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Why Heather Can Write
Media Literacy and the Harry Potter Wars

So far, we have seen that corporate media increasingly recognizes the
value, and the threat, posed by fan participation. Media producers and
advertisers now speak about “emotional capital” or “lovemarks” to
refer to the importance of audience investment and participation in
media content. Storytellers now think about storytelling in terms of
creating openings for consumer participation. At the same time, con-
sumers are using new media technologies to engage with old media
content, seeing the Internet as a vehicle for collective problem solving,
public deliberation, and grassroots creativity. Indeed, we have sug-
gested that it is the interplay—and tension—between the top-down
force of corporate convergence and the bottom-up force of grassroots
convergence that is driving many of the changes we are observing in
the media landscape.

On all sides and at every level, the term “participation” has emerged
as a governing concept, albeit one surrounded by conflicting expecta-
tions. Corporations imagine participation as something they can start
and stop, channel and reroute, commodify and market. The prohibi-
tionists are trying to shut down unauthorized participation; the col-
laborationists are trying to win grassroots creators over to their side.
Consumers, on the other side, are asserting a right to participate in the
culture, on their own terms, when and where they wish. This empow-
ered consumer faces a series of struggles to preserve and broaden this
perceived right to participate.

All of these tensions surfaced very visibly through two sets of con-
flicts surrounding J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books, conflicts that fans
collectively refer to as “the Potter wars.” On the one hand, there was
the struggle of teachers, librarians, book publishers, and civil liberty
groups to stand up against efforts by the religious right to have the
Harry Potter books removed from school libraries and banned from
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local bookstores. On the other, there were the efforts of Warn
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Why Heather Can Write

specific social classes or along racial and gender lines. We may also see
the current struggle over literacy as having the effect of determining
who has the right to participate in our culture and on what terms.
Harry Potter is a particularly rich focal point for studying our current
constraints on literacy because the book itself deals so explicitly with is-
sues of education (often lending its voice to children’s rights over insti-
tutional constraints) and because the book has been so highly praised
for inciting young people to develop their literacy skills.

Yet, the books have also been the focus of various attempts to con-
strain what kids read and write. My focus is on the Harry Potter wars as
a struggle over competing notions of media literacy and how it should
be taught: the informal pedagogy that emerged within the Harry Potter
fan community, the attempts to tap kids’ interests in the books in class-
rooms and libraries, the efforts of corporate media to teach us a lesson
about the responsible treatment of their intellectual property, the anxi-
eties about the secularization of education expressed by cultural con-
servatives, and the very different conception of pedagogy shared by
Christian supporters of the Harry Potter novels within the “discern-
ment movement.” All sides want to claim a share in how we educate the
young since shaping childhood is often seen as a way of shaping the
future direction of our culture.! By looking more closely at these various
bids on education, we may map some of the conflicting expectations
shaping convergence culture. In the process, I will consider what hap-
pens as the concept of participatory culture runs up against two of the
most powerful forces shaping children’s lives: education and religion.

Consider this a story of participation and its discontents.

Hogwarts and All

When she was thirteen, Heather Lawver read a book that she says
changed her life: Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone.? Inspired by re-
ports that J. K. Rowling’s novel was getting kids to read, she wanted to
do her part to promote literacy. Less than a year later, she launched The
Daily Prophet (http:/ /www.dprophet.com), a Web-based “school news-
paper” for the fictional Hogwarts. Today, the publication has a staff of
102 children from all over the world.

Lawver, still in her teens, is its managing editor. She hires columnists
who cover their own “beats” on a weekly basis—everything from the
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latest quidditch matches to muggle cuisine. Heather personally edijtg

each story, getting it ready for

to closely compare their original submissions with the edited versiong

and consults with them on issues of style and grammar as needed.
Heather initially paid for the site through her allowances until Someone
suggested opening a post office box where participants could seng
their contributions; she still runs it on a small budget, but at least she
can draw on the allowances of her friends and contributors to keep it
afloat during hard times.

Lawver, by the way, is home schooled and hasn’t set foot in a class.
room since first grade. Her family had been horrified by what they saw
as racism and anti-intellectualism, which they encountered when she
entered first grade in a rural Mississippi school district. She explained,
“It was hard to combat prejudices when you are facing it every day.
They just pulled me and one of my brothers out of school. And we
never wanted to go back.”

A girl who hadn’t been in school since first grade was leading a
worldwide staff of student writers with no adult supervision to publish
a school newspaper for a school that existed only in their imaginations.

From the start, Lawver framed her project with explicit pedagogical
goals that she used to help parents understand their children’s par-

ticipation. In an open letter to parents of her contributors, Lawver de-
scribes the site’s goals:

The Daily Prophet is an organization dedicated to bringing the world of
literature to life. . . . By creating an online “newspaper” with articles that
lead the readers to believe this fanciful world of Harry Potter to be real,
this opens the mind to exploring books, diving into the characters, and
analyzing great literature. By developing the mental ability to analyze the
written word at a young age, children will find a love for reading unlike
any other. By creating this faux world we are learning, creating, and en-
joying ourselves in a friendly utopian society.?

Lawver is so good at mimicking teacherly language that one forgets
that she has not yet reached adulthood. For example, she provides reas-
surances that the site will protect children’s actual identities and that
she will screen posts to ensure that none contain content inappropriate
for younger participants.* Lawver was anxious to see her work recog-
nized by teachers, librarians, and her fellow home schoolers. She devel-

publication. She encourages her staff

Y
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Jikely that many of these kids are teacher’s pets in real life. Hermione
represented a particularly potent role model for the studiously minded

oung girls who were key contributors to The Daily Prophet. Some femi-

Zﬁst critics argue that she falls into traditional feminine stereotypes of

dependency and nurturance.” This may be true, but this character pro-
vides some point of identification for female readers within a book oth-
erwise so focused on young boys. Here’s how one young writer framed

her relationship to the character:

My name is Mandi Granger. I am 12 yrs old. I am also muggle born. Yes,
I am related to Hermione Granger. I am Hermione’s cousin. [ am attend-
ing Hogwarts School for Witchcraft and Wizardry. This is my third year
at Hogwarts. I am doing this article between all my studies. I guess I pick
up my study habits from my cousin. I am in the Gryffindor house just
like my just like my cousin. I do know Harry Potter personally by my
cousin. My cousin took him to my house before I went to Hogwarts. We
mostly talk about Hogwarts and the Weasley's children.

Through children’s fantasy play, Hermione takes on a much more ac-
tive and central role than Rowling provided her. As Ellen Seiter notes
in regard to girl-targeted series such as Strawberry Shortcake (1981), fem-
inist parents sometimes sell their daughters short by underestimating
their ability to extend beyond what is represented on the screen and by
stigmatizing the already limited range of media content available to
them.® Female readers are certainly free to identify across gender with a
range of other characters—and one can see the claims of special family
ties as one way of marking those identifications. Yet, at an age when
gender roles are reinforced on all sides, transgressing gender roles
through the fantasy may be harder than reconstructing the characters
as vehicles for your own empowerment fantasies.

In some cases, the back stories for these characters are quite elabo-
rate with detailed accounts of their wands, the animal familiars, their
magical abilities, their favorite classes, their future plans, and the like.
These fictional personas can contain the seeds of larger narratives, sug-
gesting how the construction of an identity may fuel subsequent fan

fiction:

I'm the only sister of Harry Potter, and I am going to play for the Gryf-
findor quidditch team this year as a chaser. My best friend is Cho Chang,
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and I am dating Draco Malfoy (although Harry’s not ha
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What skills do children need to become full participants in con-
vergence culture? Across this book, we have identified a number—the

Rewriting School
ability to pool knowledge with others in a collaborative enterprise (as

in Survivor spoiling), the ability to share and compare value systems by
evaluating ethical dramas (as occurs in the gossip surrounding reality
television), the ability to make connections across scattered pieces of

information (as occurs when we consume The Matrix, 1999, or Pokémon,
1998), the ability to express your interpretations and feelings toward
popular fictions through your own folk culture (as occurs in Star Wars
fan cinema), and the ability to circulate what you create via the Internet
so that it can be shared with others (again as in fan cinema). The exam-
ple of The Daily Prophet suggests yet another important cultural compe-
tency: role-playing both as a means of exploring a fictional realm and
as a means of developing a richer understanding of yourself and the
culture around you. These kids came to understand Harry Potter by
occupying a space within Hogwarts; occupying such a space helped
them to map more fully the rules of this fictional world and the roles
that various characters played within it. Much as an actor builds up a
character by combining things discovered through research with things
learned through personal introspection, these kids were drawing on
their own experiences to flesh out various aspects of Rowling's fiction.
This is a kind of intellectual mastery than comes only through active

University of Wisconsin—Madison Schooi of Edfl:m;ltrl‘c;tr; I;;;f::cl),ra]:x;
i arning cultures “a ,
- ClaulS S:rf }rlnlgrf: rprfllarltilceipate rgnore actively, engage .more deepl};
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s pop'utafercll-1 ear-old Harry Potter fan told me, “It is one thing to bg
A'S e 'Slx :he t}}lleme of a short story you've never heard of beforfe an
dlscuss’m ; less about. It is another to be discussing the themt’e o youz
Co'lﬂdr’l t CaE)'(E)O-word opus about Harry and Hermione that they’ve sPt?n
g 5Olth riting.”10 Affinity spaces offer powerful opportunities
threle mc'm SGZ: argties, because they are sustained by common ctlen;lei\;:
5 eam?%i e across differences in age, class, race, gender, and e (111
?irs t:;altevfell %ecause people can participate in various ways az(;.otz a?f_
tc? rtileir skil,ls and interests, because they qepend on peeir;on};sv e
ing with each participant constantly motivated to acqu e
1t:::lg e or refine his or her existing skills, and because thet)il aocf> i
afticipant to feel like an expert while tap;.n{lg the exper tisrtle s
i’lore and more literacy experts are recogrgzmg th‘at e:nac 1g‘;able e
d appropriating elements from preexistmg stories is a va i pypmts
erlgani:ppaft of the process by which children develop cultural y.
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A decade ago, published fan fiction came mostl
their twenties, thirties, and beyond. Today, these older writers haye
been joined by a generation of new contributors who found fan fiction
surfing the Internet and decided to see what they could produce, g,
Potter in particular has encouraged man
share their first stories. Zsenya, the thirty-three-year-

of The Sugar Quill, a leading site for Harry Potter f.
this comment:

In many cases, the adults really try to watch out for the younger mem-
bers (theoretically, everybody who registers for our forums must be at
least 13). They're a little bit like den mothers. I think it's really actually an
amazing way to communicate. . . . The absence of face-to-face equalizes
everyone a little bit, so it gives the younger members a chance to talk
with adults without perhaps some of the intimidation they might nor-
mally feel in talking to adults. And in the other direction, I think it helps

the adults remember what it was like to be at a certain age or in a certain
place in life.!?

These older fans often find themselves engaging more directly with
people like Flourish. Flourish started reading The X-Files fan fiction
when she was ten, wrote her first Harry Potter stories at twelve, and
published her first online novel at fourteen.!® She quickly became a
mentor for other emerging fan writers, including many who were twice
her age or more. Most people assumed she was probably a college stu-
dent. Interacting online allowed her to keep her age to herself until she
had become so central to the fandom that nobody cared that she was in
middle school.

Educators like to talk about “scaffolding,” the ways that a good ped-
agogical process works in a step-by-step fashion, encouraging kids to
try out new skills that build on those they have already mastered, pro-
viding support for these new steps until the learner feels sufficient
confidence to take them on their own. In the classroom, scaffolding is
provided by the teacher. In a participatory culture, the entire commu-
nity takes on some responsibility for helping newbies find their way.
Many young authors began composing stories on their own as a spon-
taneous response to a popular culture. For these young writers, the
next step was the discovery of fan fiction on the Internet, which pro-
vided alternative models for what it meant to be an author. At first,

y from women in

y young people to write and
old Webmistress
an fiction, offered
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micstlg?cjg?ggrg}:ﬁdreds};f completed or partially comple}t‘ed ntc:;/c-)
le pThes,e stories are written by authors of a]l. ages. More tt 2\ o
hu'ndred people are on its unpaid stsz, E\CIX?HT‘Eefg;Za?Si i;)l o
ome each new participant individually. ; : '
:Elgcarquill.net, every posted story‘undergoes be;a traeijlsnt;glg(; 122:-
view process). Beta reading takes its r.lame from be e
reuter rogramming; fans seek out advice on the rougll} dra”ts 0d .
iearlypcompleted stories so that t1.1ey can sm.oot}l\ v\(;ut :rllltgtshj:r;o iake
them to the next level. As the editors explal.n, ebwt B i
place where fanfiction can be read and enjoyed, u1 e think
who want more than just raves can come for acctlua };gm O iting
Lupin, not McGonagall) constructive criticism and tec v
We've found this to be essential for our own storu.es,tha;t e ers
pleased to help with the stories of others. Ou'r hope tlS i
ence will give people the courage and confidence to
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start writing original stories.”¢ (Lupin and McGonagall are two of the
teachers Rowling depicts in the novels, Lupin a gentle PEdagOgue, Me.
Gonagall practicing a more tough love approach.) New writers often 80
through multiple drafts and multiple beta readers before their stor -
are ready for posting. “The Beta Reader service has really helped me to
get the adverbs out of my writing and get my prepositions in the righ
place and improve my sentence structure and refine the overa]] quality
of my writing,” explains Sweeney Agonistes, an entering college fregh.
man with years of publishing behind her.15

Instructions for beta readers,
.writersu.net), a site that helps

some insights into the pedagogi

posted at Writer’s University (Www
instruct fan editors and writers, offerg

cal assumptions shaping this Process;

A good beta reader:

® admits to the author what his or her own stren
are—i.e. “T’

gths and weaknesseg
m great at beta reading for plot, but not spelling!”

who offers to check someone else’s spelling,
tion should probably be at least worthy of a
preferably an A.

* reads critically to analyze stylistic problems, consistency,
unclarity, smoothness of flow and action, diction (choice of words), real-
ism and appropriateness of dialog, and so forth. Does it get bogged
down in unnecessary description or back-story? Do the characters
“sound” like they’re supposed to? Is the plot logical and do the charac-
ters all have motives for the things they do?

® suggests rather than edits. In most cases a beta reader shouldn’t re-
write or merely correct problems. Calling the author’s attention to
problems helps the author be aware of them and thereby improve,

* points out the things he or she likes about a story. Even if it was the
worst story you ever read, say something positive! Say multiple some-
things positive! See the potential in every story. . . .

* is tactful, even with things she considers major flaws—but honest as
well.

Anyone
grammar, and punctya-
solid B in English, and

plot holes,

* improves her skills. If you are serious about wanting to help authors,
consider reading some of the writing resources linked at the bottom of
the page, which will give you some great perspective on common mis-

takes fanfic writers make, in addition to basic tips about what makes
for good writing,16

Why Heather Can Write

iption constructs a different relationship k'>etween. mentorts-
- than shapes much schoolroom writing instruction, star‘
B annin ps’cipula’cion that the editors acknowledge their
- oped liI%u'tations, and continuing down through the focus
i sﬁensths a:ﬂ\er than instruction as a means of getting students to
e suggestloﬁ :he implications of their own writing process. .
. ] researcher Rebecca Black notes, the fan. Fommumty
& eduCanongre tolerant of linguistic errors than tradlnonfxl class-
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i use reader and wrl '
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e iamin explored.”” The fan community pror.notes a brogder
e Conter(;tiffereft literary forms—not simply fan fiction but various
- entary—than the exemplars available to students in th’e
g Comzln ften they showcase realistic next steps for the lear‘ner s
- aI: ra(:her than showing only professional writing that is far
develsgcrln ferzm anything most students will be able to producfe;)ther »
o i r Quill provides a range o -
Beyorldlbe,ﬁ:\’cr izdfl:r% Iv:rrrkilteef: g::)m% deapling with questions of gram-
i e‘{a me dealing with the specifics of the Harry Pz?tter uni-
iy St_ylle,clsezi ed to help would-be writers improve their storle‘s
e bl;t t;emselgzs in new directions. The Sugar Quill’s genre cla'ssl;
Z’::ﬁl:;ss provide models for different ways woulcfl-‘k\)f xf}tiiil Zr}\:gre-
i ing’ s ative Points of View,
R th;“c’)lfutilr%esbfc))(lt thfolfg? the eyes of a character otI}er than
e ﬂ:}; \e/:;c?rrllder Ifs,” which explore “possibilities” that"are }.untziil ‘at
Il;ljtr 1r?;t developed wilthin the novels; “Missing Momle;;tti Yv::rlihwm CIE
en the plot events; and “Summer after Fi , iy
T beltawe nd the current state of the novel, but do not ente .
- ey(1)' will likely cover once she picks up her pen again. T e
- Roivl\I ;Illglds writers to a strict and literal interpretanog, m51st1.ng
SugaihQuinfor(r)nation they include in their stories be consistent with
$ﬁ:t RZwling has revealed. As the editor explains,

Can Often be
room teachers

L the
I don’t write fanfic to “fix” things, I write it to explore corners that [

- i i or to specu-
Harry Potter] canon didn’t have the opportunity to peek mtcl)t,i resuupﬁ-Om
late on what might have led up to something, or what cout e
some other thing. A story that leaves these wonderful corners 1
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that needs fixing, it’s a story that invites exploration, like those pretty lit}a
tree-lined side streets that you never get a chance to go down when you're
on a bus, heading for work along the main drag. That doesn’t mean there’s
anything wrong with the bus, with the main drag, or with going to work
—it just means there’s more down there to take a look at.18

ing medja
content rather than Creating their own origi
should think about their appropriations as a kind of apprenticeship,
Historically, young artists learned from established masters, Sometimeg
contributing to the older artists’ works, often following their Ppatterns,
before they developed their own styles and techniques. Our modern
expectations about original expression are a difficult burden for anyone
at the start of a career. In this same way, these young artists learn what
they can from the stories and images that are most familiar to them.
Building their first efforts upon existing cultural materials allows them
to focus their energies elsewhere, mastering their craft, perfecting their
skills, and communicating their ideas. Like many of the other young
writers, Sweeney said that Rowling’s books provided her the scaffold-
ing she needed to focus on other aspects of the writing process: “It's
easier to develop a good sense of plot and characterization and other
literary techniques if your reader

already knows something of the
world where the story takes place.” Sweeney writes mostly about the
Hogwarts teachers, trying to tell the novels’ events from their perspec-

tives and exploring their relationships when they are not in front of the
class. As she explains,

I figure J. K. Rowling is going to take care of the student portion of the
world as Harry gets to it. The problem with world building is that there
is so much backstory to play with. I like filling in holes. . . . See if you can
figure out a plausible way that would fit into the established canon to
explain why Snape left Voldemort and went to serve Dumbledore. There
are 50 many explanations for that but we do
when we find out, if we find out, there are
reading for it and if someone
nailed it.

n’t know for sure yet, so
going to be so many people
gets it right, they are going to go, yes, I

Others noted that writing about someone else’s fictional characters,
rather than drawing directly on their own experience, gave them some
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i ith other literary works
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Czrr‘\?ler stereotyping in the female characters; they cite mterv1lev:is V:;n
. iti f the works; they use analytic con-
iter or read critical analyses o . _
S;;t‘g rtlhey probably wouldn’t encounter until they reached the ad
d undergraduate classroom. .
Vag(c::;ools aregstill locked into a model of autonomous le;n:lmg tsl;alf
contrasts sharply with the kinds of learning thacz are r;etce) tlTeIer Zil iy
i ledge cultures. Gee an
dents are entering the new know A oo
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that students who are comfor ; :
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velopment. Even the most progres;we
i the freedom
t limits on what students can write compared to
se
schools

i rsh critical
ioy on their own. Certainly, teens‘ may recf}llVe hfllblish them
2 er\JOYt their more controversial stories when they p
s 10
response

i ant to
iding what risks they w
themselves are deci
;o but the teens
online,

those decisions. '
i e consequences of ' . N e
picand 08 s ed toqrecognize that improving writing ski

different stages of their de
longer time before moving on. What these youn & people!seaiin " e

may pale by comparison. It may seem to lack the imagination that .
fuses the non-school aspects of their lives. At the ver

y least, they may
demand an argument for “Why school?”19

Gee’s focus is on the support system that emerges around the indivig-

ual learner, Pierre Lévy’s focus is on the ways that each learner con-
tributes to the larger collective intelligence; but both are describin

parts of the same experience—living in a world where knowledge is
shared and where critical activity is ongoing and lifelong.

Not surprisingly, someone who has just published her first online
novel and gotten dozens of letters of comment finds it disappoinﬁng
to return to the classroom where her work is going to be read only by
the teacher and feedback may be very limited. Some teens confessed tg
smuggling drafts of stories to school in their textbooks and editing
them during class; others sit around the lunch table talking plot and
character issues with their classmates or try to work on the stories on
the school computers until the librarians accuse them of wasting time,
They can’t wait for the school bell to ring so they can focus on their
writing.

Lawver was not the only one to see the educational payoff from fan

writing. A number of libraries have brought in imaginary lecturers on
muggle life or run weekend-long classes modeled after those taught at
the remarkable school. A group of Canadian publishers organized a
writing summer camp for children, designed to help them perfect their
craft. The publishers were responding to the many unsolicited manu-
scripts they had received from Potter fans.® One educational group
organized Virtual Hogwarts, which offered courses on both academic
subjects and the topics made famous from Rowling’s books. Adult
teachers from four continents developed the online materials for thirty
different classes, and the effort drew more than three thousand stu-
dents from seventy-five nations.

It is not clear that the successes of affinity spaces can be duplicated
by simply incorporating similar activities into the classroom. Schools
impose a fixed leadership hierarchy (including very different roles for
adults and teens); it is unlikely that someone like Heather or Flourish
would have had the same editorial opportunities they have found
through fandom. Schools have less flexibility to support writers at

Th?it Saig:errc:?itrz participating in the fan fiction writing community.
ary
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site was suspended until the studio could assess what the site wag do-
ing with the Harry Potter franchise. Diane Nelsen, senior vice President
of Warner Bros. Family Entertainment, explained:

When we dug down under some of these domain names, we could see
clearly who was creating a screen behind which they were exploiting oy
property illegally. With fans you did not have to 80 far to see that they
were just fans and they were expressing something vital about their rela-
tionship to this property. . . . You hate to penalize an authentic fan for the
actions of an inauthentic fan, but we had enough instances of people who
really were exploiting kids in the name of Harry Potter.

In many cases, the original site owner wou
continue to use the site under the ori
tained the right to shut it down if th
sive content.”

The fans felt slapped in the face by what they saw as the studio’s
efforts to take control over their sites. Many of those caught up in these
struggles were children and teens, who had been among the most ac-
tive organizers of the Harry Potter fandom. Heather Lawver, the young
editor of The Daily Prophet, formed the American-based organization,
Defense Against the Dark Arts, when she learned that some fan friends
had been threatened with legal action: “Warner was very clever about
who they attacked. . . . They attacked a whole bunch of kids in Poland.
How much of a risk is that? They went after the 12 and 15 year olds
with the rinky-dink sites. They underestimated how interconnected our
fandom was. They underestimated the fact that we knew those kids in
Poland and we knew the rinky dink sites and we cared about them.”
Heather herself never received a cease-and-desist letter, but she made
it her cause to defend friends who were under legal threats. In the

United Kingdom, fifteen-year-old Claire Field emerged as the poster
girl in the fans’ struggle against Warner Bros. She and her parents had
hired a solicitor after she received a cease-and-desist letter for her site,
www.harrypotterguide.co.uk, and in the process, took the struggle to
the British media. Her story was reported worldwide, and in each loca-
tion other teen Webmasters who had been shut down by Warner’s legal
Tepresentatives also came public.? Lawver joined forces with Field’s

British supporters, helping to coordinate media outreach and activism
against the studio.

1d be issued permission to
ginal name, but Warner Bros. re-
ey found “inappropriate or offen-
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:)et.ter. We ended up giving him officia] sanction and
0' include on the site so that we could keep him wi
still protect Harry Potter materials appropriately.
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The fan community includes plenty of lawyers, some informed, some
otherwise, who have been willing to step up where the public interest
oups have failed, and to offer legal advice to fans about how to con-
test efforts to shut down their Web sites.” Fan activists, for example, sup-
ort Writers University, a Web site that, among other services, provides
eriodic updates on how a range of different media franchises and in-
dividual authors have responded to fan fiction, identifying those who
welcome and those who prohibit participation.®® The site’s goal is to
allow fans to make an informed choice about the risks they face in pur-
suing their hobbies and interests. Legal scholars Rosemary J. Coombe
and Andrew Herman note that fans have found posting their cease-
and-desist letters on the Web to be an effective tactic, one that forces
media companies to publicly confront the consequences of their ac-
tions, and one that helps fans see the patterns of legal action that might
otherwise be felt only by those Webmistresses directly involved.3!
Nobody is sure whether fan fiction falls under current fair-use pro-
tections. Current copyright law simply doesn’t have a category for deal-
ing with amateur creative expression. Where there has been a “public
interest” factored into the legal definition of fair use—such as the de-
sire to protect the rights of libraries to circulate books or journalists to
quote or academics to cite other researchers—it has been advanced in
terms of legitimated classes of users and not a generalized public right
to cultural participation. Our current notion of fair use is an artifact of
an era when few people had access to the marketplace of ideas, and
those who did fell into certain professional classes. It surely demands
close reconsideration as we develop technologies that broaden who
may produce and circulate cultural materials. Judges know what to do
with people who have professional interests in the production and dis-
tribution of culture; they don’t know what to do with amateurs, or peo-
ple they deem to be amateurs.

Industry groups have tended to address copyright issues primarily
through a piracy model, focusing on the threat of file sharing, rather
than dealing with the complexities of fan fiction. Their official educa-
tional materials have been criticized for focusing on copyright protec-
tions to the exclusion of any reference to fair use. By implication, fans
are seen simply as “pirates” who steal from the studios and give noth-
ing in return. Studios often defend their actions against fans on the
grounds that if they do not actively enforce their copyrights they will
be vulnerable to commercial competitors encroaching on their content.
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The best legal solution to this quagmire ma be to rewrite fajr- . L.
i = notfo p - mature content. As far as fan fiction goes,

protections to legitimate grassroots, not-for-profit circulation of Critica]

essays, and stories that comment on the content of mass media. Com-
panies certainly are entitled to protect their rights against encroach.
ment from commercial competitors, yet under the current system, be.
cause other companies know how far they can push and are reluctant
to sue each other, they often have greater latitude to appropriate and
transform media content than amateurs, who do not know their rights
and have little legal means to defend them even if they did. One para-
doxical result is that works that are hostile to the original creators and
thus can be read more explicitly as making critiques of the source mate-
rial may have greater freedom from copyright enforcement than works
that embrace the ideas behind the original work and simply seek to
extend them in new directions. A story where Harry and the other sty-
dents rose up to overthrow Dumbledore because of his paternalistic
policies is apt to be recognized by a judge as political speech and par-
ody, whereas a work that imagines Ron and Hermione going on a date
may be so close to the original that its status as criticism is less clear
and is apt to be read as infringement.

In the short run, change is more likely to occur by shifting the way
studios think about fan communities than reshaping the law, and that's
why the collaborative approaches we’ve seen across the past two chap-
ters seem like important steps in redefining the space of amateur par-
ticipation. Nelson said that the Harry Potter controversy was instru-
mental in starting conversations within the studio between business,
public relations, creative, and legal department staffers, about what
principles should govern their relations with their fans and supporters:
“We are trying to balance the needs of other creative stakeholders, as
well as the fans, as well as our own legal obligations, all within an
arena which is new and changing and there are not clear precedents
about how things should be interpreted or how they would be acted
upon if they ever reached the courts.”

In the course of the interview, she described fans as “core sharehold-
ers” in a particular property and the “life blood” of the franchise. The
studio needed to find ways to respect the “creativity and energy” these
fans brought behind a franchise, even as they needed to protect the
franchise from encroachment from groups who wanted to profit for
their efforts, to respond quickly to misinformation, or, in the case of

i i insert-
We recognize that it is the highest compliment in terms of the fans

elves into the property and wanting to express their love for it.

e o which fan

We are very respectful of what that means.'There isa degre(;:Ch i
fiction is acceptable to authors and there is a .degree to wful e
i lace where it does not feel appropriate, respecttul, or'

e ? g f fans. A lot has to do with how a fan wants to publish ?nfl
" nghtstl:’ wa;lt to benefit commercially off of that fan fiction. If it {s
Whethe'r tea};n expression for others to read and experience and appreci-
P:l rell}t,l:i‘;i that if generally pretty tolerable by a studio rights holcclier an‘d
T dly the fan wants to see that fan fiction dissemi-
;:::gt(?:t::;e?;:)enbi?f:)r ::—:venue, promotion, or publicity, the less toler-

ant the studio or creator might be.

But, as Nelson acknowledged, the fan’s “sense (?f ownership over a
par,ticular property” posed challenges for the studio:
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1 ty i y y either
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and accurately. . . . Fans may be trying t.o promote the .pro:ur e
internet in their terms but they can sometimes compr]i)rzlseizt g
bility to protect that intellectual property so as to keep 1t p

keep our legal rights in tact.

th
There is still—and perhaps may always be—a huge gap between the

io’ umptions about what constitutes appropriate fan participa-
S'tUdlo o th f Ps’ own sense of moral “ownership” over th‘e proII)lerty.
o 'the annow for the most part, treating cult properties as love
o Shjdloz ‘;re s as ,”'mspirational consumers” whose efforts hfelp geln-
e and ra;terests in their properties. Establishing t1.1e fan.s loya t};
e;ate l;rrl(e)::lni lessening traditional controls that companies nuc%htsexaecre
g\:: their intellectual properties and thus opening up a broader sp

for grassroots creative expression.
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i i , as evidence that
| ning bolts on their foreheads to duplicate Harry’s scar,

Muggles for Harry Potter

Studio attorneys were not the only group that posed a threat to chj].
dren’s rights to participate in the world of Harry Potter. The Harry Pottey
books have been at the center of more textbook and library controver-
sies over the past several years than any other book. In 2002, they were
the focus of more than five hundred “challenges” at schools ang Ii-
braries around the country.®? In Lawrence, Kansas, for example, the
Oskaloosa Public Library was forced to cancel plans for a special “Hog-
warts class” for “aspiring young witches and wizards” because parents
in the community thought the local librarian was trying to recruit chjl-
dren into demon worship. Paula Ware, the librarian who proposed the
class, quickly backed down: “It's my busiest time of the year, and |
don’t want to enter into a confrontation. But if this had been about
banning the books, I would have taken this to the Supreme Court,”33
In Alamogordo, New Mexico, the Christ Commum'ty Church burned
more than thirty Harry Potter books, along with DVDs of Disney’s
Snow White and the Seven Duwarfs (1937), CDs by Eminem, and novels by
Stephen King. Jack Brock, the pastor of the church, justified the book
burning on the grounds that Harry Potter, a book he admitted he had
not read, was “a masterpiece of satanic deception” and an instruction
manual into the dark arts.* CNN quoted another minister, Reverend
Lori Jo Scheppers, who suggested that children exposed to Harry Potter
would “have a very good chance of becoming another Dylan Klebold
and those guys in Columbine, "3

So far, we have been focused on participation as a positive force in
the lives of these kids—something that is motivating children to read,

of Harry Potter's conservative critics, participation takes on altogether
more sinister connotations. Evangelist Phil Arms, for example, de-
scribes Harry Potter and Pokénon (1998) as “fatal attractions” drawing
children toward the realm of the occult: “Sooner or later, all who enter
the world of Harry Potter must meet the true face behind the veil. And
when they do, they discover what all thoge who toy with evil discover,
and that is, that while they may have been just playing, the Devil
always plays for keeps.”% The moral reformers cite the example of
kids dressing up like Harry Potter, putting a magic sorting cap on their
heads in an imitation of the book’s initiation ritual, or drawing light-

i i e books into participating in occult
chﬂdf o, T moi‘r,lmgdfer:}:r)r-lszigclln gntf:ieties about tI;leatricality and role-
aCtiv'ltleS' o fl his allies worry that immersion into fictional worlds
playe Arr?st:)n; form of “astral projection”¥ or that when we speak
el am(;un ic, the demon forces that we summon do not.r}ecessar-
prores . r’tr;iagt w’fe are only pretending. These conservative crlt%cs warn
e elling experiences of popular culture can 9v.err1d.e real-
e Con}Ences until children are no longer able to dls'tmgulsh be-
prorc feaXcI:e:rlld fantasy. For some, this level of engagement 1sd enou;g,l;r’:(c;
iy : “These books are read ove
Jeave the Harry Potter books sispte;:Bible o
v Chﬂdlzlrlll mt;?eilsaarrz ec;;rlc}e,rned about the immersive and expan-
- genef they ’imaginary worlds being constructed in contemporary
- ‘na;ure:hises Another evangelist, Berit Kjos, compares the Harry
II;:)etil: b(:ZES with. Dungeons and Dragons (1975) in that regard:

Both immerse their fans in a plausible, well-developed fanta:sthorilcii
. Bo 2
' replete with an evolving history, a carefully maPped geoglf'atE )rfn B
w?zards that model the thrill-packed and power-filled way of the my
- h an' . . . 0
;;altliisa;:ntasy world, adults and children alike are led‘ into @ailgce;l
experiences that create memories, build new values, guide their

ing and mold their understanding of reality.®

o t
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of t-rz:msmedia storytelling—seeing the idea o wotr W rellean:
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fc;u:otlll:; details of a fictional environment and less time confronting
reaIIfV:}?rsl;: .religious reformers are concerned about thg irr?meria:fu C;li‘iat-; .
ities ofeHarry Potter, they are equally concerned about its interte

Kjos warns us:

The main product marketed through this movie is a begefes(:}::ietr; Tt:all:
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child’s minds focused on the occult all day and into ni

eyes, such paraphernalia become little more than lures
deeper involvement with the occult 40

ght. But in God’s
and doorways to

In particular, they argue that Rowling makes more than sixty specific

references in the first four books to actual occult practices and person-
ages from the history of alchemy and witchcraft. They identify some
historical and literary allusions Rowling intended to be recognized by
literate readers, such as her reference to Nicolas Flamel, the medieva)
alchemist who is credited with discovering the Sorcerer’s Stone or to
Merlin and Morgana from the Arthurian romances as figures on the
wizards’ collectors’ cards. But some fundamentalist critics read the
lightning bolt on Harry’s forehead as the “mark of the beast” or ma
Voldemort onto “the nameless one,” an anti-Christian witch, both fore-
told in Revelations. They contend that children seeking additional infor-
mation will be drawn toward pagan works that promise more knowl-
edge and power. One Catholic writer explains: “When he has finished
reading the Potter series, what will he turn to? There is a vast indus
turning out sinister material for the young that will feed their grow-
ing appetites.”*! In fairness, librarians and educators tap many of these
same intertextual references. For example, among the courses offered at
Virtual Hogwarts are classes in fortunetelling, astrology, and alchemy,
taught no doubt as historical beliefs and practices, but nevertheless
deeply offensive to fundamentalists.
These moral reformers a
learning, but they are anxi
activists see the books as

gree that the books are sparking literacy and
ous about what kids are being taught. Some
a dilution of Christian influence on Ameri-
can culture in favor of a new global spiritualism. Kjos warns that “the
Harry Potter books would not have been culturally acceptable half a
century ago. Today’s cultural climate—an ‘open-mindedness’ to
occult entertainment together with

cal Christianity—was planned a ce
United Nations in the late 1940s a
through the developing global ed
decades.”*2 Whereas a generation
aim at secular humanism, they no
during which multinational com
tions are actively erasing cultural
these Christian critics argue, Am

ward
‘closed-mindedness’ toward Bibli-

ntury ago. It was outlined by the
nd has been taught and nurtured
ucation system during the last six
ago these groups might have taken
W see a new phase of globalization
panies and supranational organiza-
differences. To reach a global market,
erican capitalism must strip aside the
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the Judeo-Christian tradition, and to promote C?f‘:“;

.. it must erode away all resistance to te'mptahon. A'szdfso(:mp—gthe
en(sjrr]li‘: 1ttr;n faiths are entering classrooms in a seculalrlzerojeCtion e
and tas formed into ecology, astral p )
worship of the earizl;strarv:rsi\j(ie Christianity remains locked outm}cgle ];Y
clses— s

. . The Harry Potter boo.
aration of church and stato
gilvocates Ofnts}:ae zzlr)ICE, going to have very dlff?rent eff?Ct? thagéesal}’,
are, as a Zoof (;12 (1900), which was read by children w1thm'a Eﬂ}i
e 'W?zm‘ ulture. Instead, the fundamentalists warn, Amerlcla)rlczuse
Erpsta (osceptible to the pagan influences of' these l?ooks ; ;98) >
e o csonsumed alongside television shows like Pokenfonh(lm
theﬁ ’arzchools that already have a global aod sectﬂar c;rnc:x . d'efend
i e adults, like Paula Ware, were simply “too busy e
! SOmtt ra air;st these would-be censors, many teacher: scr;s in Zee-
Harry Pfo eding the books. Mary Dana, a middle school tealf er =
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lond, Michig=n z‘ Dana had come to teaching as a second carfle ) aSt}?r
independent bookseller. She
e than a decade as an in . had
. bout books she ha
of previous controversies a
pad weat'hioe?hias rca;lriinunli)ty. She drew a line in 2000 wl;en thtelalvcz,cea;
broug'htteﬁdent decided that Harry Potter books shoulc} thee :lclhool li-
P blic readings, removed from the open she}ves ) A
po p; ed from future purchase, and left accessible onlly. L i
rr . :
br}alryilajl written permission from their pareots. Da;;ia e)I(’F:na;n;retty ehy
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enges o i but ultimately, w
ly difficult experience, e
. wa's sat Zaer?,t ‘fllggt them, you still have to because thtegf arstvevrfgzlgof i
youju ; g ike Lawver, Dana saw the p
' ing to let it drop.” Like La y ‘ ing; she felt
Eafz tlic;fe‘f books to excite kids about reading and learning
a .
that éuc}l books needec 10 be mlgle ClaSZStr?,(r):::ireL Dana organized opposi-
i ith a local parent, Nancy o decirculate
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tl02& ons organize rallies, and pull people to 2 schoo lly public sup-
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’ d

consumers. “Muggles for Harry Potter is fighting for i
S:zrtls ;r}llc: ntesz:cll;ers to use tht? best books tha% are Evailaiahlz ifclgll:t}ﬁ(ifditu-
ven when som soianlelnts object,” s'aid Christopher Finan, presidenten'
e Pmeriean Be hie er§ Foundation for Free Expression. “The Pottof
S tc)pin%erfrn v1d‘eo-game’:, players into readers. We can’t allo::
censorship o & ere w1th that.”* In the end, the school board
‘ yo the restrictions placed on the books, though e
reagvmg ttlflem in the classroom remained. e
e.r e next nine months, over 18,000 people joined
zzir;l;a:;grtlh?rr?ut;gh 1t§ Web site, and the group I}D\as]been c;lt:celilt\:el:i1 g»%i:
curbing the S:h ;);vsvi;iih iﬂ:)rrgtz 9f gmdamentalists to get the books
. nization sought to teac
z)f( ;?:si-ilg;ry TI;?tter books a'bout the importar?ce of stangific;usg ;zités
e (“.,wwii zrganlzanc?n, which later changed its name to kid(f
ooRAe W théir sPeakon%me.org), created online forums where kids
her cenmarthin i:;z:fss ;\ghe::; alnother about the Potter wars and
this response to news that a fundarlrjueer,ﬁ{ializmrr,ﬁjﬁzf:relr:;}cll-iatdlf; C‘;’;‘_’te
ies

./

R
inevelie'zd Taylor, t¥1e host of Jesus Party should look closer before jud
thil i 's are reading these books and discovering there is more tf:) h%
going to school. What have they di v
: y discovered exactly? Their i i
tions. Does Reverend Dou i ot il
: g Taylor realize what he i i i
pone vere e is doing? Kid
f;gr :;ng f?r theju' First Amendment rights but do they also ha%/e thesfia::
o :11; c1)rt;11agu‘:a‘lt\llons—the one thing that keeps one person differint
ers? We stand back and watch him ri
¢ : tan m rip the books to shred
ber::ust s;;;nbohcally rl}?pmg up our imaginations. Children like the boeokss,
e seh ey want to live in that world, they want to see magic, not see
e phony magician pull a rabbit out of hi ,
' hat. Th
brave friend like Harr . o ok wiaicl
y Potter and ride across the dark 1
: : ake wh
giant squid lurks to the grand castle of Hogwarts. Although they \:;tﬂ‘:e
0

dO all Of these thln tlley kllOW IIOgVV y
gs'
arts isn't Ieal alld IIaIr IOtteI

o i
thr(;e kcl)cf1 the striking features of the discussions on kidSPEAK is how often
s are forced to recant their fantasies in order to defend their right
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to have them in the first place. Here's another example: “And another
thing Anti-Harry Potter people it is FICTION get that entirely made up
except like the setting (England) and the places (Kings Cross Station)
etc. But I seriously doubt if you go to London you'll find The Leaky Caul-
dron or a Wizard. That’s what fiction is—made up. So all you people
against Harry Potter. Get over it.”#
The fundamentalists claim that fantastical representations of vio-
lence or the occult shaped children’s beliefs and actions in the real
world. Countering such claims, the books’ defenders were forced to
argue that fantasies do not really matter, when in fact, what we have
said so far suggests that the immersive quality of the books is what
makes them such a powerful catalyst for creative expression. Even the
name of the organization suggests uncertainty about what kind of rela-
tionship the adults wanted to foster to the books’ fantasy. Dana ex-
plained: “The term refers to anyone who does not possess the magical
powers. Anyone who is not a wizard by definition has to be a muggle.
Of course, it was somewhat amusing because if people weren't will-
ing to say they were muggles then what were they saying, that they
had witchcraft powers.” On the one hand, the name does tap fannish
knowledge: only those people familiar with Rowling’s world would
recognize the term. On the other hand, adopting a muggle identity
aligned participants with the mundane world. Rowling is merciless in
making fun of the closed-mindedness of the Dursleys, Harry’s adopted
family. The Dursleys are totally uncomfortable with his special abilities
and kept him literally closeted. The contrast between the group’s em-
brace of muggleness and the fantastical identifications Lawver had
enabled through The Daily Prophet could not be starker. The educators,
librarians, and publishers saw the books as a means to an end—a way
of getting kids excited about reading—whereas for the fans, reading
and writing was the means to their end, having a more deeply engaged
relationship with the world of Hogwarts.

The conservative Christians are simply the most visible of a broad
range of groups, each citing their own ideological concerns that are
reacting to a shift in the media paradigm. Anti—Harry Potter Christians
share many concerns with other reform groups linking worries about
the persuasive power of advertising to concerns about the demonic
nature of immersion, tapping anxieties about consumerism and multi-
national capitalism in their critiques of global spiritualism. In Plenitude

(1998), Grant McCracken talks about the “withering of the witherers,”
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that is, the breakdown of the power traditional groups exercis
cultural expression.#” Corporate gatekeepers, educational authe e
and church leaders all represent different forces that historicall I(:ri’ﬂe.s,
check tendencies toward diversification and fragmentation é =
past several decades, McCracken argues, these groups have' lo‘s,te l;hth'e
power to define cultural norms as the range of different media -
communication channels have expanded. Ideas and practices that wand
once hidden from public view—say, the Wiccan beliefs that fundamere
Falist critics claim are shaping the Harry Potter books—are now ente i
ing the mainstream, and these groups are struggling to police the 3-
ture that comes into their own homes and communities. -
If educational reformers such as James Gee hope to break the str
glehold formal education has on children’s learning and to expand atl?-
oppor@ﬁes for children to practice literacy outside the classroome
these voices are more cautious, trying to reassert traditional values and’
structures in a world they can no longer fully control. We see this im-
Pulse to restore the “witherers” when we look at battles to enforce rat-
ings on video games or to ban the Harry Potter books from schools
Where some see a world more free from gatekeepers, they see a world.
there the floodgates have opened and no one can control the flow of
raw sewage” into their homes. Such groups want to assert a collective
response to problems individual parents feel unable to confront on
their own. Echoing concerns expressed by many secular parents, these
fl%ndamentalist critics contend that the pervasiveness of modeIIn me-
dia rgakes it hard for parents to respond to its messages. As Michael
O’Brien protests, “Our culture is continuously pushing us to let down
our guard, to make quick judgments that feel easier because they
reduce the tension of vigilance. The harassed pace and the high volume

of co‘nsumption that modern culture seems to demand of us, makes
genuine discernment more difficult.”*

What Would Jesus Do with Harry Potter?

We would be wrong to assume that the Potter wars represented a
struggle of conservative Christians against liberal educators and fans. If
some simply want to reinscribe old authorities and build up the institu-
tions being challenged by a more participatory culture, others want to
help children learn to make judgments about media content. Many
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Christian groups defended the books, presenting the concept of “dis-
cemment" as an alternative to culture war discourse. Connie Neal, the
author of What's a Christian to Do with Harry Potter?, framed the choices

in t

erms of “building a wall” to protect children from outside influ-

ences or “fitting them with armor” so that they can bring their own val-
ues with them when they encounter popular culture. Neal notes that
urestricting freedom can incite curiosity and rebellion, leading the one

ou're trying to protect to try to get past the protective barrier to see
what he or she is missing. . . . Even if you could keep children sepa-
rated from all potentially dangerous influences, you would also be
keeping them from a situation in which they could develop the matu-

rity to ward off such dangers for them-
selves.”® Instead, Neal advocates giving
children media literacy skills, teaching
them to evaluate and interpret popular
culture within a Christian framework.

One discernment group, Ransom Fel-
lowship, defines discernment as “an abil-
ity, by God’s grace, to creatively chart a
godly path through the maze of choices
and options that confront us, even when
were faced with situations and issues
that aren’t specifically mentioned in the
Scriptures.”® The discernment movement
draws inspiration from a range of biblical
passages that speak of people who main-
tained their faith even when living in an
alien land. Christians, they argue, are liv-
ing in “modern captivity,” holding on to
and transmitting their faith in an increas-
ingly hostile context.

In “Pop Culture: Why Bother?” Denis
Haack, the founder and director of the
Ransom Fellowship, argues that engag-
ing with, rather than hiding from, popu-
lar culture has important benefits. Dis-
cernment exercises can help Christians
develop a greater understanding of their
own value system, can provide insights

The Christian Counterculture

Rather than rejecting popular cuiture
outright, a growing number of Chris-
tians are producing and consuming
their own popular media on the fringes
of the mainstream entertainment
industry. While many Christians have
felt cut off from mass media, they have
been quick to embrace new technolo-
gies—such as videotape, cable televi-
sion, low-wattage radio stations, and the
Internet—that aliow them to route
around established gatekeepers.The
result has been the creation of media
products that mirror the genre conven-
tions of popular culture but express an
alternative set of values. In Shaking the
World for Jesus (2004), Heather Hender-
shot offers a complex picture of the
kinds of popular culture being produced
by and for evangelicals.! Frustrated by
network television, cultural conserva-
tives have created their own animated
series and sitcoms distributed on video.
They have produced their own science
fiction, horror, mystery, and romance
novels, all of which can be purchased
online.And alarmed by contemporary
video games, they have produced their
own, such as Victory at Hebron (2003),

| Heather Hendershot, Shaking the World for Jesus:
Media and Conservative Evangelical Culture (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2004).



200 Why Heather Can Write

where players battle Satan or rescue
martyrs.

The emergence of new media tech-
nologies has allowed evangelicals some
degree of autonomy from commercial
media, allowing them to identify and
enjoy media products that more closely
align with their own worldviews.Tech-
nology has also lowered the costs of
production and distribution, enabling
what remains essentially a niche market
to sustain a remarkably broad range of
cultural products. Of course, as “niche
markets” go, this one may be astonish-
ingly large. According to a 2002 ABC

News/Beliefnet poll, 83 percent of
Americans consider themselves to be
Christians, and Baptists (only one of the
evangelical denominations) make up 15
percent of the nation.?

As commercial media producers have
realized the size of this demographic,
the walls between Christian and main-
stream popular culture are breaking
down. VeggieTales (1994) videos are
finding their way into Wal-Mart, Focus
on the Family’s Adventures in Odyssey
(1991) records get distributed as kids’
meal prizes at Chick-fil-A, the Left
Behind (1996) books become top sellers
on Amazon.com, and Christian pop
singer Amy Grant breaks into Top 40
radio. In the process, some of the more

overtly religious markings get stripped
away. Network television has begun to
produce some shows, such as Touched
by an Angel (1994), 7th Heaven (1996),
and Joan of Arcadia (2003), that deal
with religious themes in a way designed
to appeal to the “searchers” and the
“saved” alike. Predictably, some
evangelicals fear that Christianity has

2 Gary Langer,"Poll: Most Americans Say They're
Christian,” ABC News, July 18,2002, http://abenews
-go.com/sections/us/DailyNews/beliefnet_poli_
-1-718.html.

into the worldview of ”nonbeh'evers,"
and can offer an opportunity for mean.
ingful exchange between Christians ang
non-Christians. According to Haack, “I¢
we are to understand those who do not
share our deepest convictions, we must
gain some comprehension of what they
believe, why they believe it, and how
those beliefs work out in daily life.”s!
Their site provides discussion questions
and advice about how to foster media lit-
eracy within an explicitly religious con-
text, finding ideas worth struggling with
in mainstream works as diverse as Bruce
Almighty (2003), Cold Mountain (2003),
and Lord of the Rings (2001). The Oracle
in The Matrix (1999) is compared to a bib-
lical prophet; viewers are invited to re-
flect on the role of prayer in the Spider-
Man (2002) movies and on the kinds of
“great responsibilities” Christians bear;
and they are encouraged to show sym-
pathy toward the spiritual quests under-
taken by indigenous people in Whale
Rider (2002) or by Bill Murray’s character
in Lost in Translation (2003). The site is
very explicit that Christians are apt to dis-
agree among themselves about what is or
what is not valuable in such works, but
that the process of talking through these
differences focuses energy on spiritual
matters and helps everyone involved to
become more skillful in applying and de-
fending their faith.

Whereas some cultural conservatives
saw the immersiveness of contemporary
popular culture as ensnaring young peo-
ple in a dangerous realm of fantasies,
some within the discernment movement

have promoted the use of live action
role-playing and computer games as1
spaces for exploring and debating mo.rlac1
uestions. The Christian Ga‘mers Gui
?whose monthly newsletter is known ias
The Way, The Truth & The Dice) emerged in
the midst of strong attacks fror.n som::e1
evangelical leaders on role—playl.ng an
computer games. As they turn t}‘1e1r atten-
tion toward games, they take this concept
of discernment one step further—argu-
ing that individual game‘masters (the
people who “run” live action role-play.-
ing games) have the power to appropri-
ate and transform these cultural materials
according to their own beliefs. They are,
to borrow the name of another group,
for Christ (FFC).
FanGsroups like Fans for Christ and An-
ime Angels define themselves within the
same kind of identity-politics lar.lguage
that sustains gay, lesbian, and-blsexual
or feminist Christian organizations. The
FAQ for FFC explains:

We have been alone too long! There aTe
many of us fans out there who feel dif-
ferent because we are what we are. Some
call us freaks, weirdoes, geeks, nerds,
whatever. FEC is here for all of you to
talk with your brothers and sisters th)
are Christians and share your freaki-
ness. . . . You are welcome here to be as
freaky and geeky as you like. ... FECis
here to help show that our fan lifestyle
is perfectly acceptable to Jesus. We hope
to help our FFC members be able. to
explain clearly to others that the Bible
does not condemn what we do, that

Why Heather Can Write 201

been commodified and that Jesus is
becoming just another brand in the
great big “marketplace of ideas.”

It is in this context that we need to
understand the staggering success of
Mel Gibson's The Passion of the Christ
(2004).The Christians knew how to.get
folks into the theater to support this
film. For example, Gibson sought out
the services of Faith Highway, a group
that had previously produced public
service messages that local churches
could sponsor through local cable
outlets to give their messages a more
professional polish. Faith Highway urged

churches to help raise money to sup-
port advertisements for the film and to
link them back to their local messages.
Many churches loaded up school bu?es
full of worshippers to attend screenings
and, with the release of the DVD, put'
together bulk orders to get the film into
the hands of their congregations. Some
church leaders have acknowledged
backing this film in hopes that its com-
mercial success will get Hollywood to'
pay attention to them. Faith Highway’s
CEO Dennis Dautel explained:“The
leaders in the church are chomping at
the bits to get media that is relevant to
their message. Hollywood doesn’t
produce it.... The congregations went
behind it because they wanted to .see

people turn out and see that movie. .

There was a strong desire in the Chris-

tian community for that movie to be a

home run.This was our Passion.”?

The Harry Potter controversy was
fueled by these alternative medi.a
channels.While many of the main-
stream televangelists and radiocasters,
such as Charles Colson and James
Dobson, made their peace with :
Rowling’s universe, either endorsing
it outright or urging parents to proceed

3 Dennis Dautel, personal interview, Fall 2004.
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with caution,! the anti-Potter voices
most often came from new ministries
that had staked a space for themselves
on the Internet. They used the debate
to strike back at what they saw as a
theological establishment. One such
site, Trumpet Ministries, went so far as
to denounce Colson and Dobson as
“modern day judas Iscariots” because
of their refusal to join the campaign
against the books.’ Just as the fluidity of
culture has allowed youth greater
access to pagan beliefs than ever before,
it also meant that small-scale ministries
could exert worldwide influence by
posting their sermons and critiques
from the national hinterland. Similarly,
smaller video production companies,
such as Jeremiah Films, could produce
DVD documentaries with titles such as
Harry Potter: Witchcraft Repackaged
(2001) and sell them to concerned
parents via the Web or infomercials on
late-night cable.

The evangelical community sought to
identify some Christian fantasy writers
as alternatives to Harry Potter. Follow-
ing in the tradition of Lewis and Tolkien,
G. P.Taylor, an Anglican vicar, used his
fantasy novel, Shadowmancer (2004), to
explore moral and theological ques-
tions.The book outpaced Harry Potter
for fifteen weeks in the United Kingdom
and held six straight weeks on the New
York Times best-seller list in the summer
of 2004.The book was heavily promoted
through Christian media, including Pat
Robertson’s “The 700 Club” and James
Dobson’s “Focus on the Family” as
“Just the thing to counter Harry

* For a range of Christian response, see Neal,
What's a Christian to Do? See also “Opinion Roundup:
Positive about Potter;” Christianity Today, heep://
www.christianitytoday.com/ct/1999/150/ 2.0.html,

*“Harry Potter! What Does God Have to Say?"
http://www.lasttrumpetministries.org/tracts/tract7
htmi,

we know that fiction is fiction, and that
God has made us different and it ig
wonderful .52

The site provides a list of “fan friend.
ly” churches that respects their lifesty]e
choices and values their unique perspec-
tives on spiritual issues. In return, the
members pledge to share their love of
Christ with other fans, to hold their own
gatherings to promote Christian fantasy
and science fiction authors, and to Wwrite
their own fan stories that address centra]
religious concerns,

Many leaders of the discernment move-
ment are less celebratory of the “geeky
and freaky” aspects of popular culture,
but they do see the value in appropri-
ating and rethinking works of Popular
culture. Many discernment advocates re-
gard the Harry Potter books as the per-
fect opening for parents to talk with thejr
children about the challenges of presery-
ing their values in a secular society. Haack
explains:

Truth is taught here, truth that is worth
some reflection and discussion, and
though it is taught in an imaginary
world, it applies to reality as well. . . ,
The world in which Harry Potter lives
is a world of moral order, where ideas
and choices have consequences, where
good and evil are clearly distinguished,
where evil is both dehumanizing and
destructive, and where death is dis-
tressingly real. . .. Even if what all the
critics say were true, the defensiveness
of their recommendations is frankly

embarrassing. If the Harry Potter nov-
els were introductions to the occult,
the church should welcome the oppor-
tunity to read and discuss tl'1em.. Neo-
paganism is a growing reality m our
post-Chrisﬁan world, and our children
need to be able to meet its challenge
with a quiet confidence in the gospel.
They need to know the difference be-
tween fantasy literature and the occhlt.
And they need to see their elders acting
righteously, not scandalously.”

i tes go as far as
Few discernment advoce.a | '
Heather Lawver does in inviting ?M}dren
to adopt fantasy roles and play within th.e
world of the story, but some do appropri-
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Potter’s magic.” Shadowmancer broke
into Christian bookstores that normally
did not carry fantasy books, and from
there made it into secular bookstores
that still don’t carry large amounts of
spiritual fiction. The film rights \fvere
quickly optioned by Fortitude Films, a
group formed to support Mel Gibson’s
The Passion of the Christ, and there has
been some speculation that Gibson may
direct the film adaptation. For his part,
Taylor has been explicit that he wrote
the book to show children God’s power
and not as an alternative to the Harry
Potter books, which he claims not to

have read.*

¢ Dinitia Smith, "Harry Potter Inspires a Christian
Alternative,” New York Times, July 24,2004,A15.

. istian
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Hagrry Potter as a point of entry into Christian fantasy. Severa
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ment groups published study guides to accompany the Harry Potter
books and films with “probing questions” designed to explore the
moral choices the characters made coupled with Bible verses that sug-
gest how the same decisions are confronted within the Christian tradi-
tion. They focus, for example, on the moment when Harry’s mother
sacrifices her life to protect him as representing a positive role model
for Christian love, or they discuss the corrupt moral choices that led to
the creation of the Sorcerer’s Stone as an example of sin. If the anti-
Harry Potter Christians want to protect children from any exposure
to those dangerous books, the discernment movement focuses on the
agency of consumers to appropriate and transform media content
As we can see, the conflicts that gave rise to the Potter Wars do not
reduce themselves to evil censors and good defenders of civil liberties.
The churn created by a convergence culture does not allow us to oper-
ate with this degree of moral certainty. All of those groups are strug-
gling with the immersive nature and expansive quality of the new
entertainment franchises. In the age of media convergence, consumer
participation has emerged as the central conceptual problem: tradi-
tional gatekeepers seek to hold onto their control of cultural content,
and other groups—fans, civil libertarians, and the Christian discern-
ment movement—want to give consumers the skills they need to con-
struct their own culture. For some, such as Heather Lawver or James
Gee, role-playing and fan fiction writing are valuable because they
allow kids to understand the books from the inside out; such activities
involve a negotiation between self-expression and shared cultural ma-
terials, between introspection and collaborative fantasy building. Oth-
ers, such as the Fans for Christ or the Christian gamers, embrace these
activities because they allow players and writers to explore moral
options, to test their values against fictional obstacles, and to work
through in an imaginative way challenges that would have much
higher stakes in their everyday lives. For still others, such as the con-
servative Christians who opposed the teaching of the books, role-play-
ing and shared fantasies are dangerous because they distract youth
from serious moral education and leave them susceptible to the appeals
of pagan groups and occult practices. Yet, in some ways, groups such
as Muggles for Harry Potter seemed to share their concern that fantasy
may itself be dangerous for kids, especially if they are unable to discern
what separates the imaginative realm from reality.
We can read this debate as a reaction against many of the properties
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