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UNCOVERING HIDDEN TRANSCRIPTS OF RESISTANCE OF YAOI AND BOYS LOVE FANS IN
INDONESIA, SINGAPORE AND THE PHILIPPINES:
CRITIQUING GENDER AND SEXUAL ORDERS WITHIN GLOBAL FLOWS OF
JAPANESE POPULAR CULTURE
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This dissertation is an ethnographic examination of the sociological significance of the global flows and
cross-cultural appropriations of Yaoi and Boys Love (BL). It specifically looks into the growing Yaoi and BL
fan following in Indonesia, Singapore and the Philippines, and the effects that engagement in the fandom have
on fans’ attitudes and views concerning dominant constructions of gender, sexuality and notions of intimacy in
their societies. This study analyzes Yaoi and BL as a sexual storytelling subculture and draws on James C.
Scott’s theorization of subcultural activity as bearers of “hidden transcripts”: discourses produced but rarely
expressed publicly by subordinate social groups that criticize and question hegemonic social groups and
ideologies, or even propose alternatives to the current social order. Through this research, I argue that Yaoi and
BL are significant in these three Southeast Asian countries mainly as women’s subcultures of resistance against
the patriarchal and heterosexist gender order and sexual norms in their respective societies. Analysis of data
gathered over a span of four years from in-depth interviews with 53 key informants and participant observation
in related fan activities in Manila, Jakarta and Singapore have yielded the following key findings.

Fans’ attraction to Yaoi and BL are mainly motivated by their conscious aversion and resistance against
hegemonic masculinity, emphasized femininity, and the inequalities that pervade heterosexual intimate
relationships that they observe in the media and in their day to day lives. Yaoi and BL provide them with the
tools, spaces and communities through which they could safely and comfortably confront their bodily desires
and indulge in a variety of erotic fantasies and pleasures that were hitherto unavailable to them. Yaoi and BL
enable fans to think beyond essentialist gender constructs and envision more egalitarian ways of doing
intimate relationships. Furthermore, these subcultures are also instrumental in promoting among fans, at the
very least, a more tolerant and open-minded attitude towards sexual diversity. While Yaoi and BL fan
resistance may be in some ways regarded as limited or even complicit to hegemonic culture and society
because they are mostly symbolic, confined within subcultural space and rarely translate to action in the public
sphere, the specific cases in this study show that the fans’ ability to claim spaces of pleasure and dissidence,
even amid the threat of severe social sanctions, and successfully concealing them from the patrolling eye of
dominant society and authorities is in and by itself a deliberate and significant act of resistance.
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