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he interpretation of the romance’s cultural significance offered here has been developed

from a series of extensive ethnographic-like interviews with a group of compulsive
romance readers in a predominantly urban, central midwestern state among the nation’s
top twenty in total population.! I discovered my principal informant and her customers
with the aid of a senior editor at Doubleday whom I had been interviewing about the
publication of romances. Sally Arteseros told me of a bookstore employee who had
developed a regular clientele of fifty to seventy-five regular romance readers who relied
on her for advice about the best romances to buy and those to avoid. When I wrote to
Dot Evans, as I will now call her, to ask whether I might question her about how she
interpreted, categorized, and evaluated romantic fiction, I had no idea that she had also
begun to write a newsletter designed to enable bookstores to advise their customers
about ‘the quality of the romances published monthly. She has since copyrighted this
newsletter and incorporated it as a business. Dot is so successful at serving the women
who patronize her chain outlet that the central office of this major chain occasionally
relies on her sales predictions to gauge romance distribution throughout the system. Her
success has also brought her to the attention of both editors and writers for whom she
now reads manuscripts and galleys.

My knowledge of Dot and her readers is based on roughly sixty hours of interviews
conducted in June 1980 and February 1981. I have talked extensively with Dot about
romances, reading, and her advising activities as well as observed her interactions with
her customers at the bookstore. I have also conducted both group and individual inter-
views with sixteen of her regular customers and administered a lengthy questionnaire to
forty-two of these women. Although not representative of all women who read romances,
the group appears to be demographically similar to a sizable segment of that audience as
it has been mapped by several rather secretive publishing houses.

From Janice A. Radway, “Women Read the Romance: The Interaction of Text and Context,™ origi-
nally published in Feminist Studies, Volume 9, Number 1 (Spring 1983): 56-68, by permission of -
the publisher, Feminist Studies, Inc.
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~Dorothy Evans lives and works in the
community of Smithton, as do most of her
regular customers. A city of about 112,000
inhabitants, Smithton is located five miles
due east of the state’s second largest city, in
a metropolitan area with a total population
of over 1 million. Dot was forty-eight years
old at the time of the survey, the wife of a
journeyman plumber, and the mother of
three children in their twenties. She is
extremely bright and articulate and, while
not a proclaimed feminist, holds some
beliefs about women that might be labeled
as such. Although she did not work outside
the home when her children were young
and does not now believe that a woman
needs a career to be fulfilled, she feels
women should have the opportunity to
work and be paid equally with men. Dot
also believes that women should have the
right to abortion, though she admits that
her deep religious convictions would pre-
vent her from seeking one herself. She is not
disturbed by the Equal Rights Amendment
and can and does converse eloquently
about the oppression women have endured
for years at the hands of men. Despite her
opinions, however, she believes implicitly in
the value of true romance and thoroughly
enjoys discovering again and again that
women can find men who will love them as
they wish to be loved. Although most of her
regular customers are more conservative
than Dot in the sense that they do not advo-
cate political measures to redress past griev-
ances, they are quite aware that men
commonly think themselves superior to
women and often mistreat them as a result.
In general, Dot’s customers are married,
middle-class mothers with at least a high
school education.2 More than 60 percent of
the women were between the ages of
twenty-five and forty-four at the time of the
study, a fact that duplicates fairly closely
Harlequin’s finding that the majority of its
readers is between twenty-five and forty-
nine.? Silhouette Books has also recently
reported that 65 percent of the romance
market is below the age of 40.* Exactly
50. percent of the Smithton women have

high school diplomas, while 32 percent
report completing at least some college
work. Again, this seems to suggest that the
interview group is fairly representative, for
Silhouette also indicates that 45 percent of
the romance market has attended at least
some college. The employment status and
family income of Dot’s customers also seem
to duplicate those of the audience mapped
by the publishing houses. Forty-two percent
of the Smithton women, for instance, work
part-time outside the home. Harlequin
claims that 49 percent of its audience is
similarly employed. The Smithton women
report slightly higher incomes than those
of the average Harlequin reader (43 percent
of the Smithton women have incomes of
$15,000 to $24,999, 33 percent have
incomes of $25,000 to $49,999—the aver-
age income of the Harlequin reader is
$15,000 to $20,000), but the difference is
not enough to change the general sociologi-
cal status of the group....

When asked why they read romances,
the Smithton women overwhelmingly cite
escape or relaxation as their goal. They use
the word “escape,” however, both literally
and figuratively. On the one hand, they
value their romances highly because the
act of reading them literally draws the
women away from their present surround-
ings. Because they must produce the mean-
ing of the story by attending closely to the
words on the page, they find that their
attention is withdrawn from concerns that
plague them in reality. One woman
remarked with a note of triumph in her
voice: “My body may be in that room, but
I’m not!” She and her sister readers see
their romance reading as a legitimate way
of denying a present reality that occasion-
ally becomes too onerous to bear. This
particular means of escape is better than
television viewing for these women,
because the cultural value attached to
books permits them to overcome the guilt
they feel about avoiding their responsibili-
ties. They believe that reading of any kind
is, by nature, educational.’ They insist
accordingly that they also read to learn.®
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On the other hand, the Smithton readers
are quite willing to acknowledge that the
romances which so preoccupy them are
little more than fantasies or fairy tales
that always end happily. They readily
admit in fact that the characters and
events discovered in the pages of the
typical romance do not resemble the
people and occurrences they must deal
with in their daily lives. On the basis of
the following comments, made in
response to a question about what
romances “do” better than other novels
available today, one can conclude that it
is precisely the unreal, fantastic shape of
the story that makes their literal escape
even more complete and gratifying.
Although these are only a few of the
remarks given in response to the undi-
rected question, they are representative
of the group’s general sentiment.

Romances hold my interest and do not
leave me depressed or up in the air at
the end like many modern day books
tend to do. Romances also just make
me feel good reading them as I identify
with the heroines.

The kind of books I mainly read are very
different from everyday living. That’s
why I read them. Newspapers, etc., I find
boring because all you read is sad news.
I can get enough of that on TV news. I
like stories that take your mind off
everyday matters.

Different than everyday life.

Everyone is always under so much pres-
sure. They like books that let them escape.

Because it is an escape, and we can
dream. And pretend that it is our life. I'm
able to escape the harsh world a few
hours a day.

It is 2 way of escaping from everyday
living.

They always seem an escape and they
usually turn out the way you wish life
really was.

I enjoy reading because it offers me a
small vacation from everyday life and
an interesting and amusing way to pass
the time.

These few comments all hint at a certain
sadness that many of the Smithton women
seem to share because life has not given
them all that it once promised. A deep-
seated sense of betrayal also lurks behind
their deceptively simple expressions of a
need to believe in a fairy tale. Although they
have not elaborated in these comments,
many of the women explained in the inter-
views that despite their disappointments,
they feel refreshed and strengthened by
their vicarious participation in a fantasy
relationship where the heroine is frequently
treated as they themselves would most like
to be loved.

This conception of romance reading as
an escape that is both literal and figurative
implies flight from some situation in the
real world which is either stifling or over-
whelming, as well as a metaphoric transfer
to another, more desirable universe where
events are happily resolved. Unashamed to
admit that they like. to indulge in tempo-
rary escape, the Smithton women are also
surprisingly candid about the circum-
stances that necessitate their desire. When
asked to specify what they are fleeing
from, they invariably mention the “pres-
sures” and “tensions” they experience as
wives and mothers. Although none of the
women can cite the voluminous feminist
literature about the psychological toll
exacted by the constant demand to physi-
cally and emotionally nurture others, they
are nonetheless eloquent about how drain-
ing and unrewarding their duties can be.”
When first asked why women find it nec-
essary to escape, Dot gave the following
answer without once pausing to rest:

As a mother, I have run ’em to the
orthodontist. 1 have run ’em to the
swimming pool. I have run ’em to baton
twirling lessons. I have run up to school
because they forgot their lunch. You
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know, I mean really. And you do it. And
it isn’t that you begrudge it. That isn’t it.
Then my husband would walk in the
door and he’d-say, “Well, what did you
do today?” You know, it was like, “Well,
tell me how you spent the last eight
hours, because I’ve been out working.”
And I finally got to the point where I
would say, “Well, I read four books, and
I did the wash and got the meal on the
table and the beds are all made and the
house is tidy.” And I would get defensive
like, “So what do you call all this? Why
should I have to tell you because I cer-
tainly don’t ask you what you did for
eight hours, step by step.”

But their husbands do that. We’ve
compared notes. They hit the house and
it's like “Well, all right. I've been out
earning a living. Now what have you
been doin’ with your time?” And you
begin to be feeling, “Now, really, why is
he questioning me?”

Romance reading, as Dot herself puts it,
constitutes a temporary “declaration of
independence” from the social roles of wife
and mother. By placing the barrier of the
book between themselves and their families,
these women reserve a special space and
time for themselves alone. As a consequence,
they momentarily allow themselves to aban-
don the attitude of total self-abnegation in
the interest of family welfare which they
have so dutifully learned is the proper
stance for a good wife and mother. Romance
reading is both an assertion of deeply felt
psychological needs and a means for satisfy-
ing those needs. Simply put, these needs
arise because no other member of the fam-
ily, as it is presently constituted in this still-
patriarchal society, is yet charged with the
affective and emotional reconstitution of a
wife and mother. If she is depleted by her
efforts to care for others, she is nonetheless
expected to restore and sustain herself as
well. As one of Dot’s customers put it, “You
always have to be a Mary Poppins. You
can’t be sad, you can’t be mad, you have to
keep everything bottled up inside.”

Nancy Chodorow has recently discussed
this structural peculiarity of the modern
family and its impact on the emotional
lives of women in her influential book, The
Reproduction of Mothering,® a complex
reformulation of the Freudian theory of
female personality development. Chodorow
maintains that women often continue to
experience a desire for intense affective
nurturance and relationality well into
adulthood as a result of an unresolved
separation from their primary caretaker. It
is highly significant, she argues, that in
patriarchal society this caretaker is almost
inevitably a woman. The felt similarity
between mother and daughter creates an
unusually intimate connection between
them which later makes it* exceedingly
difficult for the daughter to establish
autonomy and independence. Chodorow
maintains, on the other hand, that because
male children are also reared by women,
they tend to separate more completely
from their mothers by suppressing their
own emotionality and capacities for ten-
derness which they associate with mothers
and femininity. The resulting asymmetry in
human personality, she concludes, leads to
a situation where men typically cannot
fulfill all of a woman’s emotional needs. As
a consequence, women turn to the act of
mothering as a way of vicariously recover-
ing that lost relationality and intensity.

My findings about Dot Evans and her
customers suggest that the vicarious plea-
sure a woman receives through the nurtur-
ance of others may not be completely
satisfying, because the act of caring for them
also makes tremendous demands on a
woman and can deplete her sense of self. In
that case, she may well turn to romance
reading in an effort to construct a fantasy-
world where she is attended, as the heroine
is, by a man who reassures her of her special
status and unique identity.

The value of the romance may have
something to do, then, with the fact that
women find it especially difficult to indulge
in the restorative experience of visceral
regression to an infantile state where the
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self is cared for perfectly by another. This
regression is so difficult precisely because
women have been taught to believe that
men must be their sole source of pleasure.
Although there is nothing biologically
lacking in men to make this ideal pleasure
unattainable, as Chodorow’s theories tell
us, their engendering and socialization by
the patriarchal family traditionally masks
the very traits that would permit them to
nurture women in this way. Because they
are encouraged to be aggressive, competi-
tive, self-sufficient, and unemotional, men
often find sustained attention to the emo-
tional needs of others both unfamiliar and
difficult. While the Smithton women only
minimally discussed their husbands’ abili-
ties to take care of them as they would like,
when they commented on their favorite
romantic heroes they made it clear that
they enjoy imagining themselves being ten-
derly cared for and solicitously protected
by a fictive character who inevitably
proves to be spectacularly masculine and
unusually nurturant as well.”

Indeed, this theme of pleasure recurred
constantly in the discussions with the
Smithton women. They insisted repeatedly
that when they are reading a romance,
they feel happy and content. Several com-
mented that they particularly relish
moments when they are home alone and
can relax in a hot tub or in a favorite chair
with a good book. Others admitted that
they most like to read in a warm bed late
at night. Their association of romances
with contentment, pleasure, and good feel-
ings is apparently not unique, for in con-
ducting a market research study, Fawcett
discovered that when asked to draw a
woman reading a romance, romance read-
ers inevitably depict someone who is exag-
geratedly happy.'®

The Smithton group’s insistence that
they turn to romances because the experi-
ence of reading the novels gives them hope,
provides pleasure, and causes contentment
raises the unavoidable question of what
aspects of the romantic narrative itself
could possibly give rise to feelings such as

— .,

these. How are we to explain, furthermore,
the obvious contradiction between this
reader emphasis on pleasure and hope,
achieved through vicarious appreciation of
the ministrations of a tender hero, and the
observations of the earlier critics of
romances that such books are dominated
by men who at least temporarily abuse and
hurt the women they purportedly love? In
large part, the contradiction arises because
the two groups are not reading according to
the same interpretive strategies, neither are
they reading nor commenting on the same
books. Textual analyses like those offered
by Douglas, Modleski, and Snitow -are
based on the common assumption that
because romances are formulaic and there-
fore essentially identical, analysis of a
randomly chosen sample will reveal the
meaning unfailingly communicated by
every example of the genre. This method-
ological procedure is based on the further
assumption that category readers do not
themselves perceive variations within the
genre, nor do they select their books in a
manner significantly different from the
random choice of the analyst.

In fact, the Smithton readers do not
believe the books are identical, nor do they
approve of all the romances they read.
They have elaborated a complex distine-
tion between “good” and “bad” romances
and they have accordingly experimented
with various techniques that they hoped
would enable them to identify bad
romances before they paid for a book that
would only offend them. Some tried to
decode titles and cover blurbs by looking
for key words serving as clues to the
book’s tone; others refused to buy
romances by authors they didn’t recog-
nize; still others read several pages
including the ending before they bought
the book. Now, however, most of the
people in the Smithton group have been
freed from the need to rely on these
inexact predictions because Dot Evans
shares their perceptions and evaluations
of the category and can alert them to -
unusually successful romantic- fantasies
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while steering them away from those they
call “disgusting perversions.”

When the Smithton readers’ comments
about good and bad romances are com-
bined with the conclusions drawn from an
analysis of twenty of their favorite books
and an equal number of those they classify
as particularly inadequate, an illuminating
picture of the fantasy fueling the romance-
reading experience develops.!! To begin
with, Dot and her readers will not tolerate
any story in which the heroine is seriously
abused by men. They find multiple rapes
especially distressing and dislike books in
which a woman is brutally hurt by a man
only to fall desperately in love with him in
the last four pages. The Smithton women
are also offended by explicit sexual
description and scrupulously avoid the
work of authors like Rosemary Rogers
and Judith Krantz who deal in what they
call “perversions” and “promiscuity.” They
also do not like romances that overtly per-
petuate the double standard by excusing
the hero’s simultaneous involvement with
several women. They insist, one reader
commented, on “one women—one man.”
They also seem to dislike any kind of
detailed description of male genitalia,
although the women enjoy suggestive
descriptions of how the hero is emotion-
ally aroused to an overpowering desire for
the heroine. . ..

According to Dot and her customers, the
quality of the ideal romantic fantasy is
directly dependent on the character of the
heroine and the manner in which the hero
treats her. The plot, of course, must always
focus on a series of obstacles to the final
declaration of love between the two princi-
pals. However, a good romance involves an
unusually bright and determined woman
and a man who is spectacularly masculine,
but at the same time capable of remarkable
empathy and tenderness. Although they
enjoy the usual chronicle of misunderstand-
ings and mistakes which inevitably leads
to the heroine’s belief that the hero intends
to harm her, the Smithton readers prefer
stories that combine a much-understated

version of this continuing antagonism with
a picture of a gradually developing love.
They most wish to participate in the slow
process by which two people become
acquainted, explore each other’s foibles,
wonder about the other’s feelings, and
eventually “discover” that they are loved by
the other.

In conducting an analysis of the plots of
the twenty romances listed as “ideal” by
the Smithton readers, I was struck by their
remarkable similarities in narrative struc-
ture. In fact, all twenty of these romances
are very tightly organized around the
evolving relationship between a single
couple composed of a beautiful, defiant,
and sexually immature woman and a
brooding, handsome man who fs also curi-
ously capable of soft, gentle gestures.
Although minor foil figures are used in
these romances, none of the ideal stories
seriously involves either hero or heroine
with one of the rival characters.’? They are
employed mainly as contrasts to the more
likable and proper central pair or as purely
temporary obstacles to the pair’s delayed
union because one or the other mistakenly
suspects the partner of having an affair
with the rival. However, because the reader
is never permitted to share this mistaken
assumption in the ideal romance, she
knows all along that the relationship is not
as precarious as its participants think it to
be. The rest of the narrative in the twenty
romances chronicles the gradual crum-
bling of barriers between these two indi-
viduals who are fearful of being used by
the other. As their defenses against emo-
tional response fall away and their sexual
passion rises inexorably, the typical narra-
tive plunges on until the climactic point at
which the hero treats the heroine to some
supreme act of tenderness, and she realizes
that his apparent emotional indifference
was only the mark of his hesitancy about
revealing the extent of his love for and
dependence upon her.

The Smithton women especially like
romances that commence with the early
marriage of the hero and heroine for reasons




64 @ Partl A CULTURAL STUDIES APPROACH TO MEDIA: THEORY

of convenience. Apparently, they do so
because they delight in the subsequent,
necessary chronicle of the pair’s growing
awareness that what each took to be
indifference or hate is, in reality, unex-
pressed love and suppressed passion. In
such favorite romances as The Flame and
the Flower, The Black Lyon, Shanna, and
Made for Each Other, the heroine begins
marriage thinking that she detests and is
detested by her spouse. She is thrown into
a quandary, however, because her part-
ner’s behavior vacillates from indifference,
occasional brusqueness, and even cruelty
to tenderness and passion. Consequently,
the heroine spends most of her time in
these romances, as well as in the others
comprising this sample, trying to read the
hero’s behavior as a set of signs expressing
his true feelings toward her. The final out-
come of the story turns upon a fundamen-
tal process of reinterpretation, whereby
she suddenly and clearly sees that the
behavior she feared was actually the prod-
uct of deeply felt passion and a previous
hurt. Once she learns to reread his past
behavior and thus to excuse him for the
suffering he has caused her, she is free to
respond -warmly to his occasional acts of
tenderness. Her response inevitably
encourages him to believe in her and
finally to treat her as she wishes to be
treated. When this reinterpretation pro-
cess is completed in the twenty ideal
romances, the heroine is always tenderly
enfolded in the hero’s embrace and the
reader is permitted to identify with her as
she is gently caressed, carefully protected,
and verbally praised [with] words of
love.!? At the climactic moment (pp. 201-2)
of The Sea Treasure, for-example, when
the hero tells the heroine to put her arms
around him, the reader is informed of his
gentleness in the following way:

She put her cold face against his in an
attitude of surrender that moved him to
unutterable tenderness. He swung her
clear of the encroaching water and
eased his way up to the next level, with

—

painful slowness. . . . When at last he had
finished, he pulled her into his arms and
Held her against his heart for a
moment. . .. Tenderly he lifted her.
Carefully he negotiated the last of the
treacherous slippery rungs to the mine
entrance. Once there, he swung her up
into his arms and walked out into the
starlit night.

The cold air revived her, and she stirred
in his arms.

“Dominic?” she whispered.
He bent his head and kissed her.

“Sea Treasure,” he whispered.

Passivity, it seems, is at the heart of the
romance-reading experience in the sense
that the final goal of the most valued
romances is the treation of perfect union in
which the ideal male, who is masculine and
strong, yet nurturant, finally admits his rec-
ognition of the intrinsic worth of the hero-
ine. Thereafter, she is required to do nothing
more than exist as the center of this para-
gon’s attention. Romantic escape is a tem-
porary but literal denial of the demands
these women recognize as an integral part of
their roles as nurturing wives and mothers.
But it is also a figurative journey to a uto-
pian state of total receptiveness in which the
reader, as a consequence of her identifica-
tion with the heroine, feels herself the pas-
sive object of someone else’s attention and
solicitude. The romance reader in effect is
permitted the experience ‘of feeling cared for,
the sense of having been affectively reconsti-
tuted, even if both are lived only vicariously.

Although the ideal romance may thus
enable a woman to satisfy vicariously those
psychological needs created in her by a
patriarchal culture unable to fulfill them,
the very centrality of the rhetoric of rein-
terpretation to the romance suggests also
that the reading experience may indeed
have some of the unfortunate consequerices
pointed to by earlier romance critics.' Not.
only is the dynamic of reinterpretation an



