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Abstract 

With technological advancements, noteworthy changes have occurred in therapeutic 

landscapes. The rise of online therapy has significantly altered the therapeutic domains. 

Although not extensively researched, the domain of bibliotherapy has been through digital 

transformations. The online availability of literary sources has played a crucial role in 

reshaping bibliotherapy practices. While the digital shift has increased the accessibility of 

bibliotherapy, it has also led to many misconceptions. Given the evolving and relatively less 

structured nature of the field of study, examining its presence in virtual spaces is imperative. 

Conversations surrounding bibliotherapy occur across many virtual platforms, including 

LinkedIn and significant websites frequently explored by individuals seeking information on 

bibliotherapy. The present study examines how popular or commonly visited websites that 

incorporate the term “bibliotherapy” conceptualize and shape the notion of bibliotherapy 

itself. The study proposes a critical examination of the content available on eight websites. 

The content on these websites has been organized according to its thematic structure and has 

been further analyzed informed by the principles of Foucauldian Discourse Analysis. These 

websites unfold distinct discourse structures concerning the term ‘bibliotherapy.’ These 

discourse structures spawn from conceptualizing it as a form of psychotherapy with its 

established rules and guidelines to considering it mere companionship of books. These 

discourse structures underscore varied perspectives on the construction of the term 

bibliotherapy while opening new possibilities and closing off others. The intricacies 

embedded within all these discourses have been thoroughly examined, and the need for 

scholarly exploration in this field has been emphasized. 

Keywords: bibliotherapy, virtual platforms, literature, discourse, healing 
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Introduction 

The World Health Organization’s 2015-16 National Mental Health Survey found that 

one in every twenty Indians, especially those between the ages of 15 and 49, suffers from 

depression. However, there are still barriers to seeing licensed therapists. The availability of 

certified mental health practitioners continues to be a problem. “India faces a significant gap 

with only 0.3 psychiatrists, 0.07 psychologists, and 0.07 social workers per 100,000 people. 

This stands in sharp contrast to developed nations, where the ratio of psychiatrists is 6.6 per 

100,000,” says Tracxn co-founder Neha Singh (Financial Express). The situation demands an 

accessible but also innovative therapeutic approach. A study published in the Journal of 

Information and Knowledge found that “words have the power to both heal and harm people” 

(Nazi et al., 2023). Books are not just a cure for diseases like anxiety and depression; they 

have more to them. Although traditional therapy offers valuable support, cost and 

accessibility issues can pose obstacles to receiving it. It necessitates exploring alternative 

approaches, such as Bibliotherapy.  

Bibliotherapy is the therapeutic use of literature and poetry that assists in emotional 

growth and facilitates healing. “Bibliotherapy is derived from a combination of two Greek 

words, biblion (meaning book) and therapeia (meaning healing). The term bibliotherapy was 

coined in 1916 by Samuel McChord Crothers” (McCulliss, 2012). Although a relatively 

emerging research field, bibliotherapy combines language with expressive arts to facilitate 

healing. This paper aims to shed light on the virtual presence of bibliotherapy and the 

constructions surrounding it.   

Concerning the Indian therapeutic settings, studying bibliotherapy is quintessential 

owing to its vivid potential to camouflage traditional cultural wisdom through the healing and 

restorative power of literature. Tracing the origin of bibliotherapy in its evolution, we see that 
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it significantly affects the emotional well-being of divergent communities in India. This 

potential is particularly promising in the Indian context. India’s rich literary history offers a 

treasure trove of tales that resonate with daily life. Epics, like the Mahabharata, explore 

themes of loss, resilience, and interpersonal bonds, offering familiar narratives leveraged in 

bibliotherapy. This cultural alignment enhances bibliotherapy’s effectiveness and makes it a 

more relevant and effective tool for emotional healing and growth.  

The major challenge in exploring bibliotherapy is its relatively unexplored potential 

and misconceptions surrounding it. In an age of the internet and AI, this exploration becomes 

indispensable to develop an insight into its significance, not only as an independent healing 

tool but as a complementary tool embedded in diverse psychotherapies.   

For this purpose, the present study relies on the principles of Foucauldian Discourse 

Analysis (FDA) to unveil the diverse discourses on bibliotherapy. It raises questions like how 

power operates within the bibliotherapy discourse, who holds the authority, and how 

knowledge is produced or disseminated. The intentional qualitative nature of the research 

design was based on the themes identified after the meticulous examination of various 

websites, providing insights into the constructions of bibliotherapy to seamlessly analyse the 

discourses within research that have yet to receive significant attention.   

Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) was the most appropriate qualitative method 

since the epistemological position asserts that psychological experiences are socially 

constructed and influenced by power dynamics. By utilising the FDA, I aim to delve into the 

discursive formations surrounding bibliotherapy in online spaces, understanding how 

language shapes the psychological experiences of individuals engaging with therapeutic 

narratives. The online spaces dealing with bibliotherapy include LinkedIn and significant 

academic and non-academic websites. I used LinkedIn and identified popular websites. 
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Identification of common discourses included Psyche, SOVA Project: University of 

Pittsburgh, The Book Habit, The Sydney Morning Herald, and The Walrus. Careful 

consideration was given to the websites’ selection and inclusion process to preserve 

authenticity and avoid potential sampling bias. Websites that talked explicitly about the 

therapeutic power of words were included, and those that did not were excluded.  

The present study seeks to uncover how narratives of bibliotherapy are constructed, 

disseminated, and interpreted within specific social, historical, and cultural contexts, 

shedding light on the subject positions enabled by these discourses and the power dynamics 

perpetuating within the field. For instance, economic discourse within the FDA framework 

encapsulates people’s perceptions and access to bibliotherapy interventions. This economic 

discourse covers several topics, such as the cost-effectiveness of therapeutic literature, the 

accessibility and availability of free resources, and the impact of commercial interests in 

bibliotherapy marketing and dissemination. Parker (1989) defines discourse as a “system of 

statements which construct an object,” highlighting the role of language and narratives in 

shaping perceptions.   

These discourses shape the narratives surrounding bibliotherapy, influencing how it is 

perceived, practised, and integrated into therapeutic techniques. In constructing a 

psychological experience, they frame bibliotherapy to manage mental health issues, create a 

safe space to facilitate self-reflection and exploration of personal experiences through 

literature and promote emotional well-being. These discourses change people’s perspectives 

on themselves and their emotions by emphasising literature’s transformative power to elicit 

empathy and understanding. This approach lent itself to uncovering multiple discourses 

created on different websites.  
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Method 

The present research delves into the constructions and conceptualization of 

bibliotherapy in virtual spaces. As discussed in the literature review, while there is a lack of 

systematic and intensive inquiries in bibliotherapy, the term is utilized in different contexts in 

these virtual spaces. The rationale behind selecting virtual spaces as the platform for 

exploring these constructions stemmed from the imperative to grasp the diverse discourses 

surrounding bibliotherapy.   

Data Collection and Categorization  

Since the inquiry rests on understanding language, ideas, and practices, a qualitative 

approach helped analyse these constructions and conceptions. The first section in data 

collection was related to the ‘websites’ that discuss bibliotherapy. The second section 

included the LinkedIn profiles of prominent ‘bibliotherapists.’ 

Figure 1 

Research Methodology 

 

Methodology

Data Collection

Websites focusing on bibliotherapy                   
(Facet Publishing, Psyche, San Jose State 

University, The Book Habit, The Sydney Morning 
Herald, The Walrus, University of Pittsburgh, 
Style, Ward, Forbes India, Psychology Today, 
Verywell Mind, PsychCentral, Good Therapy, 

American Library Association)

LinkedIn profiles of 
'bibliotherapists'

Data Organization

5 websites

3 LinkedIn Profiles

Data Analysis

Informed by the 
Principles of 
Foucauldian 
Discourse 

Analysis (FDA)
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In the first section, data collection involved systematically categorizing websites 

directly or indirectly related to bibliotherapy. 15 websites were selected. Out of these, only 

those 8 websites which focused directly on bibliotherapy, the healing power of books, or the 

therapeutic potential of books were included. At the final stage, only 5 websites were 

finalized for further analysis based on the criteria of ‘aim’ and ‘target audience.’ 

Figure 2 

Data Categorization 

 

Table 1 

Selected Digital Sources for the Study of Bibliotherapy 

Websites Aim Target Audience Rationale behind 

selection 

Data Categorization

Level I: Selection of websites

Direct reference to bibliotherapy 
(Psyche, Facet Publishing, Forbes 

India, The Book Habit, The Sydney 
Morning Herald, The Walrus, 

University of Pittsburgh)

Indirect references to bibliotherapy 
(Financial Express, Feminist Review, 

Health & Place, Adultspan Journal, Style, 
Blackwell, San Jose University, Journal 

of Poetry Therapy)

Level II: Websites with direct 
reference to bibliotheraphy

Psyche, Facet Publishing, 
Forbes India, The Book Habit, 
The Sydney Morning Herald, 

The Walrus, University of 
Pittsburgh

Level III: Final Websites

Psyche, The Book 
Habit, The Sydney 

Morning Herald, The 
Walrus, University of 

Pittsburgh
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Psyche Intellectual content to 

investigate the 

theoretical aspects of 

bibliotherapy and its 

impact on 

consciousness and 

mental health. 

Students and 

teachers 

associated with 

the educational 

field. 

Emphasis on the 

importance of using 

books in the education 

and industry beyond the 

traditional idea of 

knowledge, for healing. 

The Book Habit Use of arts in recovery 

from atrocity. 

Both readers and 

non-readers. 

A personal and 

experiential perspective 

on bibliotherapy and its 

practice in non-academic 

settings. 

The Sydney 

Morning Herald 

To make research more 

holistic and inclusive. 

People suffering 

from depression. 

To incorporate 

discussions, expert 

views, and public 

opinions on bibliotherapy 

for a broader societal 

context. 

The Walrus Covers a spectrum of 

arenas like fiction, 

poetry, photography, 

illustration, and a wry 

sense of humour. 

Critics and 

proponents of 

bibliotherapy. 

Explores societal debates 

and perspectives on 

bibliotherapy from both 

proponents and critics for 

a nuanced understanding. 

University of Focuses on creative arts Adolescents Helped garner insights 
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Pittsburgh therapy and mental 

health. 

into how bibliotherapy is 

integrated into creative 

arts therapy. 

 

In the second section, profiles of bibliotherapists were shortlisted. The criteria for profile 

selection relied on the individual’s designated title and active engagement with books for 

healing. Bhakti Mathur is a life coach, freelancing as a South China Morning Post features 

writer. She also hosts storytelling sessions and many reading and writing workshops. Bijal 

Shah is a book curator and a bibliotherapist inclined towards literature, writing, and 

psychology. She has conducted bibliotherapy workshops for The United Nations and is a 

member of the International Federation of Library Associations and the American Library 

Association. Rummana Nazi is a bibliotherapist and alumna of the Department of Library and 

Information Science at Aligarh Muslim University (AMU). She has also worked as a library 

intern at the Indian Institute of Technology, Delhi. 

Method of Data Analysis 

Given the emphasis of the research on the role of language in constructing versions of 

bibliotherapy, the principles of Foucauldian Discourse Analysis guided the analytical 

approach. FDA is possible “wherever there is meaning” (Parker, 1999). It is concerned with 

language and its role in the constitution of life by focusing on the power of discourses to 

construct objects, position subjects, and shape what people can say, think, feel, and do. 

Considering language’s construction of social reality with the construction of subjectivity, 

Michel Foucault proposed an analytical framework focused on power. ‘Power is everywhere’ 

and ‘comes from everywhere,’ so in this sense, it is neither an agency nor a structure 

(Foucault 63). He aims to study how discourses are constructed and deconstructed by power. 
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‘Discourses’ are ‘sets of statements that construct objects’ (Parker, 1994). Discourses give 

people ways of “seeing” and “being” by making some ways of seeing and being seen 

available to and in the world. Subject positions, which have implications for subjectivity and 

experience when taken by people, do this. From a Foucauldian view, discourses facilitate and 

limit, enable and constrain what can be said, by whom, where and when (Parker, 1992). 

Where discourses link to power, the FDA is concerned with their role in the broader social 

process of legitimation and power. 

Privileged (dominant) discourses privilege those versions of social reality that 

legitimate existing power relations and social structures entrenched to have become 

“common sense.” The challenge to the status quo can create alternatives to viewing 

privileged spaces of bibliotherapy aligned with prevailing power structures and cultural 

norms. From a methodological standpoint in the present research, discourses define and 

dictate the trajectory of bibliotherapy. The exploration of the virtual, using the metaphor of 

space, makes one space extremely privileged with limited access, thus marginalizing 

people. The principles of Foucauldian Discourse Analysis included several stages. The first 

stage is Discursive Constructions. This stage focuses on the processes involved in 

constructing the discursive objects. The discursive object of this study is ‘bibliotherapy.’ It 

includes identifying different ways of constructing bibliotherapy in the text by highlighting 

all instances of references to it. This is followed by the second stage, called Discourses, 

which involves the identification of multiple texts in constructing the discursive object in 

Stage 1 lead to textual differences between constructions. “What appears to be one and the 

same discursive object can be constructed in very different ways” (Foucault 385). This stage 

aims to locate the various discursive constructions of the object within discourses, and further 

necessitates the Action orientation stage, where the focus is on the action orientation of the 
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discursive constructions from Stage 1. It seeks to investigate power dynamics at work when a 

specific construction is selected. To investigate how the power is positioned, positionings 

through stage 4 moves beyond the effect of discourses in individuals to examine the positions 

they acquire within the bibliotherapy process. Discourses identify ‘a location for persons 

within the structure of rights and duties for those who use that repertoire’ (Davies and Harré, 

1999). According to Foucault (1972), power shapes the exact circumstances in which 

discourses can make subjectivity, knowledge, and action possible. This stage investigates 

how these constructions place people within the context of bibliotherapy, and it also involves 

the people who practice it, which essentially forms the stage 5, Practice. “This stage is 

concerned with the relationship between discourse and practice” (1999). It necessitates a 

methodical investigation examining the concrete implications and enactments of the 

discursive structures. Practice delves into the tangible expressions of subjectivity, agency, and 

power dynamics in bibliotherapeutic settings. The sixth stage of Subjectivity is the final stage 

that explores the relationship between discourse and subjectivity. “Discourses make available 

certain ways-of-seeing the world and certain ways-of-being in the world. They construct 

social as well as psychological realities” (1999). Subjectivity refers to how individuals 

understand, interpret, and make meaning of themselves and their interactions within the 

bibliotherapeutic framework. Discursive positioning, as highlighted by Davies and Harré 

(1999), plays a pivotal role in shaping subjectivity. Once individuals adopt a particular 

subject position within a discourse, they inevitably view the world through the lens of that 

position, incorporating its images, metaphors, storylines, and concepts into their 

understanding of themselves and their surroundings. This has been explored through the 

profile analysis of selected bibliotherapists in section II of the data analysis.  
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Based on these stages, the analysis of profiles follows the following criteria, which includes 

professional constructions of bibliotherapy, professional perspectives on bibliotherapy, 

including the assumptions related to the world and the relationship between the participants, 

and professional assumptions about self vis-à-vis bibliotherapy. 

Data Analysis 

Depending on the criteria mentioned in the methodology section, the data analysis 

was done in two sections. The first section deals with the analysis of selected websites. The 

second section includes the analysis of LinkedIn profiles of selected bibliotherapists.  

Section I 

A meticulous examination of these websites yields two distinct lines of discourse found in 

websites. One line of discourse relies on the ‘literary’ understanding of bibliotherapy, and the 

second discourse emphasizes the psychological nuances associated with bibliotherapy. Both 

lines of discourse can be analysed using the following themes, frames of reference, diversity 

of constructions, subject positions, and language, delineated after the careful analysis of 

selected websites. 

Figure 3 

Discourses Identified in the Data 
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These two lines of discourse explore bibliotherapy with reference to the term 

‘tradition.’ While literary understanding points to the long history of bibliotherapy using the 

term tradition, thereby emphasizing a positive connotation, psychological discourse utilizes 

the term construction based on its status vis-à-vis modern therapeutic settings, implying its 

unstructured/unscientific nature and a traditional healing method pitted against modern 

therapeutic approaches, using it as a ‘catharsis’ or mere emotional unburdening. The first, 

‘literary’ construction of bibliotherapy, construes it as a healing tool and takes it to a more 

popular setting, enabling its entry into book clubs and library studies. The other, 

psychological construction, relies on disciplinary jargon and restricts its exit from the medical 

Discourses identified in data

Takes the route of literary understanding of 
bibliotherapy

Here, the agency is vested with 
the reader.

Takes the route of psychological understanding of 
bibliotherapy

In this perspective, the 
psychotherapist is a 

mediator.

 

Frames of References: 
Bibliotherapy as a 

‘traditional’ healing 

having a long history. 
Bibliotherapy as a 

traditional healing 

method pitted against 

modern therapeutic 

approaches. 

 

 

 
 

Diversity of 

Constructions: Literary 

understanding constructs 

bibliotherapy 

‘positively.’ 

Psychological 

understanding constructs 

bibliotherapy 

‘negatively.’ 

Language: ‘Exclusionary’ 

criterion used by websites to 

target specific demographic 

groups. Use of ‘jargon’ 

intends to target mental 

health specialists, thus 

excluding the people. 

Literature used for 

bibliotherapy is Eurocentric. 

Subject Positions: 

Discourse of tension 

between ‘proponents’ 

and ‘critics’ of 

bibliotherapy. The 

literary lens vests the 

agency with the reader; 

the psychological lens is 

mediated by a 

psychotherapist. 
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discourse. The first also leads to myths and misconceptions about bibliotherapy but has 

started acknowledging the presence of digital landscapes; however, the second one aims to 

create a more robust scientific process. While literary discourse utilizes terms like “healing,” 

“reading,” and “power,” psychological discourse relies on a more explicit and direct route 

using terms like “bibliotherapy” and “therapy.” 

Within the literature, bibliotherapy fosters self-sustaining space and has thus evolved 

as a promising healing tool for addressing trauma and providing a novel way of healing using 

literature. Psychological understanding of bibliotherapy has continued integrating it with 

many more therapeutic approaches, like cognitive-behavioural and mindfulness-based 

therapy. These two discourses around bibliotherapy are rooted in social, historical, and 

cultural contexts and the evolution of the practice from its origins in ancient Greece to its 

modern-day application and integration in therapeutic settings. These contexts shape the 

conceptualization of bibliotherapy, its practice, and its perception globally across cultures and 

societies. 

The selected websites utilize various terms used in bibliotherapy. For instance, in 

Style, manifestations of power dynamics are inherent in the choices made in the language 

deployed. Terms such as “healing,” “therapy,” and “well-being” position bibliotherapy as a 

credible and effective tool to address mental health concerns. It is essential to consider that 

these terms might establish hierarchies and strengthen power structures as they carry 

hierarchical connotations, reinforce authoritative narratives, contribute to the 

professionalisation of bibliotherapy, emphasise exclusionary language and amplify certain 

voices (of those positioned as authorities in bibliotherapy, like authors, therapists, and 

institutions). The Walrus, Psyche, and The Book Habit traditionally construct a cocooned 

space, while The Sydney Morning Herald and the SOVA Project: University of Pittsburgh 
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depict modern construction. Despite their constructions, academic articles, and websites, the 

blog article is credible, while The Book Habit and Psyche have a casual approach to their 

content. This credibility also entitles authority to the websites. In terms of authority 

(escapism), The Walrus emphasizes the therapeutic power of literature, providing a sense of 

escape and emotional unburdening, and The Sydney Morning Herald discusses the use of 

reading as a therapeutic strategy within the context of therapist-client interactions and 

emphasises reading as an escape from worries and anxiety aligns with seeking solace and 

relief from external stressors, which is a characteristic of the authorial construction of the 

‘cocooned space.’ The Book Habit provides escape and emotional support by positioning 

literature as an authorial source of refuge and comfort from life’s difficulties. However, 

regarding democratization, Psyche suggests the therapeutic power of reading and its ability to 

heal minds by easing pain and understanding emotional experiences. SOVA Project: 

University of Pittsburgh also symbolizes the democratization of reading as a therapeutic tool 

through shared narrative and the ability of fiction to enhance empathy towards others.  

The Walrus replicates the space provided by the books on virtual platforms through 

the three stages of bibliotherapy proposed by McNicol and Brewster. In The Walrus, the first 

stage of ‘Identification and Projection’ is as explicit in, “What literary characters do you most 

identify with?” followed by the projection of one’s traits as an adjunct to a literary character. 

The second phase of ‘Abreaction and Catharsis’ is when “the reader shares many of the same 

thoughts and feelings as the characters in the story and may address feelings associated with 

the incidents from their own life which they recalled during the identification stage. Readers 

may express intense emotions through the fictional character; Fuhriman, Barlow, and Wanless 

(1989) describe a ‘vicarious cleansing’ as the reader releases emotional energy through 

fictional characters” (McNicol & Brewster, 2018). The Walrus posits the same by proposing 
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to allow the discussion “to move away from a very personal direct confrontation to an 

imaginary alternative which allows them to imagine a different life for themselves.” Certain 

things buried inside our brain may get triggered by reading; writing helps one heal and 

connect with those emotions, giving them the language that maybe we did not have before, 

which then brings a sense of being, understanding, heard, and seen for catharsis, relief, and a 

new way of looking at things. Cheu adds, “literature essentially helps clients be seen without 

being exposed” (The Walrus). Here, projection and catharsis are intertwined and 

simultaneously occur through projection literature cocoons a world within a world. In this 

parallel world, the reader can experience catharsis and emotional unburdening by relating to 

fictional characters in a similar situation, drawing on their experiences. The Sydney Morning 

Herald constructs libraries as places of healing by juxtaposing them with hospitals. It 

constructs the hospital as a place of physical healing and libraries as places of healing the 

soul through stories. 

The discourse surrounding bibliotherapy reveals a complex interplay between subject 

positions and language, which shapes perceptions, power dynamics, and social norms. “They 

were then analysed for their implications for practices and power in wider society” (Zitz et 

al., 2014). The relation becomes apparent with recurring motifs and how the discourses affect 

the construction of meanings related to bibliotherapy. For instance, The Walrus introduces a 

discourse of tension between proponents (who “firmly believe in the potential of literature to 

provide people the language to help them make sense of their experiences”) and critics of 

bibliotherapy (“consider it an overly utilitarian view of literature as a means of self-

improvement instead of an outlet for pure enjoyment”). 

These recurring themes feed the herd mentality and contribute to creating a specific 

narrative surrounding bibliotherapy and how it influences readers’ perceptions and 
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interpretations. The discourses surrounding bibliotherapy encompass various subject 

positions, where proponents advocate for its efficacy as a therapeutic tool, and the critics 

question its utility. Power dynamics shape these subject positions in the field, with certain 

voices and views being amplified or marginalized based on their conformity with dominant 

discourses. 

To understand the produced knowledge, dissemination of its key terms is imperative. 

From a literary perspective, the agency is vested with the reader. At the core of knowledge 

production is narrative (literature), the person experiencing it. Bibliotherapy becomes close to 

self-bibliotherapy and positions itself as a mutually symbiotic relationship. This 

dissemination of knowledge is practised through channels like traditional media (newspapers, 

magazines, television), online platforms (websites, blogs, and LinkedIn), and publications 

(for more specialized audiences). However, from a psychological perspective, the 

psychotherapist is the mediator. For the normalization of therapy, which is still a taboo in 

India, these channels centre mainstream discussion within mental health on bibliotherapy to 

influence the common public perception and advocate for acceptance, accessibility, and 

inclusivity (in terms of language, readability, and use of jargons) that may exclude or 

privilege some demographics over others. An example includes using language to describe 

the impact of reading through words like “healing” and “therapy,” which also shapes 

perceptions to bring about tangible positive changes. While these terms portray bibliotherapy 

as a credible approach, they are also covered in hierarchical connotations and thus reinforce 

authoritative narratives, positioning bibliotherapy as a professionalized practice and making it 

inaccessible to the people. To mitigate the hierarchical framing, alternative terminologies for 

“therapy,” like “self-exploration” and “personal development,” are proposed to divert the 

focus from clinical treatment to individual empowerment. 
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Figure 4 

Subject Positions 

 

Websites often alter their language and content to appeal to while excluding specific 

demographic audiences by examining how different websites deploy language and content to 

appeal to certain specific demographic audiences. Some websites may use simple language 

and relatable examples to reach a larger audience, while others may use more technical jargon 

to target mental health specialists. By evaluating these linguistic choices, one can see how 

tales of bibliotherapy get tailored to the needs and expectations of different audience 

segments. For example, the University of Pittsburgh aimed to invest the reader’s attention in 

reading, while Rutgers University explored the therapeutic potential of books. Using 

audience-centric language is explicit in the former through casual expressions that make it 

read more like a blog post. For example, “Reading can also sound like a burden and a 

commitment, and it can be hard to pay attention to what you’re trying to read, especially 

given all the kinds of distractions surrounding you (see: your phone)” (University of 

Subject Positions

Literary Perspective

Here, the agency is vested with the reader.

Psychological Perspective

In this perspective, the psychotherapist 
is a mediator.
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Pittsburgh). However, the same differs for the latter. While using semi-formal language, the 

aim is not to sound like a blog post but to share personal experiences for relatability. Being 

personal expressions, these views are frequently biased. The Book Habit explores how 

literature offers an opportunity to understand that we are not alone when our difficulties leave 

us plagued with questions and no answers.  

Strongly tied to the language is the issue of cultural sensitivity. Cultural subtlety and 

sensitivities are crucial and should be of prime importance in discussions on bibliotherapy. 

Bibliotherapy is subject to language and cultural bias, as the primary literature is Euro-centric 

and, thus, westernized, leaving a scope of cultural nuances in its practices. Websites may 

adopt measures to guarantee their material is culturally appropriate and sensitive to their 

audience’s different origins and, thus, experiences. It discusses language and cultural 

perspectives on mental health and recovery. For example, the prevalence of diverse cultural 

perspectives might be conflicting. Websites like the University of Pittsburgh explore cultural 

topics concerning mental health and healing through a cultural perspective, recognizing 

distinct experiences and viewpoints of the cultural communities. One way it does this is by 

highlighting the use of novels, as it “gives us the ability to put ourselves in someone else’s 

shoes and increase our empathy not just towards the character, but with others” (SOVA 

Project: University of Pittsburgh). One trend, particularly in the publishing world, is the sense 

of being represented within narratives in literature, and publishers are becoming more aware 

of this. So, a lot more diverse children’s literature allows children to see themselves in books 

feeling represented, valued, and recognized. Sometimes, when they see themselves 

represented in a book or a story, they feel understood and validated in a form, and that is quite 

therapeutic because they always have a language to express how they are feeling, which 
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seems to be such a significant shift in self-help books. It also has an aspect of cultural identity 

because children love to see themselves as represented in books. 

Table 2  

Thematic Comparison of Literary and Psychological Understandings of Bibliotherapy 

Themes Bibliotherapy’s Literary 

Understanding 

Bibliotherapy’s Psychological 

Understanding 

Healing vs. Therapy Bibliotherapy as a ‘traditional’ 

healing has a long history. 

“One of the first writers to say 

that reading books could 

comfort somebody after a 

heartbreak or a bereavement 

was the 16th century French 

philosopher Michel de 

Montaigne” (Psyche). This 

theory constructs bibliotherapy 

at the root of literature and sees 

it as a healing tool. 

“Bibliotherapy rests upon a 

belief in the power of literature 

to change our lives” (The Book 

Habit). It considers the 

potential for literature to have 

lasting effects on readers’ well-

being, personal growth, and 

resilience. 

As a traditional healing method 

pitted against modern therapeutic 

approaches, bibliotherapy integrates 

modern medicine and therapeutic 

approaches as a tool of ‘catharsis’ or 

emotional unburdening. “Tsakalakis 

says bibliotherapy is a powerful and 

unique healing tool because when 

you read something that truly speaks 

to you or that reflects your own 

feelings, it makes you feel less alone. 

“And there’s solace in that” (The 

Sydney Morning Herald). It focuses 

on symptom reduction and short-

term outcomes within specific 

therapeutic goals or treatment plans. 

Subject Positions From a literary perspective, the 

agency lies with the person. It 

views the relationship between 

reader and text as primary, 

From a psychological understanding, 

the agency lies with the 

psychotherapist. “Literature 

essentially helps clients be seen 



The Princeton Journal of Interdisciplinary Research  

ISSN 3069-8200                                 

 
 

emphasizing the transformative 

potential of literary 

engagement. “Literature has 

the ability to cast a different 

light on our own lives by 

encouraging us to see the 

world through the eyes and 

experiences of another” (The 

Book Habit). Further, it values 

the role of libraries, 

bookstores, and community 

spaces as hubs for literary 

engagement and social 

connection. 

without being exposed” (The 

Walrus). It views the relationship 

between therapist and client as 

central to the effectiveness of 

bibliotherapeutic interventions 

involving bibliotherapy within 

institutional settings, such as 

hospitals or clinics. 

Audience 

Phenomenon 

Reducing stigma around 

emotional concerns is attained 

by normalizing discussions 

about literature’s therapeutic 

benefits and promoting reading 

as a form of self-care. “A good 

book offering solace, 

enlightenment, and inspiration 

may become a factor in the 

healing process by presenting 

choices and pointing out a 

path” (Ward). It recognizes the 

therapeutic value of reading as 

a form of self-care, relaxation, 

and rejuvenation. It examines 

the role of literature in 

fostering intergenerational 

connections. 

Psychological understanding plays a 

role in reducing the stigma 

associated with mental health issues 

by promoting the use of 

bibliotherapy as a legitimate form of 

treatment within mainstream 

healthcare settings. “The theory of 

bibliotherapy is that people engage 

with literature, not just to escape the 

familiar world and travel somewhere 

else, nor only for academic purposes, 

but to ease the pain of existence, of 

being human” (Psyche). In doing so, 

it may employ bibliotherapy to 

promote treatment plans or enhance 

motivation for change by using it 

with special populations like 

children, adolescents or the elderly to 
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address developmental needs or life 

transitions. 

 

Table 3  

Library Discourse as an Extension of the Literary Understanding of Bibliotherapy 

Yet another discourse which can be called an extension of ‘literary discourse’ is library 

discourse, analysed using the following three categories: 

Approach to 

Bibliotherapy 

Subject Positions Audience Phenomenon 

The discourse on 

libraries focuses on 

their role as therapeutic 

landscapes, promoting 

well-being and 

reflection. For 

Brewster, “the public 

library is a place of 

‘reflection, self-

realization and 

sanctuary’” (2014). 

“Libraries as a space, have 

three common themes: The 

library as familiar, open and 

welcoming; the library as 

comforting and calming; the 

library as empowering” 

(Brewster, 2014). 

“Different people found different 

library spaces to encourage a feeling 

of well-being, disagreeing about the 

qualities in specific libraries, which 

supports Conradson’s (2005) 

argument that places are not 

therapeutic within themselves, but 

the experience of being in them can 

be subjectively therapeutic” 

(Brewster, 2014). It contrasts the idea 

of the library as a therapeutic place. 

However, what makes it therapeutic 

for a person can be associated with 

the experience of being in the place 

and the qualities associated with it, 

its quiet atmosphere, or the 

availability of abundant literature. 

 

Section II 
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Analysis of selected profiles helped understand how bibliotherapists position 

themselves and how their specific understandings of bibliotherapy shape their very 

perspectives about selves and the world. The three parameters used to analyze the profiles 

include approach to bibliotherapy, subject positions, and perspectives on the implications of 

bibliotherapy. 

Table 4  

Self-Positioning and Discursive Frameworks of Selected Bibliotherapists 

Profile Approach to 

Bibliotherapy 

Subject Positions Perspectives on the 

implications of 

bibliotherapy 

Bhakti Mathur Focuses on curating 

personalized reading 

lists and brings 

inspiring wellness 

stories to life. She 

believes in the 

restorative power of 

words. 

She positions herself as a 

‘coach’ who helps the 

reader with reclaiming 

agency and insight into 

their healing journey. 

Diverse experiences make 

her a better coach. Guides 

individuals to manage their 

careers, set and achieve 

goals, manage anxiety and 

overthinking, find work-

life balance, and enhance 

their communication skills. 

As someone who marvels at 

the strength of the human 

spirit, she believes she wants 

to do more than write 

people’s stories but help 

them shape their own 

narratives. Mathur helps 

people shape themselves, not 

just exist in the world, and to 

be an active part rather than 

a passive reader of the story. 

Bijal Shah Bijal Shah holds book 

therapy to leveraging 

literature and reading 

as therapeutic tools that 

blend literary work 

Shah positions herself as a 

facilitator who views the 

act of reading as a form of 

healing and targets the 

young adult age group of 

In using bibliotherapy as an 

intermediary ground 

connecting the personal self 

with the world around, Bijal 

believes that books can help 
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with psychological 

insight. 

society. She offers online 

skill-based courses in 

bibliotherapy for children 

to empower them through 

the healing power of 

reading. She also has 

courses dedicated to the 

practice of bibliotherapy. 

foster that connection. In 

exploring the intersection of 

literature and mental health, 

she offers bibliotherapy 

training, sessions for 

individuals and couples, and 

supervision. 

Rummana Nazi As a library science 

graduate, Nazi aids in 

improving mental 

health issues in an 

academic environment 

with the help of 

bibliotherapy. She 

believes libraries have 

healing power and that 

library professionals 

can significantly 

impact society. 

She positions libraries as 

‘safe spaces’ benefitting the 

society. She believes that 

words are vested with an 

agency that dictates how a 

person may perceive and 

interact with what they 

read, and thus, these words, 

according to her, can both 

heal and harm people. 

She emphasizes the spatial 

relation of bibliotherapy with 

the self and the world as 

influenced by their access. 

The physical aspect of this is 

libraries, while the digital is 

AI chatbots. 

 

Conclusion, Limitations and Future Directions 

The present study attempted to unpack the major discourses of bibliotherapy, drawing 

upon the widely recognized websites that discuss the practice of bibliotherapy. Two specific 

routes of construction were identified. The literary construction of bibliotherapy construes it 

as a ‘healing’ tool. The agency is vested with the reader or the person utilizing the texts. It 

comes close to bibliotherapy, where the texts transform into cognitive resources to be utilized 

for making sense of the self and the world. Here, the language is rhetorical and imaginative 



The Princeton Journal of Interdisciplinary Research  

ISSN 3069-8200                                 

 
 

but ‘restorative.’ Another discourse identified draws upon the psychological understanding of 

bibliotherapy, which construes it as a form of ‘treatment’ or ‘intervention.’ 

Here, bibliotherapy becomes integrated into well-established therapies. It is practised 

in a therapeutic setting with the help of a psychotherapist. Depending upon the therapeutic 

approach it is integrated with, the relationship between the client and therapist varies. In sum, 

the agency lies either with the therapist or in the ‘in-between’ space of the client and the 

therapist. In this line of discourse, the language turns ‘scientific’ and ‘jargonized,’ drawing 

upon the larger biomedical discourse. Other than these two, the third line of discourse on 

bibliotherapy was identified. This emphasizes the spatial significance of this practice. In the 

analysis, it was called library discourse. Proponents of this discourse speak about the 

healing potential of libraries and the emancipatory power these spaces uphold. This discourse 

comes close to literary understanding but employs terminologies rooted in psychological 

understanding. 

The presence of these two discourses is substantiated by the recent advancement in 

the field of socio-cultural psychology which can be interpreted as the means of addressing 

this gap using the concept of symbolic resources (Zittoun, 2007). From this perspective, 

bibliotherapy transforms into a nodal object studied at the intersection of psychology and 

literature. This lens opens novel pathways for future research and emphasizes the need to 

amalgamate literature-based therapies with psychological intervention-based approaches. 

This way, psychotherapy and books intersect for an impactful integration, as charted by Bijal 

Shah, a bibliotherapist and author. Both discourses connect us to our imagination, memories, 

and emotions; enable reflection; transform pain; hold spaces for often thinking the 

‘unthinkable’ or relieving the ‘too painful;’ enable creative thinking, leveraging memory and 

imagination to heal.  
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The major limitation of the present research is its complete reliance on selected 

websites. Empirical research conducted through interviews with therapists and content 

analysis of live bibliotherapy sessions can provide more insight. While this research 

underscores the discursive constructions of bibliotherapy within virtual spaces, there is room 

for further research and advancements in the field. Future research can target the social media 

constructions of bibliotherapy by focusing on how people talk about healing facilitated by 

engagement with books. Yet another proposed line of research can be the systematic inquiry 

into the construction of bibliotherapy in the field of English literature. Several seminal pieces 

of literature evoked specific concepts long back before they were reimagined psychologically 

(For example, Groupthink by George Orwell). It would be intriguing to explore which 

concepts these literary geniuses have employed to investigate the healing power of words. 

Another promising avenue for further exploration involves leveraging technology, 

mainly digital libraries, to analyze contemporary literature and existing databases. 

Specifically, given India’s diverse population, integrating technology into bibliotherapy 

interventions not only broadens accessibility but allows tailoring literature to individual 

needs. This integration should consider diverse literary genres and cultural narratives within 

bibliotherapy and how they resonate with the population. Moreover, researchers must address 

the cultural adaptation of bibliotherapy techniques, ensuring that therapeutic approaches align 

with cultural differences and practices across the country. 

To conclude, as most of the literature used is in English, it overlooks the marginalized 

sections of society, preventing them from availing themselves of the potential benefits of 

bibliotherapy. An extensive exploration, including regional texts and literature, can warrant 

the inclusion and reach of bibliotherapy practices amongst different demographic groups in 

India. Bibliotherapy’s emergence as a promising and reliable adjunct to traditional 
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therapeutic approaches is apparent by its potential to aid emotional healing, facilitate self-

discovery, and foster resilience.   
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