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“And so I try to be kind to everything I see, and in everything I see, I see him.”  
— A Little Life, Hanya Yanagihara 

This dissertation is dedicated to my little sister Mallory, with whom I hope to one day share the joy of  a 
Harry Styles concert.  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Chapter 1: On Myths and Bodies 

	 On a grassy knoll outside of  Glasgow’s SSE Hydro Arena, Destiny, 18, is pondering Harry Styles’ 

corporeality. She has flown from New York City to attend five of  his UK dates on the European leg of  his 

world tour. In the process, she has had to come to terms with the fact that Styles “has a memory.” For 

Destiny, this is a sobering fact: “He lives and breathes just like anyone else… People are like, would he 

remember me? He would! He’s so good at faces, he remembers so many people.” She had experienced 

this remembering firsthand. In Manchester the week prior, Styles asked for her name from the stage, and 

wished her a happy birthday in the days to come; two nights later in London, he saw her in the front row 

and said, “You were in Manchester.” To have proof  that the person on the pedestal is a person — to see 

him and be seen back — feels a bit like de-deification: “Now, when I look at a picture of  him, I’m like, if  

he looked at me he’d be able to know who I am. He’s a person. That’s insane to me.”  

	 Indeed, later that evening in Glasgow, Harry will look at Destiny, say hello, and ask, “How’s your 

trip? Still going strong?” And two months later in California, he will recognize her one final time when he 

sees her and remembers: “Destiny! Oh yeah, you were in the UK!” This is a rare type of  fan engagement 

from a famously inaccessible pop star. Compared to his peers, Styles is inactive online, neither interactive 

with fans nor particularly communicative about himself  on social media. That Styles might recognize a 

fan like Destiny challenges the space between the celebrity-as-image and the unreachable concept of  the 

celebrity-as-person. In these moments of  recognition, his photograph becomes animated, develops 

interiority, has a memory. Harry Styles becomes real. My objective in this paper is to explore the ways in 

which fans’ collective idea of  him comes into being.  

	 For the uninitiated, Harry Styles, 24, is a singer-songwriter, actor, and member of  the massively 

popular, “on hiatus” British-Irish boyband, One Direction (1D). With fellow members Louis Tomlinson, 

Liam Payne, Niall Horan, and Zayn Malik (until his abrupt departure in 2015), Styles released five albums 

in 1D, which became the most profitable boyband in history (O’Malley Greenburg). In 2017, he released 
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his first solo album, the self-titled Harry Styles, and made his acting debut in Christopher Nolan’s Dunkirk. 

From September of  2017 to July of  2018, he performed 89 shows on his first international theater and 

arena tour, and sold nearly one million tickets around the globe (Variety 2018).  

	 This is a Wikipedia-like summary of  Styles’ work, a basic scan of  his public life viewed through 

facts and figures. But who Harry Styles is goes beyond this, for he is also a pop star of  infinitely dissectible 

proportions. In the tabloids, his love life and sexuality are fodder for the masses; he is alternately called a 

womanizer, a teen heartthrob, a queer icon, and the second coming of  David Bowie. In a meditation on 

Styles’ rock star “mythology,” Jonathan Heaf  wrote for GQ Australia, “When the rock star body is spent, it 

will be the stories, passed down through the generations like punk rock heirlooms, that will remain. It’s the 

stories that create the aura, after all” (Heaf  2018). This sentiment is applicable still to the unspent body, 

the very much alive Harry Styles. Anecdotes, facts, and hearsay make up the myth of  his public image, 

constructed like a mosaic from his own ephemera. If  it’s these stories which "create the aura,” then the 

public “Harry Styles” depends on their circulation and our connection to them. To borrow from Joan 

Didion, we tell ourselves these stories about Harry Styles in order for the idea of  him to live. 

Our Direction: Thesis & Outline 

	 This work is not about the “real” Harry Styles, but fans' collective idea of  him. It is about all of  

the identificatory processes that occur between the consumption of  his image and the projection of  our 

own onto him; it is an exploration of  why it feels so “insane” to have a star look at you and look back. The 

following research applies scholarly concepts from celebrity, fandom, and populist theory to fan practice 

and engagement with pop star Harry Styles to understand how fans derive significant, personal meaning 

from and rhetorically construct his star image. Rather than passively consume his music and image, fans 

rhetorically construct Harry Styles as a collective, popular object through identification (Cavicchi 1998; 

Fraser and Brown 2002; Click, Lee, and Holladay 2017;) and projection (Stacey 1994; Sandvoss 2005). In 

order to analyze fan reception and engagement with Styles’ celebrity, I examine existing scholarship 
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within these fields on polysemy, projection, access, identification, and celebrity as a textual object. Applied 

to my original research and interviews with 14 Styles fans, these theoretical approaches provide a 

groundwork upon which I examine how fans relate to his persona, interpret his actions, and project a full 

body of  meaning onto him. In this way, this study analyzes how fans relate to Harry Styles as a polysemic, 

identificatory text. As I ultimately argue, I believe populist theory — specifically, Ernesto Laclau’s 

articulation of  a populist leader as the embodied equivalence of  a differential public — best exemplifies 

fans’ relationship to Styles’ star image (Laclau 2002). 

	 In chapter two, I recount the methods used for this research, the relevance of  this work as a case 

study, and my own positionality as fan and researcher. In chapter three, I outline the theoretical 

background for my analysis, review existing literature on celebrity and fandom, and explore its application 

to my own research. Throughout chapters four and five, I divide my analysis into two categories: knowing 

Styles, and his popular construction. In chapter four, I explore how fans “know” Styles, and come to 

identify with his public image. Chapter four is a rhetorical analysis of  how fans understand his personality, 

distinguish between his reality and persona, and identify with their interpretation of  him. In chapter five, I 

bridge fans’ rhetorical construction of  Styles with populist theory, and explore how fans construct him as a 

popular, collective object of  the fandom. I analyze fans’ perception of  his values, vague rhetoric, and role 

as “representative” of  the fandom. To this end, I investigate how fans project onto Styles, and participate 

in the construction of  his public persona.  
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Chapter 2: Methodology  

	 In Interpreting Qualitative Data, David Silverman (2014, 69) writes that case studies provide useful 

analyses for investigating social processes, as opposed to the analysis of  individuals central to quantitative 

data. As such, this research is a case study of  Harry Styles fans, and how fans relate to objects of  fandom. 

Its aim is not merely to examine the individual fan-object relations of  selected fans, but also to examine 

the social processes of  fandom through this subset. This study relies on interview data from fourteen fans I 

interviewed between April and July of  2018 in Birmingham, Manchester, London, Dublin, and Los 

Angeles on the European and North American legs of  Styles’ world tour. Interviews were “semi-

structured,” which Noaks and Wincup  (2004, 80) characterize as depending upon rapport with 

participants, and “some probing” throughout the interview. I framed these interviews to participants as 

guided conversations, with discussion focused upon the ways fans related to and thought about Styles. 

Each interview took place before participants’ Styles concerts, and lasted between 40 minutes and one 

hour. Subjects range from 18 to 40 years old, and are from the United States, the United Kingdom, 

Germany, Ireland, Italy, Portugal, and the Philippines (Appendix).  

	 Subjects responded to an online call for participants on my personal Twitter and Tumblr accounts 

in March, and signed consent forms regarding their participation, recording, and identification in the 

dissertation. This study used theoretical sampling to identify participants, which is “a set of  procedures 

where the researcher manipulates their analysis, theory, and sampling activities interactively during the 

research process” (Mason 1996, 100). After initially conducting twelve interviews in the UK and Ireland, I 

expanded the size of  my sample to include two more fans in the United States as a result of  emerging 

factors in the process of  conducting research (Silverman 2014, 65). Specifically, increased discussion of  the 

#BlackLivesMatter movement by non-Black subjects during interviews in the UK and Ireland necessitated 

the perspective of  Black fans, whom I sought out directly via snowball sample, using the social networks of  

other participants (Silverman 2017).  
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	 As participants were self-selecting, it should be further noted that they are not wholly 

representative of  all Styles fans. The call for participants was restricted to those eighteen years or older, 

which prohibited participation from any younger members of  Styles’ fanbase. Furthermore, as I 

interviewed participants in person during select dates of  Styles’ tour, this research is limited to those who 

were financially and physically able to attend concerts in the United States, United Kingdom, or Ireland. 

While the following analysis reports on “fans’ engagement” or “Styles’ fans,” it does so not with the 

intention to reflect the engagement or beliefs of  all fans, but is instead shorthand for those subjects whom 

I interviewed. This is reflection of  the nature of  qualitative research, which is “not trying to generalize to 

populations, but to identify social processes” (Silverman 2017, 263). The intention of  this research is not 

to make claims for all fans, but rather to explore the experiences of  these fans as a means of  “expand[ing] 

and generaliz[ing] theories” (Yin 2009, 15) established in fan and celebrity studies.  

A Note on Positionality  

	 My access to and understanding of  the Harry Styles fandom is in part based on my own position 

as a member of  that community. I have personally been a fan of  Styles and 1D for several years, and have 

developed relationships with other fans in the process. Access to this community was the basis upon which 

I was able to solicit participants on Twitter, a platform on which I have gained an audience of  other fans 

over the years, and on Tumblr, where my relationships with other fans boosted this call to others. Like 

Daniel Cavicchi writes on his study of  Bruce Springsteen fans, my shared experience with Harry Styles 

fans “helped me to ask intelligent questions and to better understand their point of  view” (1998, 11). 

	 This position, of  course, is not without its own problems, and as such, is worth a brief  

commentary. The push-pull in fan studies concerning writing “as a fan” versus writing “as an academic” 

has inspired thoughtful analysis of  both, and in particular, writings on the topic by Matt Hills (2002) and 

Milly Williamson (2005) have guided my own approach. Of  academic-fans, Hills writes that the cultural 

system of  value “powerfully compels subjects to strive to work within the boundaries of  ‘good’ imagined 
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subjectivity, or face the consequences of  pathologisation” (2002, 12). But these imagined subjectivities of  

the objective scholar/emotional fan are indeed imagined, for “academics are not resolutely rational, nor are 

fans resolutely immersed” (Hills 2002, 21). The critique of  distance and objectivity inherent to “writing as 

a fan first,” however, is problematized by Williamson (2005), with whom I side on the subject that “there is 

value in attempting to understand the dynamics and logics of  phenomena,” for sometimes proximity to an 

object of  study restricts its full observation (2005, 94). At times in the course of  this study, I was forced to 

reconsider my own preconceptions of  Styles fans derived from my fandom, as well as critically examine 

my own “moral dualisms” in the other-ing of  fans (Hills 2002), and indeed, my own subjectivity as one of  

them. Ultimately, my personal fandom aided me by providing shared language and context with other 

fans throughout this work, but was only one tool among many utilized to explores its uses and 

manifestations. The next chapter’s literature review explores the bulk of  these tools, which laid the 

primary foundation for my analysis.  
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Chapter 3: Our Stars, Ourselves, and Populist Readings: A Review of  Existing Literature 
	                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

	 This dissertation draws on work from three categories of  scholarship: star studies, which 

establishes the semiotic significance of  celebrity and how people relate to stars as text; fan studies 

scholarship on identification with these stars; and populist theory, which provides a unique rhetorical angle 

for understanding the relationship between stars and their fans.  

On Stars 

	 Richard Dyer’s semiotic analysis of  celebrities lays much of  the groundwork for my analysis, as its 

starting point is the understanding of  celebrities as interpretable, “constructed personages in media 

texts” (1998, 97). When we talk about stars, Dyer posits that we primarily reference their “star image,” the 

composite of  their promotion, publicity, films (or other artistic works), criticism and commentary (1998, 

60). Although Dyer’s analysis focuses primarily on film stars, the framework is useful for understanding the 

multiple media texts which factor into the construction of  the idea of  a celebrity as an object of  

interpretation, rather than their individual, original person.  

	 In this way, for example, by referring to Harry Styles’ “star image” throughout this work, I make 

the distinction between who Styles is at home — what he personally thinks about or likes or does — and 

the publicly-consumable, textual representations of  him as a star in his music or media. The focal point of  

this project is not what Harry Styles is actually like, but rather, what fans interpret him as being, and how 

they relate to their ideas of  him. Indeed, as Ellis Cashmore wrote, “When we talk or think about 

celebrities, we are not referring to actual people, but to thoughts, concepts, or mental impressions of  those 

people” (2014, 18). The star image, then, defines the myriad sources of  a celebrity’s examinable text. It 

consolidates what we are talking about when we refer to their mirage-like impressions. 

	 Alongside this semiotic analysis, Dyer further outlines a sociological approach to the study of  

celebrities. The sociological and semiotic approaches depend upon each other, for although stars are signs, 
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they are also “social facts” (Dyer 1998, 1). Within the sociological trend, scholars approach stars first and 

foremost as social phenomena — how they are famous, why anyone cares, and what that means for us. For 

Dyer, stars embody representations of  social categories under capitalism, and thus “articulate the business 

of  being an individual” (1986, 16). As celebrities ultimately speak to the experience of  modern, individual 

identity by embodying both typical and extraordinary representations of  “being” in public, they thus 

reproduce “the overriding ideology of  the person in contemporary society” (Dyer 1986, 12). To this end, 

how we read celebrities is defined by our social and historical contexts, and informed by how we shape 

and are shaped by them. 

	 As Dyer wrote in Heavenly Bodies, “what is at stake” in the study of  stars “is the degree to which, 

and manner in which, what the star really is can be located in some inner, private, essential core” (1986, 

12). In this manner, understanding who Harry Styles “really” is and how we might access him becomes 

not only a matter of  interpreting his star image, but also defines what Dyer calls our collective “crisis as to 

what a person is” (1998, 161). A star’s image, according to Dyer, works only “according to how much it 

speaks to us in terms we can understand about things that are important to us” (1986, 14). In this sense, 

how we relate to and interpret stars reflects not only their significance in society, but also what matters to 

us and how we see ourselves. Throughout this work, Dyer’s semiotic interpretation of  stars informs how 

fans piece together Harry Styles through media texts, but also articulates the central “crisis” at the heart 

of  its analysis: fans’ identification with and construction of  Styles as a collective, popular object reflects the 

difficulties inherent to understanding the truth of  “what a person is” (Dyer 1998, 161), but also does so 

within the current socio-political context. 

	 Beyond Dyer, a wide variety of  celebrity studies scholarship has been dedicated to the ways fans 

relate to stars. Some (Gamson 1994; McCutcheon et al 2002; Rojek 2012; Tudor 1974) explore these 

relations by categorizing fans and labeling their fan practices according to the intensity of  their fandom. 

These categorizations ultimately define the bounds of  celebrity culture’s ideological implications for the 

broader public. While Joshua Gamson (2014) usefully distinguishes between various celebrity-watching 
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audiences and how fans interpret stars, Chris Rojek’s Fame Attack typifies fans by “refer[ing] to the 

neurotic, obsessional disorders that derive from celebrity culture,” from “celebrity worship syndrome” and 

“star paranoia” to narcissistic personality disorder (2012, 4-5). These attempts at categorizing people in 

relation to celebrities build off  of  the sociological tradition by attempting to answer the why and what of  

celebrity culture’s effects, but they often do so reductively, portraying fandom as “disordered” or in its 

most extreme manifestations. This categorization of  fans ultimately “others” them as psychoanalytical 

subjects, removes the “play” within fandom, and as Hills writes, “recreat[es] an academic moral dualism 

of  ‘us’ vs ‘them’” (2002, 112).  

On Fandom 

	 Rather than attempt to strictly categorize or define the Harry Styles fandom’s relationship to the 

star, this work approaches fan activity more personally by pulling from scholarship across studies of  

fandom. In particular, scholarship on parasocial interaction (Horton and Wohl 1956; Marwick and boyd 

2011; Turner 2004) and identification (Click, Lee, and Holladay 2017; Fraser and Brown 2002; Sandvoss 

2005; Stacey 1994) provide useful frameworks for understanding how fans come to know and relate to 

their fan object. Since Horton and Wohl first wrote in 1956 that mass media “give the illusion of  a face-to-

face relationship” (216), scholarship on parasocial interaction and the consequences of  the illusion of  

intimacy between stars and fans have been adapted alongside their rapidly shrinking distance online 

(Schickel 2000; Turner 2004).  

	 Of  particular note in this realm is Marwick and boyd’s work (2010; 2011) on celebrity-fan online 

interaction, which addresses how platforms like Twitter breed perceptions of  (and even occasionally 

enable real) intimacy between fans and fan objects. Although parasocial interaction is “largely imaginary 

and takes place primarily in the fan’s mind,” Marwick and boyd found that the direct line of  

communication further blurs the boundaries between celebrity-fan relationships online (2011, 148). 
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Twitter ultimately “de-pathologizes the parasocial and recontextualizes it within a medium that the 

follower may use to talk to real-life acquaintances” (Marwick and boyd 2011, 148).  

	 Ideas posed by Marwick and boyd provide a useful foundation for exploring other means of  

knowing and identifying with Styles online. As parasocial intimacy stems from a belief  that a fan knows 

the star — how they think about things, what they like, or how they would react to something, as one 

might have the innate sense of  being familiar with a close friend — it’s further a matter of  interpreting 

their star image, and identifying with one’s reading of  them. Within fan studies, scholarship on fan 

identification with stars is wide-ranging, from embodying a star’s aesthetic (Stacey 1994; Fiske 1989), to 

taking on their politics or values (Click, Lee, and Holladay 2017; Fraser and Brown 2002). In their analysis 

of  Elvis Presley fans, Fraser and Brown defined identification as when people “reconstruct their own 

attitudes, values, or behaviors in response to the images of  people they admire, real and imagined, both 

through personal and mediated relationships” (2002, 187). Throughout this analysis, this understanding 

of  identification grounds how fans interact with the idea of  Harry Styles as a mediated text and 

identificatory object. 

	 Within analyses of  intimacy and identification, several scholars center fans’ personal role in star 

interpretation (Dyer 1998; Klein 1946; Rodman 1996, Sandvoss 2005, Tudor 1974). Beyond the 

ideological contexts within which stars signify (Dyer 1998), fans’ own personal characteristics and traits 

further contribute to our readings of  celebrities. In research on female cinemagoers of  the 1940s, Jackie 

Stacey explored fan projection onto movie stars, which created an “emotional bond between fan and star” 

(Sandvoss 2005, 80; Stacey 1994). Like identification in reverse, this projection is the externalization of  

one’s own values onto the star, which reinforces fan-object connection and ties one’s sense of  self  to their 

image. 

	 This is the subject of  Cornel Sandvoss’ Fans: The Mirror of  Consumption, which crucially provides 

this work’s understanding of  fandom “as a mirror” (2005). Within fan studies, scholars have alternately 

defined fandom as an act of  resistance (Bacon-Smith 1992; Lewis 1992; Fiske 1986, 1992; Jenkins 1992), 
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and one fueled by consumption, constructive of  identity but situated within the dominant culture 

(Cavicchi 1998; Sandvoss 2005; Williamson 2005). The mutual exclusivity of  consumption and resistance, 

however, fails to pin down the complexity of  fandom; as Hills writes, “any academic approach to fandom 

which favours one side of  this contradiction inevitably falsifies the fan experience,” for fans can be 

“commodity-completists” while simultaneously holding “anti-commercial beliefs or ‘ideologies’” (Hills 

2002, 19). Further, this study is less interested in the uses or disfunction of  this binary than it is in the 

particular identificatory and constructive ways through which fans relate to Styles, the means of  which are 

ultimately both consumptive and resistant, affirmational and transformative. Throughout this work, 

however, I utilize Sandvoss’ understanding of  fandom’s mirror-like functions to characterize the 

consumptive practices of  fans, through which a “self-reflective relationship between fan and object of  

fandom” allows for polysemic interpretations of  the pop star (2005, 126).  

	 On the topic of  polysemy, we return to Dyer’s analysis, which stresses a multiplicity of  meaning in 

star interpretation. Stars do not signify in a singular manner, but rather consist of  “multiple but finite” 

interpretations, bound by how “various elements of  signification may reinforce one another” [emphasis 

author’s] (Dyer 1998, 63). Dyer calls this “structured polysemy,” the unstructured version of  which was 

first established in John Fiske’s analysis that television “must be an open text (Eco 1979) that allows the 

various subcultures to generate meaning from it that meets the needs of  their own subcultural 

identity” (1986, 392).  

	 If  celebrities are interpretable texts, then the inclusion of  ourselves within them reconstructs the 

content of  the text we read. For Sandvoss (2005), this is how fandom is a mirror of  consumption, one in 

which our identities are reflected and integrated into the content we consume and to which we become 

attached. Further, Sandvoss posits the more that fan texts function as a mirror, the greater number of  

interpretations which follow — If  I project myself  onto Harry Styles, as do you and your friends, then he 

is polysemically interpretable as a reflection of  as many people as are projecting themselves onto him. Our 

own values, when projected, become part of  the star image as we interpret it; the greater the distance 
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between us and the fan object, the more we are able to project (Sandvoss 2005, 139). Referencing Gilbert 

Rodman’s work on the posthumous myth-making of  Elvis Presley, Sandvoss explores the significance of  

“textual gaps and spaces of  negotiation” in our understanding of  the fan object (Rodman 1996; Sandvoss 

2005, 142). According to Sandvoss,  

	 It is precisely these semiotic ambiguities and challenges that are lacking when the fan of  a sports 	
	 team can so easily project his values and beliefs on to the team, when the Bruce Springsteen fan 	
	 finds her own philosophy readily represented in Springsteen’s songs, or when the fan of  Star Wars 
	 finds no difficulty relating the fan text to his own military career and aspirations. (2005, 143).  

To this end, star images become less rigidly interpretable (i.e. more polysemic) the greater the fan-star 

distance, and as more fans identify with and project their own qualities onto them. 

	 As a result of  this increasing polysemy, Sandvoss makes a brief  argument for neutrosemy, or “the 

semiotic condition in which a text allows for so many divergent readings that, intersubjectively, it does not 

have any meanings at all” (2005,126). Although Sandvoss ultimately admits that neutrosemy is 

theoretically impossible, the implication of  limitlessness actually equating to a void of  meaning is central 

to this analysis. Throughout this work, scholarship on structured polysemy, textual boundaries, and 

neutrosemy provide ways of  understanding how Harry Styles fans interpret him, both within their 

difference and in similarity. As star images are “embodiments of  the social categories in which people are 

placed and through which they have to make sense of  their lives” (Dyer 1986, 16), the various ways which 

we interpret them are not only defined by our contexts, but further reflective of  ourselves. If  celebrities 

might be interpreted to the point of  being so emptied of  meaning as to “take on a mirror-like function,” 

this shifts the source of  interpretation away from star images, and towards us (Sandvoss 2005, 127). From 

this point, projection of  the self  upon the voided, “empty signifier” allows for this work’s connection to 

populist analysis.  
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On Populism 

	 Ernesto Laclau’s On Populist Reason (2002) is first and foremost a work of  political theory, intended 

for application to popular movements and identities. In his work, Laclau makes the case for an 

understanding of  populism as an ideologically-untethered, rhetorically-constructed unification of  a 

collective through identification with an empty signifier. This means that populism is not inherently right-

wing or left, but rather a form in which the identity of  a public — a “people” — emerges and becomes 

unified among its difference through an equivalential leader. 

	 Insomuch as these identities are “social (that is, discursive)” Laclau’s analysis is further applicable 

to fandom (2002, 80). As this work explores how fans relate to Harry Styles through discursive processes 

of  interpretation and identification, I argue that they mimic “the people,” and Harry Styles, the popular 

representative upon which they project their demands. According to Laclau, popular identity is 

constituted at “the meeting point of  difference and equivalence” (2002, 80), and “needs to be condensed 

around some signifiers (words, images) which refer to the equivalential chain as a totality” (2002, 96). The 

equivalence of  the people through projection and identification is “precisely what subverts difference” and 

unites the collective (Laclau 2002, 70.) 

	 While I found that Styles’ fans may interpret or identify with him differently, his singularity 

subsumes their difference through an “equivalential chain” of  signifiers (Laclau 2002, 96). That is to say, 

for example, all of  our different versions of  “Harry” — the “narcissist,” the “mystery,” the “sensitive 

dork” — collapse into the singular person of  Harry Styles; his fandom is a collection of  individual fans of  

“Harry,” through which “equivalential logic leads to singularity, and singularity to identification of  the 

unity of  the group with the name of  the leader” (Laclau 2002, 100).  

	  Laclau’s theory informs this work by providing an end for the means (identification, 

interpretation) explored in the above scholarship. As fans come to know Styles through his star image 

(Dyer 1998), interpret (Dyer 1986; Sandvoss 2005), and identify with him (Cavicchi 1998; Fraser and 
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Brown 2002; Sandvoss 2005), they ultimately construct him as a collective popular object of  the fandom, 

which represents and embodies their values. Populism, Laclau writes, is the 

terrain of  a primary undecidability between the hegemonic function of  the empty signifier and 
the equivalence of  particularistic demands. There is a tension between the two, but this tension is 
none other than the space of  constitution of  a ‘people’ (2002, 163).  

To the extent that fandom might be understood as either an ideologically-influenced consumptive strategy 

through which people construct their identities, or as a resistant process of  challenging and reworking 

mediated forms of  hegemonic culture, I posit that it is not totally unlike this definition of  populism, or at 

the very least, a close-enough comparison to warrant investigation.  

	 The following chapters apply the above literature to my original research within the Harry Styles 

fandom. My analysis contributes to this body of  scholarship by providing a case study for fan identification 

and interpretation, and provides a unique, populist lens through which to view fandom. Additionally, 

through this case, this paper will interrogate the limits of  its scholarship as well as expand its bounds.  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Chapter 4: To Know Him 

	 “There’s one thing I always have to keep telling people,” Aman, 22, explains. “You don’t know 

Harry Styles. You know Harry Styles, the musician. You don’t know how he is.” This “you” Aman speaks to 

is a figurative audience, but it’s also the public of  this dissertation — we, fans, readers, do not truly know 

“how he is,” the suggested “in real life” that might follow left unsaid but understood. This “he” Aman 

speaks of  is also figurative, an unknowable, distinct entity separate from Harry Styles, the celebrity. 

Distinguishing the private, off-stage person from the public performer provided a central theme across all 

14 interviews. As Destiny so directly phrased it: “We don’t know shit about him.”  

	 But whether they stem from a basic interest in the goings-on of  celebrities’ public lives, or a 

deeper identification with their circumstances and values, fan-celebrity relationships rely upon a basic 

understanding of  who stars are, what they like, or what they believe. And although each fan interviewed 

for this work expressed a sense of  not truly “knowing” Styles, each still spoke of  Harry with a personal, 

familiar kind of  certainty: He is “accepting” (Elham), “fair” (Laura), “sensitive” (Arianna, May), and “likes 

the attention” (Bruna). “He is not,” says May, 24, “the type of  person to be like, oh, lads, let’s go out.” 

How fans construct Styles’ personality and grapple with the distance between their belief  and his reality is 

the subject of  this chapter. If, as the old adage goes, “to know him is to love him,” then what does it mean 

to love the idea of  Harry Styles? Who do fans think he is, and how do they relate to him?  

	 Throughout this chapter, I explore the space between what fans do and don’t know about Styles 

through fan discussion of  his personality and values. Using Dyer’s “star image” (1998) as the basis for fans’ 

engagement with his public person, I unpack the distinctions made by fans between the various “versions” 

of  Styles, and analyze the sources used for their understanding of  him. Polysemic readings of  Styles and 

his actions ultimately allow fans to identify with him based on their own interpretation. As fans work to 

piece together who Styles is in interviews, on stage, and in his music, they further identify with and find 

emotional support in his most admired qualities.  
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Piecing Him Together 

	 While a standard biography might communicate what Styles has done, understanding who or 

“how he is” necessitates a wider range of  interpretation and engagement. This most clearly manifests 

rhetorically, in words fans use to speak about him or describe him. Among fans interviewed, 

understanding of  Styles is oriented around descriptors of  his personality. To Arianna and Sophia, he is 

“flamboyant.” He is “loving” (Melodi), “cunning” (Debbie), “mysterious” (Johanna), and 

“humble” (Laura). In the same breath, Erinn calls him both “a beautiful soul” and “the actual devil.” To 

the extent that the celebrity image — the personality, the person as we can know them from such a distance 

— is constructed rhetorically, a first entry point for Harry Styles’ analysis is looking at the way those who 

love him most publicly come to know him, and the sources they use to understand him. 

	 “Every image, each one of  us has of  him, it’s the little bits that he shows,” Bruna, 21, explains. 

“So say that I think he’s a narcissist, or I think he’s kind. It’s because that’s what I’ve seen him be.” 

Though having “seen him be” a certain way is a simple enough explanation, exactly where fans see Styles 

embody these traits matters just as much as what they see. To this end, the sources of  fans’ beliefs about 

Styles are best understood through Dyer’s “star images,” or “constructed personages in media text” which 

“bear many of  the hallmarks of  novelistic character” (1998, 97). By this, we can understand the star image 

as the composite reflection of  a celebrity’s public self. Like fictional characters, these star images allow for 

interpretation, analysis, and identification from afar. Among Styles’ fans, texts used to construct his star 

image consist of  Dyer’s own “promotion, publicity, films, and criticisms and commentaries” (1998, 60), 

but also incorporate more modern content derived from the holistic nature of  the pop star’s fame.	 

	 Within the realm of  public content, fans repeatedly cite junket interviews and print profiles (his 

Rolling Stone and Another Man magazine covers, in particular) as sources for their understanding of  Styles. 

For Sanj, 21, interviews in which Styles directly speaks about “what he likes and dislikes, or what he does 

and doesn’t do” play the most explicit role in his construction. Referencing a radio interview in which 

Styles noted how he liked his coffee, Sanj explained, “things like that stick with me… We feel like we 
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wanna know him, and these are the things that make you know a person.” This is ultimately how the star 

image constructs a composite celebrity through mediated content: Beyond merely portraying their 

physical image, promotional content communicates small facts (i.e. favorite color, favorite movie, celebrity 

crush) which contribute to the mosaic of  a star’s persona. If  stars are “constructed personages in text,” 

then these pieces of  trivia are the content of  their construction (Dyer 1998, 97).  

	 Just as these direct-from-the-source tidbits contribute to the composite of  his personality, so too 

does Styles’ music, which functions as the closest equivalent to Dyer’s star image’s “films,” i.e. the artistic 

product of  the star. For Johanna, 21, listening to Styles sing his own lyrics provides a small means of  

connection to his inner-life. “You can’t help but feel like, if  he wrote these lyrics and these songs, he’s 

telling us about moments in his life, or memories and things like that,” she explains. “I hear these songs… 

and I attribute that to his personality.” What he shares of  himself  — whether in interviews, or in his music 

— contributes to our conceptualization of  his self  akin to Dyer’s “novelistic character” (1998, 97), a two-

dimensional figure understood solely through a mediated series of  facts and actions. 

	 But likes and dislikes do not a person make, and fans know this. Grappling with this knowledge 

while remaining aware of  the distance between Styles and his fans provided a central challenge for many 

interviewed. As Hannah explained:  

I feel like I know him fairly well, but I don’t know him at all really. I feel like I put together bits of  
information from him, but it’s not really who he is… You have all this information of  someone, 
but it’s not really a full picture of  who they are. 

Hannah’s articulation of  not truly knowing Styles complicates the limits of  fans’ interaction with Dyer’s 

star image. Although we may interact with Styles as a “constructed personage” (Dyer 1998, 97), she 

recognizes that he is also a person, with whom intimacy is restricted or imaginary (Rojek 2001, 52). Fan 

attempts to piece him together from these “bits of  information” are also unreliable. Of  Styles’ lyrics as a 

primary source, Johanna remarked, “I can’t be sure that I’m interpreting them right.”  

	 Styles agrees. Although Styles told The Sunday Times that his songs were “more about [him] than 

anyone else” (Murison 2017), he’s also negated “right” interpretations, noting in one interview that “the 
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best thing about music is everyone can take away different things from stuff  and… there’s not really a 

wrong answer” (Stutz 2017). This is structured polysemy in action, a limited but multi-interpretable form 

of  communication through which Styles’ self-described “stories, things that happened to [him]” (Crowe 

2017) become “open to different interpretations and to different meanings, constructed in the process of  

reading and by different readers” (Sandvoss 2005, 124). Between Hannah’s negation of  knowledge-as-

intimacy and the polysemy of  Styles’ lyrics, understanding who Harry Styles is becomes alternately 

derived of  content, or overcome by possibilities. 

	 Central to constructing Styles more three-dimensionally, then, is an understanding of  him beyond 

the mediated confines of  “promotion, publicity, [music] and criticism and commentaries” (Dyer 1998, 70). 

Indeed, while the subjects of  Dyer’s work were film stars, distinguished by the on/off-screen nature of  

their fame in mid-20th-century America, Styles is a millennial pop star, famous not alone for the music he 

makes, but also for being himself. As a result, social media, word-of-mouth, and in-person engagement with 

Styles all further shape the way fans perceive and relate to him. Though Bruna admits that “on social 

media, he’s not really that accessible,” information about Styles disseminated through others online 

provides secondary source material for fans who follow him closely. From “videos of  when he’s meeting 

fans” (Aman), to anecdotes recounted from his family on Twitter (Sanj), fragments of  the musician shared 

online contribute to fans’ understanding of  his person.  

	 This use of  social media as a source for fan knowledge is distinct from established work on Twitter 

as a site of  performed intimacy, wherein celebrities “creat[e] the illusion of  first-person glimpses into their 

lives” by posting personal content (Marwick and boyd 2011, 148). Since such information comes from 

sources other than Styles himself  — people who have met Harry, or a stealth photo of  him taken on the 

street — it does not facilitate inauthentic feelings of  intimacy, but instead relates a seemingly more 

organic, authentic understanding of  his person outside of  his constructed image. This is akin to Dyer’s 

understanding of  star authenticity, “with the referent of  truthfulness not being falsifiable statements, but 

the person’s ‘person.’” (1991, 133). Styles’ social media accounts could be run by a team of  managers, fans 
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note, but a fan photo posted on Twitter of  Harry Styles having lunch in a cafe, for example, is verified in 

real time by his presence.  

	 Similarly, Styles’ “previous behavior” most informs Erinn’s understanding of  him, whose actions 

as they’re documented on social media breed a sense of  predictability. “We all know that he has a gig 

tonight,” Erinn explains in Manchester, “so we know he’ll be in the gym at some point today, because 

someone’ll be taking a sneaky photo of  him on a treadmill.” Like Sophia’s assertion that Styles is “more 

predictable than any of  the other [members of  1D],” Erinn’s note about “previous behavior” relates to 

Sandvoss’ (2005, 131) “textual boundaries” and Dyer’s (1998, 63) “structured polysemy.” Fans’ readings of  

who Styles is (or what he’s doing) are potentially infinite, but ultimately bound by a horizon of  

expectations which reinforces certain elements of  his signification. That is to say, finding out that Harry is 

at the gym aligns with and reinforces Erinn’s reading of  him in a way that something “out of  character” 

or unprecedented wouldn’t. The seemingly round-the-clock potential for information online fuels a more 

holistic and organic “piecing together” of  Styles’ personality, his likes and dislikes. Perhaps even more so 

than print, these word-of-mouth or photographed encounters are prioritized by fans as more authentic 

depictions of  Styles, unmotivated as they may be by profit or promotion.  

	 Indeed, contrary to Dyer’s composite star image, some fans actively express skepticism of  certain 

mediums in their construction of  Styles. While Debbie, 25, cites Styles’ “Behind the Album” Apple Music 

documentary as a source for her understanding of  him, she’s also quick to admit that she knows she’s 

“buying into all the marketing and PR stuff.” For those who distrust mediated performances to 

communicate the “real” self, the produced nature of  official, promotional content makes for troubling 

source material. As Debbie notes,  

I believe he genuinely means those things [in the documentary,] but it’s also what his team wants 
me to hear, and wants to put out there. It would have been easier if  you could just be like, well, 
this is coming from his team so it’s not true, but that’s not how it works. I think you should be 
aware of  that. 

!23



Debbie’s belief  that it would be “easier” to discount promotional content further highlights fans’ 

negotiation between the on and off-stage Styles. That there is a true self  to be uncovered beneath a 

promoted image — produced by “his team” or otherwise — demonstrates the analysis central to fans for 

understanding the “real” Harry Styles. Sanj says she doesn’t read The Daily Mail or The Sun, and only 

trusts “official” sources “like Billboard and Rolling Stone” to authentically depict him. Statements like these 

depict the musician as a polysemic text, as fans pick and choose what sources for his constructions are 

applicable or discounted. Like Sandvoss’ “reader,” who “cuts his or her own text out of  all available signs 

and information like a figure out of  a seemingly endless sheet of  paper,” fans rely upon more discerning 

methods for Styles’ interpretation than Bruna’s earlier assertion of  knowing him through simply “see[ing] 

him be” (Sandvoss 2005, 132). In this sense, the composite person of  “Harry” for fans is “a textual hybrid, 

a meta or super-text composed of  many textual episodes whose boundaries are defined by the fan him- or 

herself ” (Sandvoss 2005, 132). Who Harry Styles is relies not solely upon what he says or does in print, 

online, or other media, but also within the interpretive schema of  fans.  

Access 

	 While fans “know” what Styles likes or dislikes, does or doesn’t do through various mediated 

content, interpretation of  his personality stems from access to his “real” person. For many fans, such 

access primarily occurs on tour, where the pop star and the organic, off-the-cuff  person merge; on tour, he 

is simultaneously unmediated and performative (and indeed, literally performing for a paid audience). 

According to Sophia, this is where Harry is his most “cheeky” self. “Tour is the best part,” Bruna agrees, 

“because it’s the most access you’ll ever have to him.” Fans speak of  this kind of  access in reference to the 

bounds of  their mental construction. While fans describe knowing Styles through his star image and 

various extensions of  his person online, they also express complex understandings of  their limitations. And 

like Aman first noted, the distinction between Harry, the musician, and Harry, the off-stage person, figures 

prominently in how fans characterize their relationship with Styles. As Melodi notes, “stage Harry” and 
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“real Harry” are “literally two different people.” As fans only ever have limited, mediated access to the 

former, the latter remains an “open text” for interpretation.  

	 Those aspects of  Styles which we cannot see — Harry at home, Harry “the real person” — 

represent gaps in fans’ rhetorical construction. This inaccessible self  is a textual blank, “an empty space 

which both provokes and guides the ideational activity” (Iser 1978, 195). While this duality is intrinsic to 

the nature of  celebrity, some fans grapple with this inaccessibility by justifying its existence, and 

characterize it as a desire for privacy. While Laura views Harry as “a very private person,” who “doesn’t 

trust people as easily anymore” after years in the public eye, Debbie notes, “like he said in the ‘Behind the 

Album’ documentary, he enjoys the idea of  people not knowing everything about him.” In this way, 

Debbie and Laura characterize the duality of  his celebrity via ephemera of  his star image, using content 

they have access to to understand that which they don’t.  

	 This off-stage version of  Styles is so inaccessible as to be deemed “out of  character,” for Destiny. 

When asked what he could do that would make her think, “that’s not Harry,” she responded that images 

of  Styles “sitting with his family in sweats… or just hanging out with his friends” felt disassociated from 

her understanding of  him, “because I don’t think he’s putting on an act. He’s just being Harry Styles.” As 

fame and performativity characterize Destiny’s relationship to Styles, the mundanities of  his off-stage life 

breach the “textual boundaries” of  her fandom (Sandvoss 2005, 131). These banalities are so inaccessible 

an idea as to be entirely counter to his person, like the Fleetwood Mac fan recounted in Rodman (1996, 

15) who was so surprised by Stevie Nicks’ “worn” physical appearance on a talk show that his “reading 

and appropriation of  Stevie Nicks as his fan object no longer matche[d] the text he [was] confronted 

with,” (Sandvoss 2005, 131). While Debbie and Laura engage with Styles’ off-stage reality by justifying its 

existence, Destiny’s negotiation with his reality highlights the interpretive difficulty of  Iser’s “empty space” 

(1978, 195). Who is Harry Styles when fans aren’t watching? 

	 On tour, Styles’ presence sets the stage for existential reckoning — This is where our constructions 

bounce up against a body, where we confront the person who goes on being Harry Styles long after the 
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lights dim and we stop looking at him. For Dyer, this sense of  the star being “carried in the person” who 

exists off-camera is the very definition of  celebrity, the magic of  which is found in the referent connecting 

these two states of  being (1991, 135). Even seeing Styles on stage where he is presumably most “in 

character” necessitates a coming to terms with his reality: “Seeing a picture of  him, I’m like, that’s just a 

picture,” Destiny says. “But to be front row at a concert and see his eyes, to see him look around and see 

his facial expressions. To see his skin. That’s a person.” To know Harry Styles, then, is perhaps in part to 

grapple with his star image. But for those fans for whom the distance is the thing, for whom “stars are a 

particular instance of  the supposed relation between a photograph and its referent,” it’s also a matter of  

negotiating that relation, of  “see[ing] his skin” and interpreting all of  the things in between (Dyer 1991, 

135). As Styles becomes a popular text for our interpretation, the question of  who he is is not only a matter 

of  what content fans include or discount in their readings of  him, but also of  how they might center 

themselves in the process. 

Identification 

	 Loving Harry Styles is not only a matter of  knowing him, but also of  seeing oneself  within him. 

As fans come to know Styles on tour, online, and in his music, the depth of  their understanding 

encourages identification with his most desirable or relatable qualities. Whether offhandedly remarking 

that he reminds them of  their friends, or detailing the ways in which he has helped them through 

challenging times, fans repeatedly reify Styles — or the idea of  him — as an identificatory figure in their 

real lives. As a result, some fans express a desire to take on Styles’ values, and adopt his most positive traits.  

To Make Him Real  

	 Though fans are quick to acknowledge the distance between the “real” Styles and their own 

“mental impressions” (Cashmore 2014, 18), those qualities which they associate with him often transcend 

the boundaries of  his construction and manifest in their real lives. Identifying traits of  Styles’ within 

themselves or others close to them breeds a form of  intimacy derived not from parasocial online 
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interaction, but from an empathetic interpretation of  Styles’ self, pieced together from an array of  

mediated sources. Insomuch as this identification is gleaned through interpretation of  his person, it is 

inherently projective. That is to say, as fans identify with his public image, they are further identifying with 

their own interpretation of  his person, projected in between the “textual gaps” (Sandvoss 2005, 142) and 

“empty space” (Iser 1978, 195) of  our understanding.  

	 To the extent that identification might be more simply understood as relating to another, it further 

falls within Dyer’s sociological understanding of  stars as representative of  “the business of  being an 

individual” (Dyer 1986, 16). Styles’ status as person-in-public allows us to view a particular way of  being 

in the world, to see what it might look like to be white and male, young and rich, handsome and talented. 

Combined with the empathy intrinsic to fans’ knowledge, understanding, and presumed intimacy, 

identification with his circumstances can become, at its most basic level, a matter of  putting oneself  in his 

shoes.  

	 For Erinn, this manifests in understanding her own experience at his age, and how time has 

shaped her sense of  self. When asked how Styles has evolved over the last eight years in the public eye, 

Erinn responds, 

I’m not sure he even knows himself  as this point… I mean, I’m 37. It’s only since I’ve turned 30, 
really, that I’ve had any concept or clue of  who I actually am. So I think Harry’s still kind of  
figuring it all out. And he’s had to do a lot of  the figuring it all out in public, with massive scrutiny 
of  millions of  people all over the world.  

Such rhetoric bases Erinn’s identification with Styles in a shared experience (i.e. being young, a common 

denominator among most, regardless of  status). The equalizing factor of  youth further functions as a 

control, a means of  highlighting the similarities and differences across circumstances. For Debbie, 

realizing she was “roughly the same age” as Styles when she first found 1D in 2013 “really helped [her] 

becoming a fan.” While Debbie was at university, seeing how he “was living this crazy life and handling it 

very well… [was] just really cool to see someone go through.” In this way, identification with Styles 

becomes a means of  navigating ones’ own shared experiences. If  “we love [stars] because they represent 
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how we think that experience is or how it would be lovely to feel that it is,” then identification with Styles 

in part functions as a means of  relating to what it might be like to be him (Dyer 1986, 15). It’s a 

humanizing practice in an otherwise deconstructive, theoretical engagement with his celebrity. Comparing 

one’s circumstances to Harry Styles makes him a bit more three-dimensional. 

	 Online, social media enable parasocial relationships, wherein candor and potential access enable a 

kind of  imaginary friendship between fans and celebrities (Marwick and boyd, 2011). While Styles’ 

general absence from social media negates any direct application of  such presumed intimacy, qualities of  

his derived from his textual construction often translate into a different kind of  “friendship.” For several 

participants, this instead manifests in the belief  that they could be friends with him, or identify certain 

qualities of  his in the friends they do have. When asked why Styles was her favorite member of  1D, Bruna 

responded, “he was always the one I was most drawn to, because a lot of  people I get along with have 

[his] persona.” So too does Aman admit that she looks up to Styles, “not in a, ‘king of  my world,’ kind of  

way,” but because he “seems like one of  [her] friends.” Fans seeing traits of  Styles’ within those they’re 

closest to reifies the idea of  him, and grounds their identification in reality: Their Harry may be nothing 

more than a “mental impression,” but their friends are real people they know and understand. That Styles 

might share traits with these friends — interpreted from a series of  mediated objects or otherwise — 

further grounds the idea of  him in something (or someone) tangible.  

“Just stop your crying”: On Support  

	 According to Chris Rojek, “vicarious engagement with the make-believe adventures of  heroic 

stars provides escape from the non-heroic humdrum,” wherein the elevated status of  celebrity presents a 

more interesting terrain upon which to live out the banality of  everyday life (2012, 107). And indeed, for 

many fans, Styles and his music provide this means of  escape. For Erinn, Styles’ album is her “happy 

place,” a safe haven “if  the day’s getting ridiculous.” Reading fanfiction about Harry and 1D after a long 

day at work, according to Hannah, “is like closing the door on [her] real life, and it’s definitely escapism.” 

This is fandom as distraction, through which consumption of  the fan object serves as an external form of  
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support. But insomuch as fandom might function as a mirror, an identificatory space where Sandvoss 

writes that the fan object “is intrinsically interwoven with our sense of  self, with who we are, would like to 

be, and think we are” (2005, 96), support found in the fan object manifests not only as an external escape, 

but also as an internalization of  its best or most desired qualities (Cavicchi 1998; Fraser and Brown 2002).  

	 Styles fans take on his qualities in a similar manner to what Fraser and Brown found of  Elvis fans, 

wherein they “tried to adopt the positive attributes of  Elvis… and apply them to their own lives” (2002, 

200). Just as fans of  Elvis wished to reflect “his love and respect for his parents, his politeness, [and] his 

generosity,” so too do Styles’ fans articulate a desire to embody certain traits and values, from confidence 

to self-love and kindness (Ibid). Sanj, Sophia, Bruna, and Laura all noted that Styles’ stylistic evolution has 

given them confidence to branch out of  their comfort zones, and served as inspiration for their own 

fashion choices. This process of  adopting Styles’ attributes ultimately stems from identification. As Bruna 

explained, “seeing him being comfortable with certain things, you’re kind of  like, if  he can do it, I can do 

it as well. It’s not like we’re that much different… There’s nothing that can stop me.” In the same way that 

Fraser and Brown believed identification with Elvis among his impersonators was “a means to an end, and 

not an end in itself,” fans’ identification with and internalization of  Styles’ admired qualities similarly 

functions as a source of  personal support (2002, 197).  

	 On stage in San Jose, Styles read aloud a sign made by a fan named Grace which read, “I’m 

gonna come out to my parents because of  you!” Similar interactions occurred across the US, as queer fans 

repeatedly credited Styles with a role in their coming out. This sentiment was echoed by queer 

participants in interviews, who alternately attribute some part of  their own self  realization to Styles or the 

community built around him: Debbie “figure[d] out [she] was bisexual by being in the fandom,” and 

Laura “realized [she] didn’t need a label” for her sexuality when Styles told The Sun that he “never felt the 

need” to apply one to himself  (Wootton 2017). While Styles makes his concerts LGBTQ+ safe spaces by 

waving pride flags and encouraging all present to “be whoever you want to be in this room” (Khan 2017), 
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queer fans further noted feeling supported by him as a result of  their own identification. For Destiny, 

Styles’ comment about not needing a label was the “biggest thing ever.” 

When he said that, I was like, that’s me. I felt that. And the fact that he actually said it is huge, 
because he doesn’t say anything. They were like, are you straight? And he was like, I’ve never felt 
the need to put a label on it. I was like, that’s amazing. I had never heard someone say that 
before… I’ve never related to something so much. I was like wow, that’s awesome. That’s my baby.  

	 This is not fan-celebrity identification in the sense that Fraser and Brown outlined in their study 

of  Elvis fans, because sexuality isn’t an attribute one can adopt from another person, like “respect” or 

“generosity” (2002, 200). Nor is it aspirational identification in the way that Cavicchi writes of  Bruce 

Springsteen fans “holding ‘ideal’ or ‘potential’ selves in their minds as a way to guide their actions” (1998, 

140). Rather, Destiny’s identification with Styles strengthens empathetic ties to him based on qualities of  

her own. This reflects Sandvoss’ understanding of  fandom as an identificatory form of  self-reflection, 

wherein “the object of  fandom… is not so much a textual possession; nor does it only define the self. It is 

part of  the fan’s (sense of) self ” (2005, 101). Beyond interpreting Styles as a “constructed personage” (Dyer 

1998, 97), or redefining the self  based off  of  adopted characteristics (Fraser and Brown 2002), fans locate 

traits of  theirs within Styles himself. 

Summary	  

	 Fans construct Harry Styles through series of  promoted, public, or presumed pieces of  

information about his person. Like a textual object for parsing, they interpret “who he is” and isn’t, and 

empathize with their idea of  him. Such perceived understanding among fans breeds identification with his 

attributes, through which fans find escape, confidence, comfort, and community. Fans’ identification with 

Styles reflects Cornel Sandvoss’ construction of  fandom as a mirror, in which “the object of  fandom… is 

intrinsically interwoven with our sense of  self ” (2005, 97). What happens when fans navigate multiple 

meanings and understandings of  their fan object, and alternately see themselves within it, is the subject of  

the next chapter. 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Chapter 5: To Create Him  

	 When Yann Barthès, host of  French talk show Quotidien, asked Styles about his thoughts on Brexit 

in April of  2017, the singer demurred, replying, “I don’t really comment on politics. To me, anything that 

brings people together is better than things that pull people apart” (Couriol 2017). Barthès continued, 

citing Styles’ repeated and public support of  the LGBTQ+ community, but he eschewed any political 

implications: “That doesn’t feel like politics to me. I think stuff  like equality feels much more 

fundamental” (Ibid). Styles repeated this sentiment in Rolling Stone when he defined equal rights “for 

everyone, all races, sexes, everything” as “fundamentals.” (Crowe 2017). While he eventually admitted to 

the Sunday Times that he was “probably going to vote for whoever is against Brexit,” his rationale — that 

“the world should be more about being together and being better together and joining together” — 

retained the ambiguity of  his party line (Murison 2017).  

	 Rhetorically, these statements are Politics Lite. “Togetherness” and “equality” are edgeless, 

uncontroversial signifiers of  a liberal-leaning position, which evoke the same kind of  polite sentiment as 

Styles’ slogan, “Treat People With Kindness.” But although Styles is reticent to associate his values with 

“politics,” his fans made his shows political spaces (Garland 2017; Leszkiewicz 2017). Around the world 

on tour, fans brought LGBTQ+ pride flags and #BlackLivesMatter signs with the intent to not only affirm 

their own identities within the “safe space” of  his concerts (Khan 2017), but also to receive recognition 

and support from Styles himself. 

Building a Pop(ulist) Star 

	 This chapter’s focus lies in how fans construct Styles as a collective, popular object of  fandom. As 

fans first come to know and identify with Styles through the means explored in chapter four, we now 

examine how fans use this identification as a stepping stone for his popular construction and politicization. 

To this end, I argue that fans’ relationship to Styles is similar to that of  Ernesto Laclau’s “the people” and 
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the populist leader, who unites the differences among them through an equivalential chain of  signification 

(Laclau 2002). In this chapter, I apply Laclau’s populist theory to projection, the rhetorical “emptiness” of  

Styles’ signifier, and fans’ differential interpretations of  him to position Styles as a popular unifier. Then, I 

explore politics and representation within the fandom to analyze the ways in which fans relate to him as a 

value-based representative of  the collective. As fans identify with and come to know “Harry Styles,” their 

collective construction of  who he is ultimately positions the singer not only as a productive fan object, but as 

a representative embodiment of  the fandom. 

Filling the Void: On Emptiness, Projection, and Difference 
	  
	 In a review of  Styles’ October 2017 London gig, Emma Garland wrote for Noisey, “Harry Styles is 

a faithful disciple of  silence” (Garland 2017). The following spring, Erinn echoed this sentiment in our 

interview when she called him “an evasive bugger when it comes to answering questions.” Combined with 

his “controlled” presence on social media (Arianna), Styles’ public reputation for mystery verges on 

blankness. Although Styles has said that he’s “not… trying to be this ‘mysterious character,’” his silence 

contributes to fans’ engagement with him as an empty signifier (Crowe 2017). Fans construct Styles as a 

Laclauian popular object by projecting into the void within and uniting around their different 

interpretations of  his signification.   

	 Laclau defines an “empty signifier” as “a place, within the system of  signification, which is 

constitutively irrepresentable; in that sense it remains empty, but this is an emptiness which I can signify, 

because we are dealing with a void within signification” (2002, 105). To the extent that we might 

understand Styles as this empty signifier, it’s in how he signifies himself  while simultaneously constructing a 

void which fans might project onto. This is not to say that Styles himself  is empty, but rather that he 

signifies emptily. That which he communicates — kindness, niceness — is devoid enough of  hard content 

or meaning as to be multi-interpretable. According to Hannah,  

Everything he puts out there is quite bland. You can kind of  put a lot of  your personality on to 
how you feel he would be. In my head, he could come round to my house, I could make him tea, 
it would be nice, we could be friends together. And I feel like that because there’s a lot that I don’t 
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know about him really, so he could be any sort of  person. He gives off  a general feeling of  being 
kind, interested in certain things, but you don’t really know. 

	  

That Styles “could be any sort of  person” while simultaneously remaining a figure of  identification, a 

“known” fan object, reflects Sandvoss’ “fandom as mirror,” through which an infinitely-interpretable text 

“allows for so many different readings that… it does not have any meanings at all” (2005, 126). Sandvoss’ 

mirror-like fan text further mimics Laclau’s empty signifier, the void of  which fans fill with their own 

projected understandings. How you view “Harry Styles,” in this sense, depends upon the content with 

which you fill his “textual blanks” (Sandvoss 2005, 142).  

	 If  the publicly-consumed image of  Styles is made up of  various interpretations and projected 

assumptions about his personality, then it’s also defined by difference. While fans all love “Harry,” Sophia 

notes, “we love different versions of  him.” This is central to Laclau’s understanding of  populism, through 

which difference among “the people” is subverted by the equivalence of  the popular object (Laclau 2002). 

The popular identity of  fans, as in Laclau’s “people,” is “condensed around” Styles’ empty signifier, 

“which refer[s] to the equivalential chain” of  every version of  him (Laclau 2002, 96). That is to say, 

“Harry” embodies every different interpretation of  his star image, uniting fans by constituting their 

myriad individual versions of  him.  

	 Sanj says this difference defines fans’ relationships to each other: “It just goes to show that you can 

be so different, but [Harry] is such a special connection that still brings you together. If  not for Harry, you 

probably wouldn’t speak to the person twice because there’d be nothing more.” It’s this “symbolic 

unification of  the group around an individuality” which Laclau identifies as central to the formation of  

the collective (2002, 100). Styles’ role in organizing this “people,” according to Aman, “makes him more 

than just a person. He’s like a symbol.” This unification and symbolism ultimately brings us to the populist 

leader, and fans’ engagement with him as representative. 
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On Politics and Representation 

	 As discussed in chapter four, fans’ identification with Styles leads to a collective piecing together 

of  his person — “who he is” becomes textually constructed through fans’ interpretations of  him. Fans’ 

unification around their differential meanings of  him, projected upon and identified within the “void” of  

his signification, ultimately constructs Styles as the collective, popular object of  fans. This designation 

further includes representation of  “the people” (2002, 158). Although fans identify with Styles’ values, and 

support the ethos with which he approaches socio-political causes like the March for Our Lives, and his 

charity initiative, “Treat People With Kindness,” they want him — simply put — to do more. Beyond Click, 

Lee, and Holladay’s (2017) findings that fans identifying with their fan object are further influenced by 

their politics, Styles fans routinely work to shift his own political expressions to more clearly represent their 

own values. 

Treating People With Kindness  

	 “Treat People With Kindness” (TPWK) first became associated with Styles in April of  2017, when 

he appeared on Saturday Night Live with a small button featuring the phrase pinned to his guitar strap. 

When Styles hit the road five months later, a wide variety of  TPWK merchandise was made available for 

purchase on tour and online, featuring t-shirts, tote bags, journals, and pins. In 2018, Styles expanded 

TPWK into a charity initiative, through which he donated profits from sales of  TPWK-branded hair-ties 

and a portion of  ticket sales to local organizations in each city the tour visited. Funds raised totaled more 

than $1.2 million, and benefited a range of  recipients, from centers for treatment of  childhood cancer, to 

the TIME’S UP Legal Defense Fund against sexual assault in the workplace. According to Styles’ 

management, organizations benefiting from TPWK were directly chosen by Harry himself. 

	 Throughout the course of  my interviews, fans articulated that TPWK aligned with their 

understanding of  Styles, or what Sandvoss calls the “textual boundaries” of  their fandom (2005, 131). 

Treating people with kindness, as Melodi says, “is something he would do.” Through TPWK, however, 

Styles further functions as a Laclauian representative by both embodying and promoting the value-
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instruction of  its slogan to the fandom. Beyond merely admiring the charity initiative or purchasing 

merchandise with the phrase, fans noted that TPWK served as a quasi call to action.  

	 Although “it sounds cheesy,” Sophia notes that the slogan has personally become “a sort of  

mantra… a kind of  'what would Harry do in this situation?' thing.” Wearing TPWK merchandise 

similarly serves as a check on Melodi’s engagement with others: “Like when I’m wearing the shirt, I’m not 

gonna go out and be mean to someone because I’m literally wearing something that says ‘treat people 

with kindness.’” These statements support Click, Lee, and Holladay (2017)’s findings, in their study of  

Lady Gaga fans’ political views, that celebrity activism influences that of  their fans. Both within the 

fandom and outside of  it, fans noted that TPWK was “what the world needs more of ” (Erinn), 

particularly with regard to the current political climate. “[Kindness] is important to spread around, 

especially right now,” Bruna noted, “and he's one of  the best people to do it.”  

	 This sense that Styles is “one of  the best people” to spread this message to fans reflects his position 

as collective representative. According to Laclau, “the popular symbol or identity, being a surface of  

inscription, does not passively express what is inscribed in it, but actually constitutes what it expresses 

through the very process of  its expression” (2002, 99). If  Styles is this symbol, a blank surface upon which 

we inscribe our interpretations, he passively expresses “kindness” through TPWK as a slogan, but 

“actually constitutes” it “through the very process” of  promoting kindness in the charity initiative. That 

Styles directly chooses the organizations which receive funds through TPWK makes Aman feel “proud 

and happy.” Finding this out, she explains, “is the icing on the cake of  why Harry is so admirable as a 

human being.” 	  

	 TPWK isn’t as neatly adapted an ethos for everyone. While many noted that TPWK was a 

positive value instruction they reflected or saw reflected in others within the fandom, the phrase is also 

hypocritically and jokingly invoked. As Sanj notes, “it’s sort of  become this thing that people put in their 

bios… and then you see them on Twitter and you’re like, you’re a really rude person.” This highlights the 

seemingly disingenuous ways in which fans might identify with or “adopt and model [celebrity] values and 
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behaviors” (Click, Lee, Holladay 2017, 614), and challenges the extent to which we might understand the 

sincerity or good-faith internalization of  celebrity values. 

	 And while fans repeatedly noted that TPWK was a positive sentiment, “it’s broad. You can put 

anything in that category” (Bruna). TPWK, in this sense, can be anything to anyone. This is reflective of  

the “vagueness” and “imprecision” central to the populist signifier (Laclau 2002, 99). In their engagement 

with the broader implications of  TPWK, fans express a desire for explicitness: “Being kind is important,” 

Debbie said, “but it’s not going to solve anything. You have to get more political if  you want to solve 

things.” Though TPWK — like Styles himself  — has never professed an explicitly political agenda, the 

significance of  a pop star with a value-instructive slogan in 2018 is a point of  interrogation for many fans. 

As Johanna noted, “it’s not gonna spawn some kindness revolution necessarily. I like it, but it’s just kind of  

another campaign phrase almost.”  

	 This active appeal for a more political engagement by Styles challenges the conclusions of  Click, 

Lee, and Holladay, who found that Lady Gaga’s “political outspokenness and activist work inspired [fans] 

to develop an awareness of  and think more deeply about certain issues” (2017, 614). Though TPWK does 

to some extent function to encourage this ethos within the fandom, fans’ engagement with Styles’ politics 

is comparably more challenging and projective. Instead of  being exposed to politics via Styles’ own, most 

fans interviewed articulated a desire for Styles to reflect and represent their own political views beyond 

advocating the vague impunity of  “kindness.” This is most clearly understood in the context of  fans’ 

engagement with the #BlackLivesMatter movement at Styles’ shows across the U.S. and Europe.  

To Wave a Flag: From Pride to #BlackLivesMatter  

	 Before the first of  two London dates on Styles’ fall tour in October 2017, a Black fan named 

Yasmin passed out nearly 500 “#BlackLivesMatter” (BLM) signs to the queueing crowd with the intent to 

gain Styles’ attention during the show. After the evening passed without recognition from Styles, fans 

interviewed by The New Statesman’s Anna Leszkiewicz (2017) expressed disappointment, and explained 

their desire for acknowledgement. For Melodi, also a subject of  this dissertation, bringing BLM signs to 
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Styles’ gigs was a matter of  “want[ing] him to recognize us and our struggle” by “actually say[ing] he 

supports the Black Lives Matter movement” (Leszkiewicz 2017). 

	 These London shows kicked off  a tour-long journey for Black fans and allies, who continued their 

efforts to receive Styles’ recognition in cities around the globe. Like activists “bird-dogging” a politician 

through repeated intervention at public events, fans held up BLM signs and flags throughout shows on 

tour to attract Styles’ attention. Just as the popular representative “has to show that it is compatible with 

the interests of  the people” (Laclau 2002, 158), these efforts to get Styles to reflect fans’ support of  BLM 

most clearly exemplify the application of  Laclau’s populism to fandom. As fans construct Styles as a 

collective, popular object, they further position him as a representative of  the fandom by seeking explicit 

representation of  their own political will.  

	 Many fans interviewed cited Styles’ previous behavior on tour, and in particular, his habit of  

waving LGBTQ+ pride flags thrown from the crowd onto stage, as the logical basis for believing he might 

acknowledge BLM. Waving pride flags, Bruna notes, is “his way of  communicating and supporting [the 

LGTBQ+] side of  the fandom.” That he might then support BLM in a similar manner fell squarely 

within the “textual boundaries” of  their fandom (Sandvoss 2005). In Melodi’s view, Styles’ flag waving is 

“a way to see that the person you look up to… cares about you, and cares about problems you’re going 

through.” By waving flags fans give to him, Styles becomes the vessel through which certain elements of  

fan identity are uplifted and supported at his concerts. This is another way Styles embodies the role of  

Laclau’s representative, the function of  whom “is not simply to transmit the will of  those he represents, 

but to give credibility to that will in a milieu different from the one in which it was originally 

constituted” (2002, 158). Styles’ support of  marginalized fan identities ultimately affirms their presence 

within the alternatively constituted public of  his concerts. As Kula, 19, noted in her interview with The 

New Statesman, while Black fans “[don’t] need his validation, because Black lives will always matter… 

[acknowledging BLM] is about making Black fans feel safe and loved in that room” (Leszkiewicz 2017).  
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	 Eight months after Yasmin first passed out signs in London, Styles finally waved a BLM flag and 

said, “thank you for your Black Lives Matter signs” on the second night of  two shows in New York City. 

Though Styles had previously paid tribute to BLM by posting photos of  fans’ signs on Instagram, and 

other non-verbal forms like pointing or waving at signs in the crowd, fans counted this acknowledgement 

as the most explicit he had made. He later added two BLM stickers to his guitar, alongside one which read 

“END GUN VIOLENCE” and a small pride flag. According to Melodi, Styles’ statement “was a great 

moment” because, for the first time, “he said the words [Black lives matter].” But while many fans were 

glad that Styles recognized the movement, they also articulated a desire for further engagement and 

advocacy. For Elham, this means that Styles should “educate himself… so [he] can relay that back to [his] 

fans so that they have an opportunity to open up their eyes or their mind to something that they probably 

never would have before.” Speaking up about BLM, in this way, becomes not only a matter of  

acknowledging the movement, but also about actively working to influence the positions of  those among 

his fans who might disagree, as seen in the influential celebrity politics of  Click, Lee, and Holladay’s Lady 

Gaga study (2017). 

	 To this end, both Black and non-Black fans interviewed repeatedly describe wanting Styles to 

actively engage with the causes they support beyond waving a flag or holding a sign, which Destiny likens 

to “the bare minimum” of  advocacy; just posting a photo on Instagram, Sanj says, “doesn’t mean 

anything.” Though this goes beyond merely representing a particular will, the desire further reflects 

Laclau’s understanding that “the representative is not merely a passive agent, but has to add something to 

the interest he represents” (2002, 158). “Representation,” in this sense, becomes less of  a direct reflection 

of  fans’ selves, and more of  a constitutive advocation of  them in the public sphere.  

	 This addition which Laclau speaks of  — fans’ desire for the active adding of  something to their 

representation — is what most explicitly pushes the relationship between fans and Styles past Sandvoss’ 

fandom “as a mirror” (2005, 126) and into the realm of  populism. While fans’ identification with and 

interpretation of  Styles’ (empty) signification requires “self-reflective” readings, his true representative 
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power lies in his ability to embody their desires and do more with them through the elevation of  his 

celebrity. This is what fans mean when they speak of  Styles using his “platform,” and the 

“responsibility” (Sanj) which comes with it. If, as Dyer writes, “stars are also embodiments of  the social 

categories in which people are placed and… make sense of  our lives - categories of  class, gender, ethnicity, 

religion, sexual orientation, and so on” (1986, 16), then fans’ desire for Styles to represent these politics 

also stems from the privileges afforded not only by his fame, but also by his own social categories as “a 

privileged white man, who has money, who has been given this platform of  millions of  followers” (Elham). 

Beyond the “vagueness” and “imprecision” of  language which characterizes Styles’ “empty 

signifier” (Laclau 2002, 99), fans root their positioning of  Styles as popular representative of  the fandom 

in a more active, explicit engagement with politics and the platform provided by his celebrity. More so 

than just providing a platform for their values, identification with Styles as a representative relies on a 

value added to the vessel, a sincerity beyond “doing what people want him to do and not doing it because 

he wants to do it” (Elham). Fans want him to do more, but they also want him to really mean it.  

Summary  

	 The identification and interpretation intrinsic to Harry Styles fans’ understanding of  the star 

provides for his construction as a collective popular object. Through embodying the varied, multi-

interpretable versions of  himself  through an equivalential chain of  signification, Styles becomes the 

unifier of  fan identity, a la Laclau’s “symbolic unification of  the group around an individuality” (2002, 

100). His comparable silence online, and the vagueness of  his signification otherwise, allows for both an 

identification with his values, as well as a functional engagement with his politics towards representation 

of  fans. Identification becomes not only a matter of  taking on Styles’ interpreted traits, but also one of  

looking at him and seeing their own values reflected back, whether in a flag waving on a stage, or a 

political sentiment explicitly named. To this end, fans relate to Styles as a popular representative of  their 

values, both through identification with what he promotes, as well as by calling on him to make his politics 
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more explicit. Beyond becoming politicized through the fan object’s politics (Click, Lee, Holladay 2017), 

Styles fans attempt to politicize him from the base point of  their identification. By first coming to know 

him through their own interpretive schema, fans relate to Styles as a collective, popular object of  their 

own making. “How he is” (Aman) and what he signifies becomes a functional representation of  how fans 

view him and his star image.  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Chapter 6: Conclusion: In Defense of  the Unreal  

	 Of  our engagement with stars, Dyer wrote that “mostly too there is a sense of  ‘really’ in play - 

people/stars are really themselves in private or perhaps in public but at any rate somewhere” (1986, 13). 

Inherent to this rhetoric is the presence of  a unreal, an alternate, more visible presence contrasted by the 

real elsewhere. My intention with this research was to capture the contradictions inherent to Dyer's 

“really.” What does it mean to “know” Harry Styles, really or otherwise? And if  so much of  that 

“knowing” is a process of  construction, how do we relate to the idea of  a person?  

	 The Harry Styles fandom provides a particularly useful case study of  understanding how fans 

relate to Dyer's “star image” in the 21st century. The perception of  shrunken distance between celebrities 

and fans online allows for a range of  platforms and interpretative strategies for constructing the fan object 

from the star image. Each tweet about meeting him, every sighting of  him in another famous person’s 

Instagram story becomes a small piece of  his consumed mosaic. We know him to like things because we 

see or hear about him liking these things online; his personality is generous or kind or funny because we 

interpret his actions as being so. Fans identify with this idea of  him, pieced together from various sources, 

even when he is out of  frame, or off  stage.  

	 This dissertation explores the ways in which Harry Styles fans construct and relate to him as a 

collective, popular object. In chapter four, I outlined the sources from which fans piece together the idea 

of  Styles, and how they relate to and identify with the resulting composite of  his image. From his star 

image, fans relate to and identify with his person through their own interpretive schema. In chapter five, I 

explored how fans use this identification to construct Styles as a Laclauian popular object, which unites 

fan identity and represents its political will. This analysis utilizes literature in fan studies, celebrity studies, 

and populist theory to underscore the process of  relating to a fan object. My findings allow for ways of  

understanding how fans come to know stars, but also how they relate to them as a result. 
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	 This work contributes to celebrity and fan studies scholarship in three parts: on readings of  the 

star image, fan-object identification, and in its populist analysis of  fandom. Exploring how fans textually 

construct Styles provides a new lens through which to understand Dyer’s “star image” (1991) and pushes 

the bounds of  the framework’s mediated content into the seemingly more “authentic” territory of  word-

of-mouth or secondary encounters. If  the star image is the mediated presentation of  a celebrity, then this 

work explores the ways in which an attentive, fannish subset of  that broader public might engage with — 

and deeply relate to — the resulting composite. Dyer’s study of  stars as textual objects for parsing (1986; 

1991) provides the basis for this investigation into Harry Styles’ fan-construction, and it’s my hope that this 

work might bolster and contribute to an understanding of  its application.  

	 On the subject of  identification, my research on the ways Styles fans relate to and embody his 

characteristics contributes to the findings of  established scholarship in the field. This research corroborates 

Fraser and Brown’s (2002) work, in which identification in part manifested in the emulation of  Elvis 

Presley’s values. On Styles’ fans’ political engagement, however, my findings provide an inverse manner in 

which to view Click, Lee, and Holladay’s (2017) study of  Lady Gaga’s fans’ identification with the singer’s 

politics. While most scholarship on fan-object identification perceives the relationship as one-directional 

from star to fan, attempts to influence Styles’ politics depict an active engagement with his values. 

	 The application of  populist theory to fan studies is the most unique contribution of  this 

dissertation to existing scholarship. By analyzing Styles and fans’ relationship to him through Laclau 

(2002), this work aims to capture the truly constructive processes through which fans might relate to stars, 

and the potential ways fans might attempt to transform identification into representation. If  interpreting a 

star’s image and identifying with one’s perceived understanding of  them is a means to knowing, then an 

understanding of  their popular construction provides one way to make sense of  its implications, and 

indeed, applications. It provides a way of  thinking about what it might mean to not only relate to the idea 

of  a person, but to do so collectively, and as a means of  depicting one’s own image.  
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	 Due to constraints imposed by time and access, I had to leave out of  this work a variety of  

examples worth exploring in further research. These include, but are not limited to, the fictionalization of  

his person in fanfiction, fan-object encounters and the effect of  meeting Styles, the commodification of  

knowledge within fandom, and the significance of  collective organization of  fandom in these processes of  

construction. In future, I hope to dedicate more research to exploring those topics, as well as the political 

implications, effects, and potential of  my findings. This dissertation is one case study of  how fans construct 

and relate to fan objects, and as such, only scratches the surface of  potential areas of  exploration across 

the subject. Further, applying populist theory to fan studies opens new lines of  inquiry within the former. 

It would be an interesting and perhaps fruitful point of  further research to examine additional cases of  fan 

construction through this lens, and explore whether this analysis might prove insightful towards 

understanding populist dynamics of  the political sphere.  

	 I would like to conclude with some remarks about fan engagement with the real and unreal. 

Although this dissertation focuses upon the mediated, projected-upon, and pieced-together Harry Styles, 

“the real” him exists somewhere. Fan constructions of  Styles rely upon this real person as a referent, and 

engage in the play between their distance. This dissertation is not about the real Harry Styles, but it does 

depend upon his existence in its peripheral; he is standing in the wings while his dopplegänger takes 

center-stage in the spotlight of  our own projection. This is, in some ways, intrinsic to the very nature of  

celebrity. But to the extent that there is a “sense of  ‘really’ in play” throughout this work (Dyer 1986, 13), 

it’s ultimately only secondary, nearing irrelevance. For while the real Harry Styles haunts the language 

which fans use to talk about him, every piece of  their relationship to him is — and can only ever be — in 

reference to their mental constructions. Interpretation, identification, and projection depend upon his 

distance and silence. Though fans repeatedly lamented that they “obviously don’t really know 

him” (Johanna), or that “all [they] see is this guy on stage… his stage presence” (Melodi), to truly know the 

“real” him would negate the processes inherent to their fandom. This is why it’s “so insane” (Destiny) to 

see him up close: when the distance between “Harry” and Harry collapses, the mirror shatters.  
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	 And fans know this, too. Throughout my interviews, fans displayed sincere self-awareness of  the 

real and unreal, their knowing and projection. Towards the conclusion of  each interview, I asked fans if  

they would like to meet Styles, given the chance. In response, all 14 subjects grappled with the nuances 

and difficulties of  a confrontation with his real self, and described ideal circumstances in which to do so: 

Hannah would only want to meet him “in a situation where they could be more equal,” like at a friend’s 

party, while Arianna would prefer a formal “meet and greet” setting. It might be “refreshing,” Sanj mused, 

for him “to meet someone who’s talking to him to know him, who’s asking how he’s doing… instead of  

just getting a photo.”  

	 Across all interviews, May was the only person to deny wanting to meet Styles: “People are 

imperfect, and if  I have certain illusions about him, I wouldn’t want them to be shattered,” she explained. 

“Even if  it did mean knowing who he is really.” This sense that these “illusions” provide the preferred 

means of  relating to Styles is, in a way, the very backbone of  this dissertation. While Styles told fans on 

tour each night that they should “be whoever [they] want to be” at his gigs, the same ultimately goes for 

Styles himself  — he can be whoever you want him to be, or he can be whoever you want to be. Even and 

especially if  we never find out who he really is.  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Appendix: Subjects  

Name Age Gender Ethnicity Nationality Level of 
Education

Arianna 30 Female White Italian Postgraduate

Aman 22 Female Indian British Some 
university

Bruna 21 Female White Portuguese Bachelors

Debbie 25 Female White Dutch Postgraduate

Destiny 18 Female Hispanic/Latino American High school 

Elham 21 Female African 
American

American Some 
university

Erinn 37 Female White British Some 
university

Hannah 32 Female White British Postgraduate

Johanna 21 Female White American Some 
university

Laura 22 Female White German Vocational 
school/
specified A-
levels

May 24 Female Filipino American Current 
postgraduate

Melodi 18 Female African 
American

American Some 
university

Sanj 22 Female Indian British Bachelors

Sophia 21 Genderqueer/
Gender fluid

White British Some 
university
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