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After the drama of Orihime’s doubting him and then cheering him (albeit so lamely--this tells me that Ichigo didn’t need her
passionate unquestionable approval the way she has always seemed to need his), a connection is made. After the fight,
Orihime and Ichigo look at one another honestly in the eye. The moment, even to someone who dislikes the pairing, is
tender. Kubo works the moment before interrupting it with Nell comedy, and then the tenderness is resumed. “I’m glad
Inoue is not hurt,” Ichigo says, curiously referring to her in the third person, and Orihime thanks him. Another tender look.
Another teasing moment--Ichigo’s hands on Orihime’s waist! WAIT! A blush from Orihime! What’s happening here? Is this
actual sexual tension?
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Nope. No sexual tension. Sexual tension requires two parties. While Orihime is clearly flustered here, Ichigo is innocent as 
pie.

Some IchiOri fans will tell you here that Ichigo has slyly found a way to put his hands on Orihime. Never mind that the
quickest way down is to carry her because she can’t fly or that Ichigo has been carrying Nell all over Hueco Mundo. Kubo,
they say, lingered on Ichigo’s hands on Orihime’s waist in order to suggest something sexual….

I agree that the panel was a tease, but the sexual tease wasn’t coming from Ichigo’s crafty groping--it was coming
from Kubo’s crafty story-telling. As with Orihime’s aborted kiss, the next panels veer away from an IchiOri romance.

Ichigo is touching Orihime alright but quite matter-of-factly, without emotional subtext. One could argue that each time
Ichigo grabbed Grimmjow’s hand (four times during the battle--the yaoi fangurl in me counted), there was more emotional
expression on Ichigo’s part. 

There are parallels between Ichigo and Orihime throughout this arc. For example, Orihime spares her enemies when she
heals the Arrancar who beat her up. Ichigo spares Grimmjow not once but twice. The goodness of these two people is
made plain; both have good intentions and so far there’s been no loss of chocolate for either.

The very fact that there are parallels between them (too many to list here--someone else write the essay!) means that they
are being placed one against the other for comparison and not with one another as a team. Similar parallels have been
made in fandom between Ichigo and Rukia (both are fierce champions for what’s right, etc) but the difference here is that
Ichigo and Rukia were often paired as partners whereas Ichigo and Orihime have yet to demonstrate working together 
against opposing forces.

In the Karakura Hollow arc, Rukia and Ichigo were equals--with Rukia having superior experience and information in the 
Hollow-battling area. She was his intellectual mentor. In the Soul Society arc, Rukia is a victim;Ichigo rescues her but then 
she does the same for him when she returns to the Living World and kicks him out of his malaise. Throughout the Hueco 
Mundo arc thus far, Orihime has been nothing but the damsel in distress but she's not the only one whose life Ichigo has 
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saved.

Ichigo breaks Grimmjow’s fall after defeating him. These panels touched me so much--and no, I’m not talking about my
inner yaoi fangurl being moved. Ichigo’s generosity of spirit is what it always has been, even after Orihime (and
presumably, we the audience who feared that he would lose himself to his inner Hollow) doubted him.

Getting back to the pair without 
the sexual tension, I have to laugh every time I read fans’ descriptions of Ichigo’s proximity to Orihime’s voluptuous ass. To
hear the IchiOri version of it, Ichigo, that sneaky bastard, was taking advantage of the moment. He instigated the whole
thing with lascivious intent, of course. He put his face right next to her buttcheek.

Does this sound like the Kurosaki Ichigo of the past two-hundred-and-eighty-six chapters to you? The Ichigo who spazzed
at the very mention of sexual things (Nell made him blush by calling him a virgin no less--never mind his reactions to
Yoruichi and Matsumoto or that the mere presence of Rukia’s ass on his bed invoked one hundred times the anxiety as
Orihime’s ass next to his very face). 
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Not a blush on his face. Imagine Ishida in this situation. Ishida would’ve blushed himself right out of his famous low blood
pressure into a brain hemorrhage.

The fact that Ichigo is shown in one panel as looking away from Orihime’s lovely rear in one panel and casually saying “Oh
well, now I have to find Rukia and Chad” shows you where the boy’s priorities were. His hero’s mind was focused on
helping people--so much so that his sixteen-year-old hormones were not in evidence at all? Maybe Nell’s two punches to
Ichigo’s Shinigami family jewels had something to do with that or maybe Orihime just doesn’t turn Kubo on. In any event,
Kubo makes his point. Ichigo has no sexual response to Orihime. 
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The way Ichigo carries Orihime in this arc immediately recalls the way he carried Rukia in Soul Society (albeit with much 
sexual tension--eyelocks and more importantly, arguing, that sure indicator of romance in manga). Maybe Ichigo doesn’t
know how to carry a woman (or maybe his sword was still in shikai and he had no choice).

A key difference between Ichigo’s carrying Orihime and Ichigo’s carrying Rukia is that Kubo devotes a giant page to
Rukia’s rescue. Ichigo looks dashing, capable and heroic. Rukia’s looks dumbstruck With Orihime, Kubo shows us a few
small comedic panels with Nell interruptions and a slack-jawed, innocent-looking Ichigo. Ichigo looks like a boy in the
scene with Orihime. There’s no doubt, in the shounen presentation of Rukia’s rescue, that Kubo is presenting us with a
heroic man.

He still holds a woman funny, though, and that in itself reminds us that Ichigo is our hero.

Ichigo is, of course, only a boy on the verge of manhood; he’s the classic shounen hero, a little sharper than Goku, a little
angstier and less naïve than Naruto, but his innocence and good will are meant to speak to little Japanese boys trying to
learn about life. The way Ichigo carries a woman is meant to be laughable, but it’s also supposed to distinguish him. His
heroic mind isn’t distracted from its purpose to protect.

Other characters, Renji and Ishida for example, can look more dashing when protecting a woman, but in the end neither 
one of them will be the one standing to fight the ultimate villain.
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Renji carries Rukia all over Soul Society in the “over the threshold” manner.

Ishida saves Orihime the same way.

I don’t expect anything on the order of a true IchiRuki romance resolution until after Ichigo has fought that last villain. In the
meantime, the IchiRuki separations and reunions will continue and each time, as before, their bond will grow. 

What I Really Said

Finally, I’d like to respond to one forum remark about this essay. I expected IchiOri criticism of my arguments in my LJ but I
haven’t gotten any--only good-natured disagreement from the home team. So naturally, I went poking around in fanclubs to
see what the strong negative remarks against this essay might be. The strongest I found was from a literate and thoughtful
fan who, other than mocking for the nth time my stand on the Japanese attitude towards unrequited love, made an
interesting observation.

How, she asked, is it that I don’t expect Ichigo to fall in love with Orihime and change his two hundred or so chapters of
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behavior when I do expect Orihime to fall in love with Ishida? “Talk about a double standard,” she said.

If I’d actually said such a thing, it would be a fair point. If one will look back over this essay and others I’d written, I’ve said
time and time again that I don’t expect to see Orihime go through the painstakingly realistic process of falling out of
idealized love with one boy and falling genuinely in love with another. (Actually, if Orihime were an actual teenager she’d
fall out of one infatuation into another; given that we’re talking a shounen story here, I expect some form of idealized happy
ending for the girl). I fully expect Orihime to grow closer to Ichigo as a friend and in that way feel herself fulfilled in a way
she couldn’t be when she desired a more intimate relationship. Maybe Orihime, coming to understand the Ichigo and Rukia
bond which, even if utterly platonic, would be an impediment to any other bond he tried to form with a woman, will do what
she does best. She will wish for another’s happiness and no longer worry about her own. 

I believe that Ishida has already achieved this level of caring for Orihime (You’ll recall the moment that he watched Orihime
suffering through the Ichigo-Byakuya battle and gritted his teeth, angstily proclaiming “If you don’t win, Kurosaki, I will never
forgive you!”). Ichigo and Ishida, it’s been noted through clever parallelism in Bleach, are very much alike in crucial ways.
One significant difference (and here’s where I definitely part ways with the IchiOri shippers who claim that Ishida--and
Rukia, Renji and everybody’s uncle for that matter--ship IchiOri) is that Ishida already has strong romantic feelings for
Orihime as well as insight into her motives and personality; he pays attention to her whereas Ichigo doesn’t. Another
significant difference is that while Ichigo may have known Orihime peripherally for a few years, he isn’t close to her, and
Ishida, who spends days and nights with her in the Seireitei, comes to know her very well. (She, in turn, knows Ishida
well--she’s demonstrated this from the chapter where she explains Ishida’s true kind nature behind the rudeness to Ichigo).
Another difference between Ichigo and Ishida is that the latter has been shown to work well with Orihime; Ishida and
Orihime made a great team in the Soul Society arc. At the present time, I’m still waiting for Orihime and Ichigo to work
together; their relationship at the moment is anything but egalitarian. Orihime herself recognizes that she’s too
dependent on Ichigo.

So, although I’d be happy to see a canon romantic bonding occur with Ishida and Orihime within the scope of the story, I
don’t expect it. What I expect is that Orihime will resolve her issues, grow up as all the kids will in this coming-of-age story,
and that she will standing as a self-sufficient person by the end of Bleach--only with Ishida standing a little to the side of 
her, perhaps with his arm around her as in those famous panels where he protects her. And the IshiHime relationship will 
be implied as one-to-be.

I wouldn’t be surprised, though, if Kubo--who’s already dared Orihime to kiss an unconscious Ichigo--doesn’t pull
something similarly exasperating for audiences with the much beloved IshiHime pairing (IchiOri has never made the top ten
pairings in Japan but IshiHime consistently has). Sometimes I wonder if Orihime isn’t meant to finish that aborted kiss--only
in a true Kubo parallel, her lips will land on ones that are ready to kiss her back.

But that’s the wishful shipper in me talking.My arguments for IshiHime being a more compatible pairing than IchiOri can 
be found elsewhere.
Insofar as presenting evidence for an eventual IshiHime match, I will have to be given more manga, more
character development, and then, trust me, I’ll write the essay. For the moment let me leave you with what, if you’ve
read Part Two of this essay, you know I believe is an inadequate method for understanding a story--a little symbology.

Thus far, despite long chapters apart, Ishida and Orihime have touched more often than any other couple in the Bleach 
manga. There is one interesting parallel between the first time Ishida touches Orihime and the first time Ichigo does.  Both
times involve an accidental ponk.
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I just think its interesting that in this moment between Ichigo and Orihime, when Orihime was rushing towards a connection,
some sort of connection was indeed made--and Ichigo’s back was to her once again (Ishida's face was on Orihime's 
breast--too bad we don't see his reaction!)

The End Is Near

As I’ve said before, I cannot with absolute certainty make predictions as to where the manga will go. I can, with logic,
contextual interpretation, a basic understanding of the shounen form and some Japanese cultural mindsets, make fair
guesses. The uncertainty of any prediction I make is not going to stop me from making it. Half the fun of serial manga lies
here; the author’s intent is to keep me and you guessing.

Ultimately the romantic subplot of Bleach will resolve itself the way stories with a strict form do--neatly and without 
ambiguity--and IchiRuki shippers will be satisfied with the conclusion. The reason that the overwhelming majority of het 
shippers in the fandom support IchiRuki, I believe, is because Kubo Tite did a good job developing the relationship 
between his two main characters and coloring romantic nuances between them.

I’m just trying to be patient. That, and trying to have fun. I realize once Bleach is over, I’ll miss these days of trying to
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predict the next week’s chapter.

The End
(will point back to the IchiRuki beginning!)

A FATED UNION (Ichigo and Rukia in Bleach, Chapter One):

I hope you’ve enjoyed reading this essay as much as I’ve enjoyed writing it. As always, they who catch typos and dropped
words, grievous errors in grammar, sentence construction or interpretation, will be blessed with all the Hebrew blessings I
can remember and pelted with candies.

Comments welcome. Polite discourse encouraged. Flames or trolly comments intended to provoke controversy will be 
deleted.

Location:avoiding spoilers
Mood:   chipper
Music: the sound of my teeth biting my nails
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spartydragon wrote:
Aug. 31st, 2007 07:49 am (UTC)
Awesomesauce!

As usual, I have nothing intellegent to say, however I did notice something kind of interesting;

In all of those relaxed/tender expression Ichigo's wearing there, he's ALSO rather beat up. I believe this has a direct correlation to 
blood loss or head injuries. Concussion = Mellow Ichigo? This would explain Isshins friendly kicks to the head, I think. X)
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