
itly or implicitly related to society and politics, such
as government, social structure, and gender. | included
even threads that were only tangentially related to
social or political issues, such as threads about simi-
lar YA dystopian novels, because these threads often
contained discussion about the social and/or political
aspects of these content worlds. Again, because | was
not interested in fan trivia or socializing, on both forums
| excluded threads that were not even tangentially polit-
ical, such as threads about minor plot points or threads
soliciting personality information from fans.

Threads consisted of an original post of approxi-
mately several sentences to several paragraphs in length,
usually asking a question to other fans. These posts were
followed by a variable number of comments responding
to either the original post or other comments made
on the post. Seventeen of these threads came from
Divergent Wiki (https://divergent.fandom.com/wiki/
Divergent_Wiki), while 23 came from Divergent Fans
(https://divergentfans.net). This constituted approxi-
mately three percent of the threads on each forum.
Both forums were public, fully accessible without a pass-
word or creating a user account, and all user handles are
pseudonyms. Where characteristics of users such as age
or gender are given, this information was self-disclosed
in the analyzed threads, although such demographic
information was scarce. Although this data remains valid
for the purposes of studying the impact of fandom on
politics, it is important to note that since 2015 there has
been a significant rise in young people’s political engage-
ment in North America around issues such as gun control,
climate change, and police brutality.

Because of the small sample size, | coded the data
by hand, without the use of qualitative data analysis
software. The first cycle of coding consisted of sorting
these threads into four emergent categories suggested
by the data: government and society, genre, gender
and sexuality, and posts from other researchers solicit-
ing data about the psychological and political impact of
YA dystopian fiction on fans. The content on Divergent
Fans and Divergent Wiki were similar, so | removed
three posts from Divergent Wiki that closely replicated
posts from Divergent Fans and used them to intuitively
develop second-cycle coding methods including them-
ing the data, in-vivo coding, magnitude coding, versus
coding, and value coding (Saldafia, 2013). These coding
methods were selected based on the characteristics of
the data rather than dictated by the research question.
For magnitude coding, | marked whether the poster had
a positive or negative attitude toward a particular aspect
of the content world. For versus coding, | noted when
posters explicitly compared two different YA dystopian
narratives. Finally, for values coding, | attempted to infer
from posts what political values posters held. For exam-
ple, in a post positively comparing “our world” to the fac-
tion system, the political values of the poster included
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choice, opportunity, and freedom. After analyzing the
remaining threads using these coding methods, | con-
ducted axial coding to create a coherent and wholistic
coding schema, organizing the prior codes into eleven
categories: utopia/dystopia, the story world versus the
real world, historical/contemporary parallels, govern-
ment reform, the factions, moral of the story, conflict
of the story, intertextuality, readers, sexuality, and other
scholarship. The following analysis of these 37 threads
shows how fans discuss sociopolitical issues relating to
the content world of Divergent focusing on conversa-
tions about five topics: utopia/dystopia, the story world
versus the real world, historical/contemporary parallels,
government reform, and non-normative sexuality.

5. Results
5.1. Did Fans Discuss Real-World Issues?

Fans on both fan forums discussed real-world sociopolit-
ical issues raised in the content world of Divergent. This
occurred in all analyzed threads. For example, fans dis-
cussed sociopolitical issues in their debate over whether
Divergent is a utopia or a dystopia.

Although generically classified as dystopian fiction,
fans lacked consensus about whether Divergent’s narra-
tive world was utopian or dystopian. This may partially
stem from some overlap between the terms themselves;
while “utopia” indicates any imaginary world, “dystopia,”
a subcategory of utopia, is an undesirable imaginary
world (Basu et al., 2013; Hintz & Ostry, 2013; Levitt,
2020). Further, as Jenkins et al. (2020) remark:

Most utopian writing contains at least an implicit cri-
tique of the current realities that its alternatives hope
to displace. By the same token, most dystopian writ-
ing contains a utopian alternative—often, in the form
of a resistance group struggling to transform the soci-
ety. (p. 17)

Two posts from Divergent Fans specifically asked
whether Divergent depicted a utopian society or a
dystopian nightmare, offering an example of “cultural
acupuncture” —what Jenkins (2012, Section 0.1) defines
as “the practice of mapping the fictional content world
onto real-world concerns”—that can potentially lead
to civic engagement and the development of a polit-
ical identity. Some fans responded that the world of
Divergent was a dystopia, and they argued that the gov-
ernment is not a true democracy, personal freedom is cir-
cumscribed, and categorizing people into groups is neg-
ative. One fan wondered about labor conditions in the
Divergent universe: What were the working conditions
like, and were there limits on the number of hours that
people could work? On the other hand, some fans saw
the world of Divergent as a utopia, and these fans empha-
sized the benefits of being part of a community that the
faction system could provide. Others pointed out that

at the beginning of the story there is “peace and happi-
ness.” In discussing whether the world of Divergent was
utopian or dystopian, fans shared common knowledge
about the story and about the meanings of “utopia” and
“dystopia.” However, different groups of fans expressed
different civic values. Whereas fans who characterized
the story world as a dystopia valued equality, freedom,
and choice, those who viewed it as a utopia valued secu-
rity, stability, and community.

Similarly, fans discussed socio-political issues when
comparing the story world to the real world. Three
threads on the Divergent Fans forum specifically asked
what fans thought of the faction system, and one of
these directly asked whether it was preferable to “our
government,” another example of cultural acupuncture
(Jenkins, 2012). Again, fans disagreed on this point.

Regarding the story world, fans said that positives
included a sense of community and more freedom to
choose your life path. One fan said that even the fac-
tionless had a sense of community, “like a big family.”
Fans maintained that the faction system would satisfy
everyone because you could “change your life” for free
rather than by paying for higher education, and one fan
employed the discourse of meritocracy to argue that you
would not be poor unless you deserved it, unlike in our
own world. Others mentioned that the faction system
was simpler than ours and “well put together,” and the
government was seen as “more open to [people’s] ideas.”
Aptitude tests, one fan said, would eliminate “argument
between political parties.”

By contrast, some fans saw factionlessness, and the
poverty and homelessness associated with it, as one of
the main drawbacks of the faction system. Other draw-
backs of the story world included a corrupt government
and a perceived lack of freedom, and fans held catego-
rizing people to be negative. Some fans viewed the gov-
ernment as totalitarian and thought that people had less
personal choice in the story world than in our own. One
fan thought that it was “scary” to have to get permis-
sion from the government to leave the country, and oth-
ers pointed out that the government in the story per-
forms experiments on and keeps secrets from its citizens.
Finally, one fan pointed out that the world of Divergent
was extremely violent.

Although some fans saw the real world as offering
more choice, including more opportunities and more
freedom to “pursue whatever we want,” other fans saw
“our government” as corrupt, and they pointed to the
wars in our own world as an example. One fan said
that the US government was too complicated. Another
pointed out that “our government” keeps lots of secrets
from us and has even performed experiments on its own
citizens. Government debt is high, fans articulated, and
politics is divisive. Politicians are power-hungry, elections
are “too negative,” and the election process is confusing,
fans claimed. Finally, they asserted that, just as in the
story world, there is poverty and hatred in the real world,
and real-world media is too violent.
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The difference in values determining whether one
saw Divergent as utopian or dystopian also determined
whether fans preferred the story world to the real world,
but fans surprisingly held many values in common. Both
groups of fans valued equal opportunity, freedom, and
peace, and they both desired a transparent, honest, and
fair government. By contrasting the real world to the
story world in these threads, fans were able to identify
what was positive and negative about both worlds, imply-
ing the potential for political consciousness to develop
through cultural acupuncture.

Fans also discussed sociopolitical issues when draw-
ing historical and contemporary parallels between the
content world and the real world, representing a third
case of cultural acupuncture (Jenkins, 2012). One fan
drew on protests against the Vietnam War to argue
that in the real world the citizens of Chicago would riot
against the oppressive faction system, while others com-
pared the faction system to the caste system in India and
the factionless to the untouchables. Furthermore, fans
linked the dystopian world of Divergent to the contem-
porary world. For instance, one “acafan”—or researcher
identifying as a fan—of YA dystopian literature posted a
thread asking a series of questions about fans’ interest in
Divergent and dystopian novels more generally. She then
asked participants a series of follow-up questions about
YA dystopian novels. In these online interviews, teenager
AmityHeart revealed that dystopian plots make her
think, “This could happen if we don’t change how we
live/act,” and 25-year-old Heather Amity said, “The set-
tings often have things that remind us of our current
lives. We can see how our current world could turn
into the new dystopian world.” For both AmityHeart and
Heather Amity, YA dystopian narratives help them iden-
tify sociopolitical problems in the real world and serve
as a warning about what could come to pass if action is
not taken.

Moreover, two posts on the Divergent Fans forum
specifically addressed governmental reform, one relat-
ing to the US Constitution and the other to the fac-
tion system, yet another example of cultural acupunc-
ture (Jenkins, 2012). In response to a thread ask-
ing, “Which government would you prefer [the fac-
tion system or the US government]?” SallyCrockerWriter
suggested reforming the faction system: “Expand the
50-member council to 60 members, including 10 for each
faction and 10 factionless, each elected by their own
colleagues.” Additionally, In the Other Discussions sec-
tion, Paul B. Shriver offered a rather elaborate suggestion
for revising the US Constitution by replacing the three
branches of government with five “Arms:” a security arm,
an education arm, an administrative arm, a legislative
arm, and a supreme courts arm.

Finally, readers commented on the sexual politics
of Divergent, paying attention to the representation of
lesbian and gay sexualities. Fans extensively discussed
two characters with non-normative sexualities, Lynn and
Amar. Lynn is implicitly coded as lesbian, whereas Amar

is explicitly gay. One thread on the Divergent Fans forum
asks, “Is Lynn a lesbian!???” Most responded yes or
probably, but two fans insisted that she is not a les-
bian. These fans felt strongly about Lynn’s sexuality,
which they expressed through punctuation and capital-
ization, but the thread surprisingly did not turn into a
“flame war.” Although fans held different values about
non-normative sexuality, an appeal to civility sufficed to
shut down homophobic speech. As Dahlgren (2009) indi-
cates, this ability to discuss an issue about which there is
a lack of consensus is a fundamental democratic skill.

Likewise, three separate threads on Divergent Wiki
concern Amar’s sexuality. The thread “l had no idea Amar
was gay” begins with the post:

When | found out Amar was gay, | was just like, whoa.
Didn’t see that coming.

Please don’t take this as something saying | am
against homosexuals because | am not. | don’t believe
in being homosexual, but | have nothing against peo-
ple who are.

Some fans expressed surprise about Amar’s sexuality,
while other fans pointed out the implicit homophobia
of the original post and replies expressing “shock.” This
thread too remained surprisingly respectful, despite the
strong feelings of some of the participants, particularly
considering that it was the most contentious thread ana-
lyzed on either forum. This confirms Kliger-Vilenchik’s
(2016a) assertion that being a member of a fandom pro-
vides fans with a safe space for discussing controver-
sial sociopolitical issues, including the ethics and visibil-
ity of queer desire. Although fans had varying degrees
of knowledge about the text and different values about
sexuality, they were able to cultivate the practice of civic
discussion because of their shared identity as Divergent
fans. This shared identity inspired the trust necessary
to engage in civil discussion on a controversial topic, an
important political skill according to Dahlgren (2009).

5.2. Did Fans Imagine a Better World?

Fans on Divergent fan forums were sometimes able to
imagine a better world. This occurred in threads debat-
ing whether Divergent was utopian or dystopian and
threads discussing governmental reform. Some fans saw
the world of Divergent as simultaneously utopian and
dystopian. One fan described the society as a “false
utopia” and another as a “utopia gone bad.” While
identifying the Divergent series as either utopian or
dystopian did not lead to imagining a better way of
organizing society, characterizing it as both utopian and
dystopian did facilitate the dialectical process described
by Duncombe (2012), by which fans were able to imag-
ine a better world. Fans considered the ways that the
world of Divergent might be improved, for example by
modifying the faction system so that people chose their
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faction later in life, or by eliminating factionlessness.
They took the positive elements that they saw in the
content world such as peace, security, and a sense of
belonging and modified the system to eliminate its nega-
tive aspects such as premature categorization and severe
inequality. This dialectical process allowed fans to imag-
ine a world based in but more perfect than the world
of Divergent. As mentioned previously, fans characteriz-
ing Divergent as either a utopia or a dystopia held dif-
ferent values (security, stability, and community versus
equality, freedom, and choice), and fans who could syn-
thesize these two sets of values were able to transcend
the utopia/dystopia binary and imagine a better alterna-
tive to the story world. This ability to listen to alterna-
tive viewpoints and come to a compromise is a key polit-
ical skill according to Dahlgren (2009), and in this case, it
emerges out of the fan practice of discussing the content
world of Divergent.

Suggestions for governmental reform also indicated
an ability to imagine a better world. In Paul B. Shriver’s
recommendation to reorganize the US government into
five “Arms,” each Arm would have “kill power” over two
other Arms and would be “subject to the kill power” of
two Arms, effectively expanding the current system of
checks and balances. While the connection between this
reform and the Divergent series remained implicit, it is
likely that this fortified system of checks and balances
would help prevent or counteract the government cor-
ruption that so many fans identified in both the world
of Divergent and our own world. This demonstrates that
Duncombe’s (2012) dialectical utopia thesis can apply to
dystopia as well. Dystopian narratives can help us imag-
ine a better world through a dialectical process whereby
the undesirable elements of the dystopian world serve
as a negative example to be avoided (Levitt, 2020).
Fans who make suggestions for governmental reform
share knowledge about both the content world and the
political process. They also hold democratic values and
have the intellectual skills required to imagine political
alternatives. These skills, values, and knowledge enable
them to think dialectically about the dystopian world of
Divergent. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that although
this thread had been posted nearly a year before, no
one had replied to it, showing that this type of political
engagement with Divergent is highly irregular.

5.3. Did Fans Develop Political Consciousness?

Despite the potential for cultural acupuncture to raise
political consciousness through civic imagination, there
was little concrete evidence this occurred on Divergent
fan forums. By comparing the real world to the story
world, fans were able to identify what was positive and
negative about both worlds, but they failed to make con-
nections between the content world and the real world.
For instance, fans did not interpret the corruption of
the factions as a reflection or allegory of the corruption
of “our government,” nor did they draw a link between

the secrets that both governments keep from their cit-
izens or the experiments that they perform on them.
Similarly, they did not associate the poverty, homeless-
ness, and violence of the story world with these things
in the real world. Since fans did not make connections
between the content world and the real world, these
threads did not appear to raise political consciousness
about these issues.

Further, in their online interviews, both AmityHeart
and Heather Amity claimed that reading YA dystopian
literature had no impact on their political views or
how they watched the news. AmityHeart did admit that
dystopian novels helped her think about politics:

For me, dystopian novels are there for me to read
and to enjoy and, to a certain extent, ponder the poli-
tics woven into the storyline. But they don’t have any
effect on my political views, no, and not on the way
| watch the news either.

However, Heather Amity denied that YA dystopian nov-
els impact her political views because she does not fol-
low politics.

In these online interviews, fans exhibited the critical
thinking skills necessary to draw comparisons between
the world of Divergent and the real world. Yet, the iden-
tities of these fans might explain why, despite having
the skills necessary for political reflection, the Divergent
series is ultimately not politicizing for them. Dahlgren
(2009, p. 94) indicates that the three major compo-
nents of collective action frames—“patterns of mean-
ing and belief that can legitimate social movement
engagement”—are a sense of injustice, identity, and
agency. Heather Amity recounted a story about vacation-
ing in Egypt during the start of the Arab Spring. She main-
tained that the uprisings, like YA dystopian narratives,
failed to engage her politically because of her privileged
subject position:

I hold no special place in my heart for Egypt, my family
does not come from there, | do not have a tie to them,
| just happened to be on vacation at the wrong time.
| remember coming back to the hotel after spending
hours circling the city trying to find ways back from
the pyramids. Upon reaching the hotel | saw every-
one’s panicked faces the worry that set in on them,
| didn’t know what was going on, and when | asked
all I got was “revolution.” That night | watched a gov-
ernment building burn to the ground, and heard men
marching on the streets. | believe it was two days
later when | was free to leave the hotel again, my
first place, the embassy. | walked across the bridge of
lions facing Taher square and was met with guns to
the ready and soldier’s surrounded by wire and sand
bags [sic].....We were told the embassy was closed
and to return to our hotel, as we turned to leave a
fully loaded tank turned the corner and followed us
through the space between the buildings. As | recall
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these memories, the fear that was there isn’t present
any longer, it more excitement [sic]. In my mind | see
it as a TV show, something that wasn’t real that didn’t
really affect my life. It wasn’t profound though | know
it was, | just don’t feel it. | have never had that kind
of experience before in real life, (and hope to never
have it again) it’s now just a story void of anything
but entertainment.

Heather Amity’s lack of empathy for the Egyptian people
precluded a sense of injustice, and her lack of agency in
the situation may also have contributed to her political
apathy in this case. In the absence of a collective action
frame, living through such an event had little impact
on Heather Amity, her experience likened to a media
spectacle, pure simulacra (Baudrillard, 1994). Although
Jenkins’ (2016, p. 24) claims that “for some...young
activists—especially those who come from privileged
backgrounds—the development of the ability to imagine
and feel empathy for others who are living under differ-
ent conditions is a key stage in their political awakening,”
if witnessing a rebellion against an oppressive regime
was not politicizing for Heather Amity because she did
not identify with the Egyptian people and was not greatly
affected by the protests, then reading about or watching
a revolution against an oppressive regime in a fictional
narrative is unlikely to raise her political consciousness.
Unlike, political skills, which can be developed through
fan practices such as discussion, the ability to empathize
with those who are different from us may be harder to
cultivate through media fandom.

6. Conclusion

A thematic analysis of a selection of threads about
sociopolitical issues on the Divergent Fans and Divergent
Wiki forums reveals that discussion on these two forums
does allow fans to talk about political issues raised in the
content world, and it sometimes enables the civic imag-
ination through a dialectical response to the dystopian
world. However, it does not conclusively raise political
consciousness among fans. How, then, can we account
for these civic successes and failures?

Because shared knowledge, trust, and spaces are
relatively strong in online fan communities, and fans
may experience their identities as relatively fixed, if we
want to improve the consciousness-raising potential of
YA dystopian fan forums, we should focus on values
and skills. Cultivating democratic values in young peo-
ple and teaching them political skills could empower
them to take advantage of the political opportunities
offered by YA dystopian texts and fandoms. Although
government and civics classes in school allegedly teach
democratic values, the true aim of these classes is
to produce compliant and obedient citizens (Kennelly
& Llewellyn, 2011). As opposed to teaching students
to follow rules and maintain order, civic education
might encourage students to adopt the democratic val-

ues suggested by Dahlgren (2009) such as equality,
freedom, justice, solidarity, openness, reciprocity, and
responsibility/accountability. However, since both sets
of fans had strong democratic values, a lack of literacy
skills could account for the failure to make stronger con-
nections between the content world and the real world.
Drawing comparisons between the real world and a nar-
rative world, and making inferences about the former
from the latter, requires critical thinking, and fans, par-
ticularly young ones, may need to develop these skills
for engagement with YA dystopian texts to result in polit-
ical engagement. Teaching media literacy in schools and
equipping students with the analytical skills they need
to critically engage with popular culture may be one
way to improve the capacity of YA dystopian literature
to increase political consciousness among young peo-
ple. Teaching skills like media literacy and political discus-
sion is equally important for civic education. As Hodgin
(2016) indicates, such education might focus on five
stages of opportunity for online civic and political dia-
logue: becoming part of an online dialogic community,
analyzing discussion of civic and political issues, engag-
ing in productive online civic and political dialogue, going
public with one’s civic and political perspectives, and
moving from civic voice toward influence. Young people
need to practice these skills for their participation in YA
dystopian fan forums to lead to civic outcomes.
However, this study has a number of limitations. First,
as Hirzalla et al. (2011) point out, studies supporting the
mobilization thesis, such as this one, frequently exam-
ine specific cases using qualitative methods. Looking at
YA fan forums as part of a broader media ecosystem
could instead support the “normalization thesis,” the
idea that the internet maintains existing structures of
power. As Hirzalla et al. indicate, these two proposi-
tions are not mutually exclusive. Second, it is unclear
whether the failure of Divergent fan forums to raise politi-
cal consciousness is related to civic deficiencies in interest-
based virtual communities, the conservativism of the (YA)
dystopian genre, or the conservatism of the Divergent
series (Basu, 2013; Connors & Shepard, 2013; Dahlberg,
2001; Duncombe, 2012). Moreover, because this article
examines a limited number of threads on two fan forums
for a single YA dystopian narrative, these findings may
not apply to all other YA dystopian fan forums. Finally,
although the forum on Divergent Fans remained active
until July 2016 and the forum on Divergent Wiki is still
active today, | collected the analyzed threads over six
years ago. To strengthen my findings, | could gather more
recent threads or conduct interviews with users of the
Divergent Wiki forum. Further research could also explore
political discussion on other YA dystopian fan forums.
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