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Shared Passions, Shared Compositions: Online Communities and Affinity 
Groups as Sites for Public Writing Pedagogy 

 
I. Introduction 

 Today I will be speaking with you about online communities and affinity 

groups as sites for public writing pedagogy. From these sites, I argue, we can 

derive insights into new ways of engaging our students, new spaces for composing 

and analyzing texts, as well as new ways of conceptualizing how we can prepare 

students to enter into the communities, cultures, and societies where they have 

membership and citizenship to affect change through composing and rhetorical 

engagements. 

 Following work on public writing arguing for the incorporation of the 

mundane into public writing pedagogy, I argue that we can turn to the everyday 

compositional practices and rhetorical engagements of online communities and 

affinity groups as sites of public writing pedagogy. In short, we can locate new 

publics for public writing. To make this argument, I would like to us to engage 

with examples from Game of Thrones online fandoms, particularly on 

Livejournal.com and Tumblr.com, where I think we can see the inherent potential 

in such spaces for public, rhetorical engagements through composition.  

II. Game of Thrones Fandom and Multimodal Composing as Participation 

A. Key Concepts 
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 By taking up this discussion and topic, I make two, perhaps initially implicit, 

suggestions: If we engage with online communities and affinity groups as sites for 

public writing, as I argue, then 1) we can take these online communities—no 

matter the subject, location, or constituency—seriously as sites of significant 

rhetorical engagement and composition work and 2) we can validate these sites as 

spaces where we can foster student engagement, encouraging students to view 

themselves as digital citizens who contribute in meaningful, rhetorically significant 

ways to communities and groups through multimodal composition. In doing so, I 

also join scholar Robert Johnson who argues for the rhetorical significance of the 

mundane and everyday. Further, I take this seriously, in large part because people 

who are members of such communities take them seriously, and as our students are 

often members of myriad communities and groups—online and offline—I think it 

is important that we take such spaces seriously, as they influence our students’ 

lived experiences in real ways.  

 Nathaniel Rivers and Ryan Weber, in their article “Ecological, Pedagogical, 

Public Rhetoric,” argue for the incorporation of mundane compositions into public 

writing pedagogy—like applications for site permits for public events—and to see 

these texts as valuable forms of writing for publics. I join their call to bring value 

to the mundane forms of public writing that characterizes much of writing for 
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public audiences, and in turning to online communities as sites for public writing, I 

add to their and others’ (such as, Christian Weisser, Brian Gogan) arguments to 

expand upon what we view as spaces for public writing, locating counterpublics 

and alternative spaces for students to engage with public audiences and 

compositions.  

 Before diving in to my example, I do want to gloss how I am defining 

communities, affinity groups, and Heimat, a concept that I pull from fan studies 

scholarship. I view all of these concepts as interrelated and intersecting at various 

points, but especially as they point to an understanding of shared identity and 

collective ethos. Ethos, as many of us are familiar with the term from Aristotle, 

often refers to the appeal by character. But, an earlier definition of ethos actually 

corresponded with a communal or shared sense of character. Ethos was initially 

defined as “an accustomed place” or the “haunts or abodes of animals” (Liddell 

and Scott). As this early concept of ethos gave rise to the later understandings of 

the concept, I think it usefully helps us tie understandings of individual ethos with 

shared, group experiences, and I think this is key for understanding the shared 

purposes and goals of online communities and affinity groups. 

 Although scholars view them quite distinctly, I actually find it useful to 

employ both concepts of community and affinity groups to characterize what 
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happens in online spaces among individuals who come together with shared 

interests, goals, and purposes.  Both concepts are detailed on your handout. I also 

incorporate Heimat, a concept used by fan studies scholar Cornel Sandvoss. 

Heimat comes together with community and affinity groups, for me, to create a 

more capacious understanding of the collective ethos work that happens within 

fandoms. Sandvoss argues that Heimat encapsulates fandoms in particular; he 

writes "fandom best compares to the emotional significance of the places we have 

grown to call 'home,' to the form of the physical, emotional, and ideological space 

that is best described as Heimat" (64). This concept of Heimat forms a useful way 

for conceiving of a group identity, or collective ethos, as it exists in an online 

community that has developed around a shared interest or passion. 

 Bearing in mind these characteristics of online communities, affinity groups, 

and fandoms specifically, I focus on Game of Thrones fandom communities and 

affinity groups as they exist primarily in two places on the web—LiveJournal and 

Tumblr.  

B. What is Game of Thrones? Why Game of Thrones? 

 Briefly, of course, I want to introduce Game of Thrones to those who are 

unfamiliar with it. Game of Thrones is an HBO television series, inspired by the 

novel series, A Song of Ice and Fire by George R. R. Martin. I do want to note that 
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Game of Thrones fandom is just one example of the types of communities and 

spaces that students might engage with as publics and sites for public composing 

and rhetorical engagements. There are many online communities, for as many 

interests and passions as individuals have. All of these have the potential to 

function as a space for public writing and composing. 

B. Game of Thrones Fandoms in Action  

 Across fandom sites and communities on Tumblr and Livejournal, 

individuals create and share compositions, creating a public space for engaging 

with their shared passions and interests. For instance, on one Tumblr site, called 

“Winter is coming…eventually,” curator Laura shares a post that features a .gif 

collage, or collection of animated images, of the character Varys’ facial reactions 

in scenes across the television series’ arc <http://winteriscoming-

eventually.Tumblr.com/post/53247178578>.	The images largely depict the 

character making humorous expressions—some might be called sassy. The post 

itself proved popular among the fandom: as of July 2013, the post had received 

over 7,000 notes. The notes the post receives (the likes, comments, and the 

reblogging) demonstrate one form of community-building and group identity 

formation that occurs in this space. These composing and circulating practices also 

illustrate the degree to which such affinity spaces and groups and online 
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communities promote passionate and rhetorical engagements through composition, 

which can in turn provide insights for the composition classroom. For example, I 

think passionate engagements like Laura’s illustrate that young people, like our 

students, are willing and happy to devote time and energy to literacy practices—

whether composing and/or engaging with texts. Fans are not simply passive 

consumers of media and texts; rather, they are engaged and committed to sharing 

and composing texts with each other within these spaces that engage specific 

topics and issues of interest to them.  

In short, there is a space for students to confront the issues that matter to 

them, and spaces are available for them to make themselves heard through a 

variety of means. Whether they create and circulate alphabetic compositions or 

image-based texts, students can locate and make use of spaces in which they can 

make, to quote Christian Weisser, their “voice[s] heard on an issue that directly 

confronts or influences them” (94). Composing for an affinity group or online 

community could enable students to find small, meaningful ways of intervention 

within spaces and for audiences that they value. 

 Along with locating spaces for students to engage with texts and create 

compositions, these online communities, affinity groups, and spaces also represent 

opportunities for students to learn transferable skills that can be useful to the 
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writing classroom. Specifically, such online communities and affinity groups 

provide rhetorical lessons on not only composing for an audience but also how to 

be a responsive audience member, providing feedback to others. 

 For instance, the “Game of Thrones…” LiveJournal community regularly 

features multiple forms of fan-created, multimodal compositions, similar to 

Laura’s tumblelog. In this space, fans share creations ranging from text-based fan 

fiction, fan art, both hand drawn and image manipulations, (also popular on 

Tumblr), and fan vids. Fan vids receive much feedback and spark conversation 

within this community. This feedback provides the community members 

opportunities to engage rhetorically with the texts. Moreover, I would argue that 

the feedback also functions as a means of teaching and learning about multimodal 

composition and its attendant literacy practices—feedback, both positive and 

negative, from other fans helps the content creator to develop their composition 

skills.  

 Here, I must pause and alert you to a spoiler—my next example reveals a 

plot point from the third book of the novel series. That being said, we can look to 

one video entitled “Robb Stark || They called him the Young Wolf,” which 

celebrated the character Robb Stark, who had been killed off in the then most 

recent season of the show. Although the posting of the video on LiveJournal 
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initially received few comments, the video itself was crossposted from YouTube, 

and on that site, the video has received over 100 comments. On both sites, the 

responses to this video are overwhelmingly positive. Reviewers used comments to 

discuss the video’s content and its source texts and praise the compositionist’s skill 

in creating the text. One commenter there praised the video maker’s compositional 

skills, writing “this video is amazing you did such a great job your so talented keep 

up the great work,” and other commenters praised the editorial choices made by 

the composer: “finally someone chooses music from the game of thrones ost 

[original sound track] and not these modern shit;” “I had goosebumps all along. 

Great editing, beautiful work. Thank you for it” (6677825kli; Stannis Baratheon; 

Veveud). Both the feedback and the video itself demonstrate the communal 

commitment to rhetorical engagements in these spaces. These participatory and 

rhetorical practices center on the critique, praise, and composition of multimodal 

texts, putting public composition at the heart of community maintenance and 

formation.  

 Furthermore, I think this example speaks to some of the foundational 

rhetorical skills that students can develop in such spaces. Composing and 

participating in such online affinity groups and communities, students can practice 

the skills of defining a specific audience and tailoring their compositions to appeal 



Katie DeLuca 
University of Massachusetts, Dartmouth 
kdeluca1@umassd.edu 
@kmdeluca 
 

9 

to that audience. Such rhetorical skills can be difficult to develop in the writing 

classroom, which of course has been one particular reason for the development of 

public writing pedagogy. Adding such affinity spaces and groups in to this mix can 

take this approach to public writing one step further by enabling students not only 

to identify and tailor their compositions to a specific audience but also to have 

another space in which to share those compositions and to receive feedback on 

them. Moreover, these spaces also function to provide students an opportunity to 

give feedback to others on their compositions, encouraging them to learn how to 

engage with and comment upon others’ texts in meaningful ways. Accordingly, 

students can potentially develop the type of rhetorical responsiveness instructors 

encourage in the composition classroom, providing peer feedback for others and 

learning to be a responsive audience member.  

 Because compositions and composing practices are so central to these 

fandoms, and potentially to online communities and affinity groups more broadly, 

online communities and affinity groups could become an access point in the 

composition classroom for students.i So the next question to answer is—how does 

this play out in the classroom?   

III. Writing for Chosen Publics: Incorporating Online Communities into the 

Classroom  
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 These sites are multimodal environments where students can learn to 

produce meaningful public texts for specific audiences and purposes. As I have 

argued, these sites and composing practices provide pedagogical insights, which 

could be useful to the composition classroom by providing new sites for public 

writing pedagogy.  Next, I would like to make a few suggestions for possible 

approaches, providing examples of how I have approached this in my own 

classroom and merging this analytical work with practice.  

1. Instructors can design assignments that recognize and create spaces for 

students to engage issues and/or topics that matter to them, opening up the 

classroom to new publics and sites for public writing.  

 As an example, I’d like to share work done by one of my students on issues 

of representation of LGBTQ couples on television. Her work is available on the 

Digital Archive of Literacy Narratives (daln.osu.edu/handle/2374.DALN/3542); it 

demonstrates not only how students can engage effectively with chosen publics, 

but it also provides an excellent example of how online communities, like fandoms, 

can be sites of inspiration and rhetorical engagement. 

2.  Instructors can help students locate new publics and counterpublics that 

they can engage with their compositions and potentially affect change that is 

meaningful to them.  
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When introducing public writing in to the composition classrooms, students 

may be equally inclined to engage with the familiar publics and institutional 

structures they have interacted with in the past. Instructors of composition can 

explore other possibilities for composing spaces, audiences, and modes with 

students by valuing and integrating such publics and counterpublics into classroom 

conversation. Locating such publics can help students see the value the mundane 

composing activities which characterize participation in these spaces (see Weber 

and Rivers) and exploring how composing practices and rhetorical activities are 

framed within different affinity groups and communities, for different audiences, 

and for different purposes.   

3.  Encourage students to be rhetorically responsive audience members, both 

in the classroom and within the online and offline affinity groups and 

communities that they may be a part of, as a means of developing their 

identities as responsive citizens.  

 Although online communities can feature “haters” and “trolls,” supportive 

and engaged audience members can also populate them. Students can learn to 

become the sort of digital citizens and audience members who can productively 

contribute to a community and affinity group.ii This skill can be developed in the 

composition classroom, and it can benefit students in future classes, their future 
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careers, and in their online engagements beyond their time in the class. One way to 

develop this skill in the classroom is through peer review, teaching students what 

can constitute productive feedback. Situating this peer review as a means to 

develop a practical skill—responding to others in public spaces, including online 

forums—can give renewed value to a traditional classroom practice that students 

may not immediately see the benefit of while simultaneously preparing them to 

enter into communities, cultures, and societies that will shape their experiences.  

IV: Conclusions: Public Writing, Online Communities, and Rhetorical 

Education 

To prepare students to become well informed, conversant citizens, we need 

to prepare them to enter communities and spaces where they can affect change. I 

see the work I describe here—from engaging in online communities, to engaging 

in classroom communities through composing practices and rhetorical 

considerations—as a way towards achieving these goals. Engaging online 

communities and affinity groups in the classroom and valuing the mundane 

compositions and rhetorical engagements that characterize students’ everyday 

experiences as digital citizens in one way that I see we can prepare students for the 

academic, career, and social futures. Students can develop foundational rhetorical 
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skills alongside their composing skills that prepare them to consider others—the 

audiences and communities to whom they are responding.  

 Thank you all for your time and attention. 
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Notes 

																																																								
i I have used fandoms and the ASOIAF/GoT case studies as representatives of the types of communities and affinity 

groups one could explore in online spaces.  Indeed, not every student would find a community built around a 
fantasy novel series and television show to be an accessible entry point for a discussion, but one need only to 
search on sites like LiveJournal to locate affinity groups that make cover a topic of interest to a student. A quick 
search of random topics on LiveJournal, for interest, revealed LiveJournal community blogs dedicated to 
Christianity, for “mommies,” and for tattoos. No matter a student’s interest, there is likely an online community 
and/or affinity space for that subject, meaning that all students can potentially locate online publics for their 
compositions.  
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