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ABSTRACT 
In 2018, author Mary Karr tweeted about her abusive relationship with David Foster Wallace. 
This was at the height of #MeToo and cancel culture, where the phrase ‘problematic fave’ was 
commonplace. Wallace, dead for ten years but still alive in the public imagination, was 

suddenly brought into the conversation. Wallace’s fans, too, were implicated in his bad 

behaviour, particularly by their reputation for being ‘lit-bros’. At the time, Grace Chipperfield 
was writing a doctoral thesis on Wallace, which eventually turned into a collection of essays 
that reckoned with both Wallace’s complicated legacy and her relationship to him as a fan, a 

scholar, and a woman. The final essay in the collection was a deep dive into Wallace fandom, 
and to write this Grace corresponded with members of the Wallace community, including one 

of its most dedicated and active participants: Matt Bucher. Here, then, is a sample of that 

correspondence. This essay is a series of letters between Grace and Matt throughout which 
they consider their moral obligations as fans in the age of the problematic fave. 
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Dear Grace,  
  
When you first broached the idea of writing about ‘the Wallace community’ rather than Wallace’s 

work—and I should add your own experience identifying as a Wallace fan—it reminded me of an 

experience I had attending my first ever David Foster Wallace Conference. This was a one-day 

symposium at the City University of New York in late 2009. I was a bit sheepish because I was there 

to give a paper on the history of the DFW listserv and pretty much everyone else was there talking 

theory, philosophy, and literary criticism. I felt slightly out of place, an impostor. And when, during 

the casual breakfast small talk, I tried to explain the premise of my paper to another conference-goer, 

her reply was something like ‘Oh cool, fan studies, that’s a very hot topic in academia’. And my first 

thoughts were ‘Really? Academia even recognizes fan studies, much less thinks it’s cool?’ I was 

sceptical of this claim. Still am, really. Frankly it didn’t seem like a serious enough topic to study in 

depth—sort of like studying the map rather than the territory. And at root, it’s simply uncool, 

unprofessional, and anti-intellectual to identify as fan. Add to that the ‘problematic’ status of someone 

like David Foster Wallace and you have transformed yourself from a mere fan into a loathsome 

pariah. 

I won’t bother to rehash all the lit-bro stereotypes here. The cliché is too well known; I have 

fit all the characteristics: white, male, cishet, beard, young (not any more though! How long until we 

have a septuagenarian lit-bro cliche?), appears pretentious. And, if I am able to change any of these 

attributes, the easiest, besides shaving the beard, would be to lose the DFW fan status. After all these 

years, why haven’t I? It’s not due to any particular devotion to the man himself or to every scrap of 

his writing, but, as I hope to explain to you, the community that has grown up around his work. 

And, to my relief, in my 20+ years of DFW fandom, I’ve always felt the cliché of the DFW 

lit-bro was just that: a half-truth, a stereotype. Since the beginning of my participation in what we are 

calling this fandom I’ve noticed a significant population, maybe as high as 40 percent, that does not fit 

the cliché: women, some people of colour, LGBT, senior citizens, non-English speakers. Is that your 

experience, too? I’m sure it’s more than half young, white, males, but is it enough to justify the 

stereotype? Just saying that sounds awful: ‘justify a stereotype’. And why do we expect this of every 

readership or fandom? What are the racial demographics of a George Saunders fandom, a Franzen 

fandom, a Zadie Smith fandom, a Jeffery Eugenides fandom, a Jennifer Egan fandom, a Ben Lerner 

fandom, a Pynchon fandom? Surely there is a massive amount of overlap among all these groups. The 

DFW lit-bro is a mirror image of the Ben Lerner superfan, I’d imagine. But is it the particular brand 

of passionate intensity of the Wallace fans that inspires such a visceral reaction against them? My 

guess is that is so. While there are plenty of people who love other contemporary writers, we hear 

very few stories about how The Corrections, or Middlesex, or CivilWarLand in Bad Decline or 

Leaving the Atocha Station ‘saved’ someone’s life,1 or made them feel less alone, or brought them 

into recovery, or brought them into a community of like-minded folks. What’s your take on that? 

  
Matt 
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Dear Matt: 
  
It’s funny (in an ironic sort of way) that you felt like an impostor at the 2009 DFW conference. I feel 

like one of the things most PhD students share, and probably even seasoned academics, depending on 

their confidence levels, is that most of us feel like frauds. Like someone’s gonna point at us and say 

‘You there. You are not good enough to be here. Put that down!’  

Throughout my PhD, I’ve felt like two kinds of impostor: the first is the one just mentioned; 

the second, and the more significant one, as far as my thesis went, was that I felt like I was writing 

something disingenuous. This is why I ended up changing my thesis project with only 18 months left 

of my degree. I always tied my sense of uncertainty about my original PhD project to the first kind of 

impostor syndrome, but in hindsight I can see the problem was really that I felt like I was holding 

something back in my writing, and that I felt I was meant to hold this part back to be taken seriously 

as a scholar (this part being, in short, admitting that I was very personally attached to Wallace, and 

also admitting that I was this attached because reading his work helped me recover from my eating 

disorder). So anyway, it’s funny (in that ironic sort of way) that you mention being at that conference 

and feeling the way you did. It’s also funny, or maybe just coincidental, or serendipitous, that the 

academic you mentioned brought up fan studies in the context of your paper. Fan studies has been the 

thing that cracked open the thesis I actually and eventually wrote about Wallace, and this area of 

scholarship gave me a way to write about why I’m so attached to him, his work, and the community. 

And it’s why you and I are writing these letters. 
Actually fan studies came to me after Rita Felski and her (and many other scholars’) work on 

postcritique. And postcritique only really came to me after our mutual friend Matt Luter gave his 

paper at the 2017 Wallace conference, also where you and I first met, when he talked about academia 

and how it demands a split between our public and private selves, not only in relation to the criticism 

we produce but on the level of our lived reality, if graduate students want to survive in this 

environment.2 Matt L. drew on Felski’s work to highlight how ‘the dominant reading mode of the 

academic critic’ can’t ‘address fundamental questions about what literature accomplishes in the world 

and how it operates fruitfully in the everyday emotional and intellectual lives of actual readers’ (Luter 

2017, 2). In The Limits of Critique (2015), Felski writes about how in academia, and specifically in 

literary studies, our dominant mode of critique is one predicated on detachment. The more detached 

the critic, the more able, in theory, she is to see and understand what a text is ‘doing’, and so the work 

of a critic has become associated with a specific intellectual persona, one ‘that is highly prized in 

literary studies and beyond: suspicious, knowing, self-conscious, hardheaded, tirelessly vigilant’ 

(Felski 2015, 6). Felski wants us to displace critique (at least, the dominant version described above) 

and explore other options—like writing about literary texts from a different affective position, like 

love rather than suspicion, and from places of attachment, rather than detachment—that can be 

broadly collected under the name ‘postcritique’. But it’s risky to make this shift, because when you 

admit you love something, you open yourself up to charges of naïveté, and there’s an assumption that 

you won’t, or can’t, be critical of that thing (love is blind and all that).  
You wrote that it’s simply uncool, unprofessional, and anti-intellectual to identify as fan, and 

the word fan may well be implicit in what Felski’s saying here. Fan studies was something that I 

looked into because I wanted to write about the Wallace community as part of working through my 

attachment to Wallace, and it was really cool to find this area of research that, as early as the 1990s, 

was already attempting and succeeding to do what literary studies has only seemed to become 

cognizant of wanting to do since around the 2010s.3  
This stuff seemed even more relevant when Mary Karr tweeted in 2018,4 and Wallace was 

implicated in #MeToo, and became a problematic fave. The lit-bro stereotype existed before then, of 

course, but that seemed to be another turning point in Wallace’s legacy and his fandom (although I’m 

not sure if you’d agree? Maybe for newer fans, like myself, it was a bigger deal than for those who’d 

been following his career while he was alive?). Being a Wallace fan in 2018 seemed to connote more 

than a lack of cool, seeming at times almost synonymous with being misogynist—as you say, a 

‘loathsome pariah’.5 I was having trouble working out how to reconcile my love of Wallace and the 

community with cultural movements like #MeToo and cancel culture, and that’s why I ended up 

writing the thesis that I did. 
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Re: your questions about the Wallace community/fandom. Yes, it’s been my experience that 

we are a more diverse group than the Wallace lit-bro stereotype would otherwise suggest. I also agree 

that at least 50% probably are white men, though it would still be reductive to lump them all into the 

Wallace fan stereotype (which, I mean, by virtue of even calling it a stereotype gestures towards a 

level of generalization and shallowness). But/and I don’t think you or I or anyone in the community 

would delude themselves that the stereotype springs from nothing. I do think Wallace fandom is an 

exception in the way that there doesn’t seem to be a similar demand for diversity of more readerships; 

the demographics of a Ben Lerner fandom, etc., while probably idiosyncratic in their own way, 

haven’t had numerous opinion pieces or scholarly articles written on them (at least, not to my 

knowledge? Do you think that’s a fair call?). Nor are these fandoms necessarily conflated with the 

identity of the author they like. You only have to Google DFW and his fans to see that we’re on 

people’s radars in ways that a reader of George Saunders simply isn’t, that Wallace’s behaviour can 

be read into his fans and his fans behaviour can be mapped onto our cultural imagination of who 

Wallace was—this idea that you love something because you are like that thing. 
The particular bar set for Wallace and his fans is, I think, down to a number of factors, some 

of which are to do with both Wallace’s reputation and, as you say, the level of devotion he and his 

work inspire in his readers (the kind of devotion that could lead to you and I having this exchange 

here). That Wallace and his fans can even be said to be cultish puts him in a different category and 

different company to other popular writers, which is tied to this idea of ‘Saint Dave’6 and the 

hagiography that happened after his suicide. The figuring of Wallace as some kind of moral guide no 

doubt amplified the reaction that came after Karr’s tweets. But yeah, reader devotion can be read as 

evangelism, can be read into the whole ‘men recommend DFW’ phenomenon,7 can, overall, and post-

2018, be read in a very unflattering light. Which I guess was the motivation behind writing about 

Wallace fandom. If what you like says something about you, what does it mean to be a Wallace fan? 

What does it mean to you? 
  
Grace 
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Dear Grace,  
  
In the Nick Hornby’s High Fidelity, the music-obsessed protagonist says ‘I agreed that what really 

matters is what you like, not what you are like…. Books, records, films—these things matter. Call me 

shallow but it’s the truth’ (Hornby 17). 

Your question about what it means to be a Wallace fan has me thinking about the practical 

side of reading a thousand-page novel. Like many of the sad young literary men, I read the book in 

university, when I was afforded large swaths of time to do nothing but read, study, and contemplate 

reality. And carrying the book around for weeks on end, I admit that I see how some people used that 

as a weird status symbol. ‘Look how smart I am’ naturally repulses us. But from earnest-but-naive 

student the stereotype has evolved into the complicit, the subtle misogynist, the lit-bro who excuses an 

abusive art monster like DFW. Rough, right? Makes sense to me that you’d want to grapple with that 

idea of a fan, especially when you find the word applied to yourself. 

I feel like the word ‘fan’ is inadequate to describe my experience in David-Foster-Wallace-

Land (as you call it in your thesis). Like, I can watch a new show on Netflix tonight, binge a few 

episodes, follow the actors on Instagram, read the recaps on Reddit, and boom, in a few hours I am a 

‘fan’ of that show. But the DFW thing is decades-long for me, part of my identity now. I’m not just a 

fan, I’m somehow working in service to the fandom (which I would only call ‘the community’). For 

me, and other fans like me I know and have talked to about this, we don’t really even re-read DFW’s 

work that often. We’ve long since digested all that—and he isn’t around to produce new material. The 

community of scholarship, ‘Wallace Studies’, that has grown around the work interests me more than 

the original work. I’m not sure that many non-literary fandoms function this way, maybe within a 

subset of Star Wars fans? 

Beyond just personal taste, we learn at a young age that liking things, especially art created by 

fallible beings, can have political consequences. A whole generation is undergoing that process of 

discovery—and the requisite crisis of faith—because they grew up reading and watching Harry Potter. 

While Rowling is not accused of personally abusing anyone, using her global, billion-dollar, platform 

to spew anti-trans bigotry is arguably doing far more damage than any one abusive boyfriend could 

ever do (Hardwick 2020).   

There’s also the issue of what’s cool or not at this particular moment in history. For a writer, 

or a work of art to fall out of fashion is perhaps a worse fate than being cancelled. To be remembered 

for being a bigot or an abuser at least gets you into the history books. Libraries and used bookshops 

are filled with the works of the irrelevant, names that commanded audiences and salaries, now 

condemned to the recycling bin out of indifference rather than malice. What happens to those fans? 

They have little choice but to ‘move on’ or ‘outgrow’ their obsession.8  

When I first read Infinite Jest, I had no idea that any other ‘David Foster Wallace fans’ even 

existed. I had discovered the book almost by accident and had never heard anyone in my life mention 

Wallace or Infinite Jest. Over the past 24 years, I have watched a fandom mature. What is the natural 

lifespan of a fandom? I assume some of it depends on the production of new content. How many Star 

Wars movies will be produced in our lifetimes? Without new content, does a fandom become simply a 

nostalgia machine? What do you think? 
  
Matt  
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Dear Matt: 
  
You recently sent me a link to an interview with Hanif Abdurraqib9 where he reflected on how to be 

critical of the thing you love. Abdurraqib said fans deserve as much attention as the artist they’ve 

attached themselves to. Trying to understand and articulate fans’ persistent love for something seems 

important, or at least informative, in an age where we’re finding it hard to separate artist from art (and 

in this case, also finding it hard to separate fans from the artist and their art), and in which we’re not 

comfortable or assured about how we reckon with artists’ flaws. In that same interview, Abdurraqib 

talks about the ‘exhausting question of separating the art from the artist’. He describes the argument 

for this separation as really being a request for absolution by fans, so they can feel okay about 

continuing to love what they’ve discovered is problematic—this was the thing that I was worried/self-

conscious about when it came to the essays I wrote for my thesis. It’s very easy to find scholarly 

reasons to keep studying Wallace, but I was less convinced that those reasons, which sometimes just 

felt like excuses, held up for me as a fan.  
 You asked if a fandom might become just a nostalgia machine, and I think this can be true 

with or without new content. Even in fandoms that continue to have new content produced for them 

(e.g., as you point out, Star Wars), if fans’ relationships to that content don’t evolve, or don’t involve 

a level of critical awareness, then, yes, I think fandom becomes a nostalgia machine. Abdurraqib says 

our nostalgia for the object of our affection ‘can train a person to imagine that their brightest and most 

beautiful moments only have a single soundtrack’. Despite my sentimentality about Wallace and his 

fans, I have a low tolerance for nostalgia. Nostalgia is misleading, and we know, especially as of 

2016, that it can be dangerous. And so I don’t yearn to return to a time when Wallace was ‘Saint 

Dave’ and could do no wrong. Holding Wallace fandom in some static heyday benefits nobody.  
You bring up the political consequences of liking art created by fallible people, and I think 

that cancel culture has really turned the volume up on this whole question of our political and 

ethical/moral responsibilities as consumers and fans. Before 2018 I probably never even considered 

that the stuff I liked had political consequences. I know how naïve that sounds (and is)—I was old 

enough by that point to know better! But I was naïve about it anyway. I didn’t think that there was any 

connection between an author I liked and bigger political questions. I used to be a fan of the TV show 

Supernatural, and then when I was researching stuff for my thesis I fell down a hyperlink rabbit-hole 

about Jensen Ackles, one of the lead actors in the series, making comments that fans interpreted as 

homophobic, and what that meant for that fandom, especially for those fans who wrote slash fiction 

about his character (this had nothing to do with my waning interest in the show—that happened 

earlier, around season six, when I was no longer hooked). With Wallace, I really struggled with the 

idea that I had any sort of political or moral responsibility as a fan of his work. Abdurraqib says the 

political responsibility of a fan is to challenge their nostalgia, and their attachments to the object of 

their affection. He says it’s the responsibility of fans to ‘love themselves more than they love their 

icons. To love themselves even more than they love their memories, and to love the evolution of all 

those things in harmony: the evolution of themselves, the evolution of their memory, and the 

evolution of the artist—for better or worse’ (Abdurraqib 2019).  

This idea of fans loving themselves more than their icons may be why the Wallace 

community has in many ways overshadowed Wallace for me. The community has perhaps superseded 

any other attachment I have to Wallace, and the people who make up that community are the reason I 

felt like digging my heels in when it became controversial to be a fan of Wallace. I’ve only been 

aware of this community for like four years, though; what’s it been like to watch Wallace fandom 

mature over 24 years? The thing that’s kept me optimistic about the fandom is that I do think we have 

evolved, even in the short span of time that I’ve been an active part of it. This was something I tried to 

show in the final essay of my thesis, ‘What it’s like in David-Foster-Wallace-Land’.  
Which brings me to something I’ve been meaning to ask you about. To write that essay I 

reached out to our colleagues on the boards of the International David Foster Wallace Society and The 

Journal of David Foster Wallace Studies, as well as the community on the wallace-l, the email listserv 

and earliest iteration of the fan community, and many people, you included, wrote back to me about 

your relationship to Wallace and to each other. I used those stories in my essay, framed by my 

commentary and scholarship on fandom to, I hope, shift our attention from Wallace to something 

more outward-looking, something generative and valuable that has come from readers of his work, 
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despite his problematic status. I know my relationship to Wallace has greatly changed, or come into 

sharper focus, over the course of writing the essays, and I’m curious to know what it was like for you 

to reflect on your own relationship to him and the community. How did you feel about my 

representation of Wallace fans, and the community, and you? 

  
Grace 
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Dear Grace, 
  
I do not yearn for the nostalgic image of ‘Saint Dave’, but I do wish he were still alive and publishing 

fiction. Those were exciting times. When a new story was published, a collective rush to read it was 

followed by a strong sense of bonding over the experience. I don’t really get that feeling from any 

other authors alive and publishing right now, to be honest. But would we, as a fan community, have 

grappled with Wallace’s personal life and flaws then? Certainly not—he kept it as private as 

possible—and that would just delay the moment the fandom would have to reckon with his abuses. 

I’ve been a little stuck on this word ‘problematic’. Donald Judd says you have to ‘pay 

attention when someone talks about “problems”, because problems in art are not like problems in 

science; their definition isn’t as precise’ (Judd and Murray 2019). My main issue is that it sounds too 

academic or mealy-mouthed, though I admit it is an easy shorthand or categorization. Is it the 

teaching of Wallace that is problematic or the man himself? There are certainly some problems in 

Wallace’s work and problems in his personal life, but shouldn’t that make for better teaching 

material? I believe we approach art from several perspectives at once: aesthetically, emotionally, 

morally, and intellectually. In my experience, academia privileges the intellectual and aesthetic 

response above the moral and emotional response. And I get that plenty of readers or students won’t 

bother to understand the details of Wallace’s behaviour if he is written off as ‘problematic’. I don’t 

have a solution to any of this, just that I question the stories we tell around it—and I am glad to be 

here for the conversation around it which, as I said, would probably not be happening if Wallace were 

alive and publishing (now there’s a double bind).  
And there is power in the collective. This is one of the great lessons of Infinite Jest: 

community—as an antidote to isolation and solipsism—is integral to the development of some kind of 

faith, or what a more secular person like myself might term Truth or authenticity. We are 

interconnected, and we have an obligation to each other. Matthew Mullins argues that ‘Wallace’s faith 

is not concerned with a particular set of doctrines but with a generalized belief in something larger 

than oneself. The “something larger” in this case is community itself’ (2018, 200). I never consciously 

realized I was joining a DFW fandom, by the way. At some point in 2000 I realized that the emails 

from this one group energized me more than anything. As I got to know this group of people, I grew 

to value them as a community—and I grew to value the concept of community in every way. So if we 

have faith in something larger than ourselves, what exactly are we being saved from? Mullins says: 

‘We are saved, not for our own sake, but for others, for the sake of a community in which we are each 

a piece rather than the point’ (201). 
You ask how it feels to read an essay in which the DFW community (self included) is 

portrayed and examined and my immediate response is that it feels good! I’ve always been 

particularly proud of the self-organized, autonomous nature of the wallace-l listserv, always felt like 

it’s a hidden gem of the internet. Here is an incredibly erudite group of folks, some of them semi-

famous, some of them students, many of them entirely anonymous, lurkers, all united by their shared 

love of a book and a writer’s work. And, unlike a lot of fan communities, wallace-l isn’t a Tumblr or 

blog that I can link you to where you can go scan the history of the fandom in a few minutes. There 

are 24 years of text-only archives, conference papers detailing its history, monograph chapters to read. 

Maria Bustillos (herself now a big-time publisher and writer), wrote an appreciation for 2009’s 

Infinite Summer called ‘The Wonder of Wallace-l’ where she called the list ‘a gathering of people 

who value intellectual curiosity, humanity, candour and humility, like a mirror of Wallace’s own 

qualities, and in that way is keeping something of him alive’ (Bustillos 2009). Isn’t that better than a 

statue? 
  
Matt 
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Dear Matt: 

 

I don’t have a precise definition, I guess, for ‘problematic’. I think it’s one of those words that gets 

thrown around, the gist being gotten through context clues. When I hear or deploy the word in my 

writing about Wallace, I take it to refer to a person of prominence, anyone in the public eye, whose 

behaviour, past or present, is unethical, harmful, or outside the bounds of what we consider 

appropriate or acceptable. Obviously that lacks nuance; lumping Wallace and Harvey Weinstein and 

Kanye West (and so on, and on, and on) together simply because they’ve all been cancelled or 

labelled ‘problematic’ conflates a whole lot of distinct acts and issues that aren’t benefitted by broad 

strokes condemnation.  

I think when it comes to art ‘problematic fave’ denotes the cognitive dissonance between 

enjoying an artist’s work but disliking them as a person on the grounds of their politics or behaviour. 

This gets even stickier when you come up against the scholarly argument for separating the artist from 

the art. Which leads me to your question about whether it’s the teaching of Wallace that’s problematic 

or the man himself; it’s both, depending on who you ask. I mean, Amy Hungerford’s article in The 

Chronicle of Higher Education, later a chapter in her book, on refusing to read and teach DFW is in 

part based on the assumption that Wallace’s problematic behaviour towards women may be 

reproduced in his relationship with his reader (that, and she doesn’t think Infinite Jest is worth the 

time it takes to read, in comparison to what else she might get through in the same amount of time).10 

Then there are other refusals that are less anything to do with the work itself and more based 

on objections to his behaviour and biography.11 I think in academia we’re trained to focus on and give 

our aesthetic and intellectual arguments about works, and we need to start learning how to talk in an 

informed and articulate way about our emotional and moral responses—learning to do this better 

would probably have some nice corollary effects outside academia, too.  

The thing that’s bothered me about Wallace being considered problematic is, as we’ve talked 

around in our earlier letters, that this label seems to have been transferred from him to his fans. And 

it’s one thing to decide whether or not to keep loving an artist, but what happens then to the 

relationships you’ve built with people because of your shared connection to that artist? This is when I 

think it’s worth looking closer at why people like the things they do, maybe less for what the thing 

says about those people and more about what those people can say about the thing, if that makes 

sense. I think you hit on this with your connecting the importance of community in Infinite Jest with 

Wallace fandom more broadly.  

Henry Jenkins describes fandom as a participatory culture, a space where members feel their 

contributions matter, and where they ‘feel some degree of social connection with one another’ (2017, 

18). Nicolle Lamerichs writes that ‘[b]eing a fan is an experience that is grounded in a feeling’ (2018, 

18-9), and it is this ‘affective orientation’ of fandom that ‘help[s] to form bonds between individuals 

that sustain a sense of community’ (Dean 2017, 413). This sense of community is ‘associated  with 

greater social support, . . . life satisfaction, . . . quality of life, . . . and social and subjective well-

being’ (Chadborn, Edwards, and Reysen 2018, 242), and is often a significant and cherished 

component of fandom. Joli Jenson believes that ‘what it means to be a fan should be explored in 

relation to the larger question of what it means to desire, cherish, seek, long, admire, envy, celebrate, 

protect, ally with others’ (1992, 26-7). Fandom, Jenson argues, is one part of ‘how we make sense of 

the world, in relation to mass media, and in relation to our historical, social, cultural location. 

Thinking well about fans and fandom can help us think more fully and respectfully about what it 

means today to be alive and to be human’ (1992, 26-7). Thinking about fans as allies, as protecting 

each other, as examples that can give insight into what it means to be human and how we make sense 

of the world—all of this feels important, especially in relation to movements like #MeToo and cancel 

culture and all the connecting issues. I’m not sure if I’m making myself clear here. I think it just 

seems like a missing part of the stories we tell about our problematic faves. A part that’s missing but 

that might be precisely what’s needed in these conversations. 

I don’t think we can (and as fans, I don’t think we do) overestimate the value of finding 

somewhere we belong. In a study that investigated the relationship between fan identity and well-

being, evidence suggested that ‘overall fan identity predicted overall well-being’ (Vinney et al. 2019, 

1). Additionally, ‘social fan identity’, that is, the identity we gain over time through interacting with 

other fans as part of a community, ‘predicted relational well-being and marginally predicted physical 
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well-being’ (Vinney et al. 2019, 1). For over 24 years, Wallace has brought (and still brings) together 

complete strangers to talk about their shared love of him and his work, and the benefits of this go 

beyond appreciation of an artist.  

And yes, this legacy is way better than a statue. 

 

Grace 
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Dear Grace,  

 

That Jenkins quote about the participatory nature of fandom has helped me understand an issue related 

to our shared moral obligations as consumers of art, as readers and watchers, and as fans.  

Do we have a responsibility to research the personal politics and behaviour and moral failings 

of the creators of everything we consume? For example, if I watch The Crown on Netflix should I 

pause when it says ‘Directed by Stephen Daldry’ and then pull up Wikipedia and make sure Daldry 

isn’t a known rapist or abuser? Or maybe I switch over to watch The Queen’s Gambit and stop to 

research who directed each episode and check them out, or do I have to research all the actors and 

crew as well? This is an absurd example to say that the problematic fave is usually sorted out well 

before someone consumes the art. What the culture is doing with #MeToo, and by extension, DFW, is 

creating a shorthand that spares you the effort of researching anything. And in a lot of ways, that’s 

super helpful. I don’t follow Johnny Depp’s personal life and don’t care much for whatever films he is 

making these days, but when my teenage son casually mentions that a woman is trying to ‘take him 

down’ in the press, I have to pause and say, no, let’s go look at this story more in depth together. 

These stories live in a very shallow zone where they are transmitted too simply—and they can be 

completely turned around. Maybe the shorthand for DFW is that he was a bad person, maybe a rapist 

or abuser, but then maybe the narrative shifts to ‘he was thought to be bad but it’s complicated and 

he’s worth reading and teaching’ and then, who knows, maybe the narrative shifts again in another 

direction.   

But by Jenkins’ definition, I’m not really a fan of any of those Netflix shows or Johnny 

Depp’s movies. I don’t participate in the culture around them or try to meet other fans—I’m just a 

consumer. It’d be easy to give up my appreciation for Johnny Depp’s work or The Cosby Show 

because I wasn’t emotionally invested in them. Whatever surface-level obligation I have to boycotting 

their work pales in comparison to the obligations of those who have actively built fandoms around 

them. And I do think fans have a moral obligation to the thing they are fanatical about.  

Embarrassed by too much enthusiasm, the cool, collected intellectual regards passion as 

ultimately naïve. And this presumption of the fan’s naiveté, of the fan as ‘other’, can also free the 

critic and the scholar from any such moral obligations. I am reminded of that Felski quote in your first 

letter to me: the detachment of the critic also prevents the study of one’s own irrational attachment, 

what Matt Luter called referred to as the way art and, I’d argue, fandom ‘operates fruitfully in the 

everyday emotional and intellectual lives of actual readers’ (2017, 2). 

So if I’m admitting I have a moral obligation as a fan, why stick around? Why do I do keep 

doing this, knowing what I know about David Foster Wallace now? In that Abdurraqib interview you 

mentioned, he cautions against nostalgia—let’s call it my nostalgia for when it was cool to be a DFW 

or Infinite Jest fan, when it was easier to love DFW because we didn’t know about his flaws and 

abuses. So I will resolve to challenge any of that nostalgia that looks backward toward a time when 

women did not feel safe to name their famous abusers, a time when a great male artist could be 

forgiven for practically all sins. But I stick around for something even more personal. It should be 

clear by now, but I don’t know if I’ve said this directly before: I love the community of people I have 

met through this work, people I expect to know and grow with for the rest of my life, more than I 

could possibly love any one book or writer. And I hope these letters are some evidence to you that I 

care less about my own ‘social fan identity’ and more about those interpersonal connections that bind 

us together.  

 

Matt 
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