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Abstract

Boys’ Love (BL) is a fiction genre now enjoying high visibility and popularity
among the young women in Taiwan. Inspired by the reader response theory,
this study adopted a grounded theory approach to analyze female readers’
perception of “healing” generated from BL reading. Based on the in-depth
interviews with 22 readers, this study revealed three types of “healing”
perception and four types of situations that prompted the emergence of the
feelings. The three types of “healing” perception included the perceptions
induced from the descriptions of interpersonal relations in the stories (i.e.,
the feeling of sweetness from reading about romantic love, coziness from
reading about family love and friendships, and the pain and joy of looking
back at the self’s past), perceptions triggered by storylines or story characters
(i.e., feeling relieved, feeling soothed, feeling of completion and satisfaction,
feeling hilarious, feeling pampering toward story characters), and perceptions
triggered by visual or audio sensations. The four types of situations for
the emergence of the healing perception included the matching of textual
characteristics and readers’ romantic experiences, the matching of textual
characteristics and readers’ life experiences, an atmosphere of tenderness
and softness induced by textual characteristics, and the reading of derivative
creation based on other popular original fiction works that bring about
satisfaction and completion. Based on the findings, this paper further discusses
on the significance of the healing effects generated from everyday pleasure
reading as well as the contribution of the analysis approach used in this study
for future genre reading research.

Keywords: Boys’ Love (BL), Pleasure reading, Healing reading, Women'’s
reading

SUMMARY
Introduction

Boys’ Love (BL) is a fiction genre that draws high visibility and popularity
among female readers. BL works are romantic fantasies about love between two
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males created by women for women (Levi, 2010; McLelland, 2000a; Pagliassotti,
2010). Why female and predominantly heterosexual fandom is attracted to BL
stories has been a topic of interest to researchers. Previous studies showed that
women were attracted to BL because they were able to reverse the male gaze
in BL reading and transcend the various gender constraints imposed on them in
the rather patriarchic world (Chang, 2007; Chou, 2009; He, 2013; Lin, 2011;
McLelland, 2000b, 2001). In other words, women often experience the pleasures
of “transgression” from reading BL works (Lin, 2011).

However, observing fan postings about BL works in popular Internet
forumsone may find that the pleasures of BL reading include more than
transgression. For example, the fans in Taiwan often describe certain BL works
as “healing” and “soothing”, indicating a rather complicated and varying mixture
of reading effects ranging from tranquility, warmth, sweetness, coziness, and
sometimes, jubilation and exultation. And the sources of pleasures may or may
not be transgressional. Existing studies have yet to systematically examine this
type of reading perceptions. Hence, what constitutes the perceptions of healing
and what triggers the healing perceptions become the inquiries of this study.

This study adopted a reader response theory approach to examine BL
readers’ reading experiences. The theory calls for a research focus on the
interaction between texts and readers rather than treating textual and reader
characteristics as predictors. Informed by the theory, this study strived to discern
different types of feelings that are labeled as “healing” and the different situations
that prompted the feelings. The situations refer to various conditions where the
encountering of a text and a reader results in a positive, soothing, and healing
feeling for the reader. This approach helped to reveal what types of healing
perceptions were experienced by the participants and how/why the perceptions
emerged in the reading processes.

Research method

This study employed a grounded theory approach to study the healing effects
of BL reading (Strauss & Corbin, 1992/2001). Purposive sampling and snowball
sampling techniques were used to recruit voluntary study participants who self-
identified as having experienced the healing power of BL reading. The theoretical
sampling technique was further used to sensitize the analysis. Readers who
consumed mainly texts or images, as well as readers who read mainly original
stories as opposed to those who read mainly derivative works based on popular
titles, were systematically compared and contrasted.

By the end of the data collection and analysis, 22 female readers were
included in the study. Semi-structured interview was used to collect narrative
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data. The participants ranged between 22 and 30 in age. All of them were
unmarried, and some of them had never had a romantic relationship. Half of
them were college students, and the other half were college graduates and above.
All of them have been reading BL for a rather long time, ranging from 3 years
to more than 10 years. The types of BL works consumed varied from person to
person, ranging from texts, manga, animation, radio dramas, etc.. A few of the
participants also engaged in amateur creation of BL works.

Findings

1.The Perceptions of Healing in BL Reading

Through the iterative and constant comparison of participant narratives, the
analysis revealed at least ten different perceptions that were usually referred to as
“healing.” The ten perceptions can be further categorized into three majortypes:

(1) The healing perceptions induced by the interpersonal relations portrayed

in the stories

Most of the participants who experienced this type of healing perceptions
were touched either by the romantic love or the familial bonds and friendship/
comrade portrayed in the stories. Thus, they experienced the sweetness of
romantic love and the coziness of family love and friendship. One participant
reported that she enjoyed and relived her own regrettable past in reading sad and
sorrowful stories in order to reexamine the becoming of the self. Such a practice
was also defined as healing by this particular participant. This unique perception
was called the joy and pain of looking back at one’s past in our analysis.

(2) The healing perceptions induced by storylines or by story characters

Healing perceptions may also be caused by textual characteristics, mainly
the storylines or the story characters. First, the pace of a highly dramatic story
may help release tension and induce the feeling of reliefs. The descriptions of
the soft and tender elements permeating many BL stories may induce the feeling
of comfort and soothing. The happy ending of a story, which is usually a
prerequisite of a popular BL work, can bring about the feeling of completion and
satisfaction. Humorous tones that are usually observed in popular BL stories may
cause a feeling of hilarity. Finally, the loveable story characters may induced a
feeling of pampering love from the readers, and that was also described as very
healing by the participants.

(3) The healing perceptions triggered by visual or audio sensations

This type of feelings include the infatuation in beautiful male figures and
voices as well as the feeling of warmth triggered by pictorial performances, e.g.,
the tenderness or peaceful atmosphere conveyed in a still or moving image. These two
perceptions are specific to readers who consume manga, animation, and radio drama.
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2. The Situations in Which the Healing Perceptions Arise

The analysis revealed four situations in which the encounter of a text and a
reader resulted in positive, joyous and soothing perceptions for the participants.

(1) A match of the textual characteristics with the reader’s romantic

experiences or expectation

A work that portrays romantic love in ways that meets reader’s real-
life experiences or expectation may prompt a variety of healing perceptions
aforementioned, e.g., sweetness of romantic love, joy and pain of one’s past love.
For participants with or without a real-life romantic experience, the relationships
described in the stories spoke to their expectations for love and intimacy and
induced strong sense of comfort, soothing, and the feeling of satisfaction and
completion. Many of the participants expected their love relationships to be cozy
and tranquil, to have a great mutual understanding with partners, to be mature and
independent in the relationship, to have a strong sense of mutual belonging, to
have a happy ending for the relationship, and finally, to be approved and accepted
by the families. Stories fulfilling those requirements were often perceived to be
more healing than others.

(2) A match of the textual characteristics with reader’s life experiences

When a reader sees things beyond romantic love that echo her life
experiences or expectations, such as story characters’ adorable personality or
working attitudes, a sense of comfort, relief, or satisfaction may arise. Further,
some stories may be capable of soothing readers for the portrayal of suffering
and struggling characters, vicariously through whom readers gain comfort and
strengths to face their own challenges.

(3)An atmosphere of tenderness and softness induced by textual

characteristics

Texts and images that were perceived as tender and soft may more likely
induced the feelings of healing, although what were perceived as tender and
soft varied from participant to participant. It could be the style of writing or
illustration, story characters or narratives that incur a feeling of cuteness, or the
portrayals of male figures as being warm, beautiful, and delicate rather than
muscular and cold.

(4) Extended and prolonged reading in the consumption of derivative works

For participants who read derivative works, their admiration for and
enjoyment from reading the original were extended and prolonged. Further, the
derivative works often tell a story that meets readers’ expectation for the fate of
the story characters. Thus, it can provide them with a sense of completion and
satisfaction.
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Conclusion

The contribution of this study is the articulation of the fuzzy expression
of “healing” from reading BL works. It shows that the healing perceptions
are constituted by at least ten different sensations, and the healing perceptions
are rooted in different contexts and have difference causes. While some of the
perceptions appear to be highly specific to the genre of BL, others are more
likely to be observed in other pleasure reading genres. For example, the healing
perceptions induced by familial love, friendship and comrade, by audio or visual
performance that incur the feeling of tenderness and softness and by the positive
traits and attitudes of the story characters. Further, the reader response theory
approach employed in this study has offered an alternative yet fruitful path for
the genre reading research. Future research may focus more on observing the
interactions of texts and readers to fully unveil how different reading effects come
about in pleasure reading and genre reading.
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