Chapter 23

Janice Radway

READING THE ROMANCE

Waomen, patriarchy and popiular literatiure

Y THE ENLY OF sy first fall day with [hetothy BEvsos and ber costoaiers, |
had come o readize that although the Srthion women ae not accustomed 1o
thitnkang alniid what st mm the pormance thar g them so much pleasane, they ks
pertectly well why they like to read. 1 understood this only when thewr rermarkuably
romstent cottmhents forced e to relingoah oy wadverten but connmung preoc-
cupation with the test. Becaus the winnen abways responded ta my query about thes
peasann bor svadding with comments shour the pleasuses of the sct el cather than
sheaws thevr iy for the particulars of the nomantic plod, | s relied | sl beve
W ve up iy obeesson with extual Reduies amd narestive detok if | oweneed 1o
uiderstamd these view of nanator maghig, UOnee | recogmmeed thn o became char that
roitance reading was wnportant w the Smubion women firg because the untple evernt
o pockang up o book enabled them o daal with the pamcalar pressunes amd temons
encoutercd m their daly round of activities. Althangh | learmed later that certm
aspects of the mmances sory do belp w make this evens especially meaniogfil, the
carly intrrviews were mteremyg because dhey fiocued s resslitely on the sygifisance
of the arr of rmaner reading rabies than oo the meanstg of the momae
The extent of the conbection between pomamer resdmg and my lormant
understatiding, of thew moles an wrves and methen win impressed upon me fire by Dot
berselt durung our first peu-hour mervew which took place before | bud wen ber
cmssmers” rerponses o the pilot quetionnaite. ln poung the quesmon, Wit do
rences dao better than othet povach today ' | expeceed ber oo concern hersell 10 her
stswer with the charsctersion ol the ploc and die maoner i whach the aory evialvisl,
Ty wavy warprise, | ot rook my query aboun “doing” as J tramitive guestion abaar the
offerns of monmances on the people who rad then. She sesponded v nry question with
3 long snd purshing anvwer that | found duficull o mberpict s thn carly stoge of our
discussiisis, 1t seetnn wase b bet [l speak tor herwell here because her nospons
smtreuluresd 3 mumber of themes that appeared again and again in my wibmeguent talie
wath esther sraden. My question proampted the fallowing canctul meduanon;
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Iy an mnocuous thung 1 bad 1o be . il wr demba, thes is harmiful.
Thev're very aware of thi. Mos of the women are mothers. And they re
awdie of that kind of thing, And reading s something they would bike o
generste i then children sl Seving the parents reading . . jig some-
thing that | ferl they think the chabdren shoubl see thern dobegg . . . Uve gt
a woitian with teenage bovy here who wvs 'you've gos books ke you've
s gt oondles of da .- da . da |counting sn mmagmary mack ol
bisoka| " She say, Mow whien you ok Mother w0 bay you something, you
dian'y spop and thanik hows many |h||'|-P;|. your have. 5o thin m Mothers amd i n
my money. Yy, almost defermive. Bur | dunk diey pet thut trom their
fathers. | think they heard thewr Gathers sometime or other aymng. ‘Hey,
you re wpereding an awul Torke oo ey wort hnskes dpent skl You know for
3 long e, my ladiey ud “em, They would hide thew boaks; lierally hide
their books. And they'd sy, "Oh, of oy basband [we have distneoee blue
ucka], i mw husband sees this blue sick coming in the hodse . . 7 Anid vou
know, |'d way, Rl really, v 2 Ifu“ plL o i really feel ke o have
to be very defermrve” A winle ago, | woubd mint have thought thee way |
waald have theaght, "Ofh. Dan & gotng 1o hin the cethng’ For a while Lan
was ook thralled thiii | was neiding 4 lot, Becaise | dunk men Jo feel threar-
ened, They wam their wite to be in e moi with them. And 1 think oe
by 0 i3 the retn un thie tes ol me b not (whes | am resdg)

Uinly when [0d arrived at her |ast observation about reading and io abiliry to tram-
peart hes uu:ut'hﬂhwq revennt il | begrin i mideeuianad that the real ansver o my
question, which the never mennioned and which was the link between reading, pilh,
sl ik, was wenually the sngle word. fBcape. 3 word that would larer appear on
HOO [TLAITY of the GUELBOTIAITTY. Shie mhu-qu explained that mimance novel pro-
sded evcape pust as Darvon and skeobol do for winrtienn. Wheteas the latter s
harmiul to both woman and therr Grmilies, Dot believes momance reading » “an
tnocusod thing” As she commented o me in mother mterviow, romance reading o
3 hatmt that w oot sy ditferent fhom ‘an adduction.

Alhough some of the ocher Smuthron weanen expreved unemmes shaot the
auitabibity of the sddiction analogy, as did Dot i anocher meraew, wearky all of the
original wxteen wha participated in lengthy conversations agreed that one of dhew
princapal gouls in resdug wis thes desiee to do wmething diffeend froin chetr daily
routinie. That chaem was borne ot by ther anvwen to the apeninded guesion abou
the functions of pomance teading. Al this point. it seems worth guotng & few of dase
fourteen ophies that expresly volunteered the ideas of ewcape and release. The
Snnthron resders explaned the power of the momance in the following way:

They ae light reading - escape literamure = | can puy down and pick up
rilorthesdy,

Everyong is alwayy amder o much presure, They ke hooks thar let them
B

Esrapism
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| jpuess | feel there » enough ‘reality” in e world and reading 5 4 means of
escape for me.

Becanse it i an Bwage [sie], amd we can dream snd pretend that it s our Fifee.
Ui able to escape the harsh world for o few hoars s dey

They always wem an vsrape ad they vsually rum ourn the way you wish life
rrally was,

The respome of the Smithton wamen s spparently not an wmsl one. Indeed, the
wdvertising campaignes of three of the houses that have conducted extensive market-
rewearch sudies all enphasize the themes of relaxation and escape, Potential readen of
Coventry Romances, for eample, have been told m onipon as that “month afier
manth Covwniry Ruomances offer you 3 heputiful new escape roure e higorical
tiamies wehen b anid hopw ruled the hean ond mind '’ Similardy, the Silhauete tebe-
munadvnmmm&mumgﬂimanannﬂdﬂurﬁbphnuuﬂdmhng
makes you feel so good’ and that mmances ‘woathe sway the fensons of de day”
Montalban s rouned the valoe of "escaping’ into fraway places and exotic locathons.
Harlequin once mounied o oravel wweepsabes campalgn offering a0 prizes ‘ewcage -
vaganons’ o romantic places. Tn addition, they included within the benska themueles
an advertidng page that described Harleguin s “the hooks that let you escape o the
womdertil world of mommmes! Trps to ot places . iteresting places | . . meet-
wg memorsble people . . the exciromens of bove .., These sre mtegral pary of
Harlequin Romances — the heartwarmming novels read by womien everywher =
Fawcert, oo, seemms to hive discovered the mcape fanction of mamantic fienon, for
Dhaisy Maryles has reprmted that the campany found m in-depth smterviewing that
‘mmmanees were read for relasarion amd o enable [women] 1o better cope with the
e apects of hfe”

Reading to escape the present i nelthet 3 new belavior nor one peculiar to
women who el moances. Iy fact, s fachard Hoggan demonsteared in 1957,
Engltsh workmyg.class people have long freganded at a0 sscape, sovomerhing enjoyed
bur not sssumed vo have much contection with the matter of daidy Bife™ Within this
st af aesthetic, he umlm.mhnu;'riﬁﬂr;'mpmh it e someching
“for you m owe Jo further elaborating on this of fictional escape, D W
 Harding bas made the related observation that thel word is most often used in crits
i at & term of disparagement o refer w0 om sctvity that the saluator bebeves ha
ne merit in and of mell. 11 it inmrinac appesl w bigh,” be remarks] 'in relation 1o in
cinupenmtory sppeal or the meve reliet it promises, then the term escape B not ges-
:ﬂynﬂﬂmm;mmmmmmrbuhnrnnﬁnmmhﬂh:h:
19300, that “the compenatory appeal predaminates mainly  states of depreston or
mrritation, whether they sene frum work o other cames'™ 1t s interesting w note that
the explanatiom riployed by Dot and her women m fntecpret thetr mmance nead-
img for thenoelves are thus representative in 0 general way of o form of behavioe
comrnon i an mdetrialized socety whene work s cleady ditimgunhied from and
rrore highly valued than leisiie despite the Got that imdivideal bibor is often ron-
rtieed, reguwented, snd mummally challenging.” I i equally cwential o add,
bowpver, thar ulthough the women will use the wonl 'scape’ 10 explain their resding
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be bt of green another comparable chotee that does nov carry the connotatus of
ihwparagemnrnt, thiey il choome the maore Bvorabli lI-'I'I:II'I“-I'Ig explanaoon, To unider.
stanid wiwy, 1w wrll he I'-'lp.ﬁ.ﬂ pun Foallomss [ hot's Conmmmienis mide clisehy

In returmng o her dettnnon of the :||'rpu:|.| al rormance hicbon = o delnmen it
o highly condemied veruon of 4 commaonly expepeneed proces of explanatum,
idvoubet, and deleirive justifciion— it I:-rmm;‘l.mﬂm oAy pavels perform this
SOTTIPE SOy i for wamnen bedane they e them o divenily the pace and
chunacrer of then habtnmuad exsenes. ok makes i chear, however, that the women s
alsor et aboue the proprieey of imbulgng in such an obyiously plessurable geire.
sty Dher abosshis ane oflen cubtivated mie 4 fall-grovn feeling of gailt by bosbands and
chilidren whi obyecs w thi scmvery becanse f deawa the womens stention dway Fom
the immediate family circle As Lisn Jaser mosesd, altheugh sorme somen can explabn
tes thedr famblaes chat @ desite (o 3 oew toy or a gadget 5 oo ditlerens brom 3 deare 1o
read @ mewe s naveel, a Far Ereaber niimiber of thent have foiind i pocessry W
hide ehe evadence of ther selt-moulgenes. 1o on elfort te conibat both the reenomment
af others and thewr cwn feelingy of shame abour thew *hedommt’ behavior, thie wamnen
tave warked oul a contplex raponalesnon for mmance reading dhay not ondy swers
thewr eqqual rght to pleasume bt by byl the books by kg theo warhs values
more widely approved withm Aimerean qulivee. Bebon taredig to the pattern, how-
evet. | want to elaborate on the concept of ecape sselt amd the reasons e i ability
for prroduicr such ieenimend and godlt o the e place,

Both the prape response and the relaxation response on the sevord questionnaire
wmnediately vase ather questions, Relaxatnon unples a noducton m the state of ten-
s procduced by prior conditiom, wheres scape obwiously sugpess fight tmm ane
state o b o another sate devirable e To unidentand the sepse of the romanee
expenienee, then, a5 it i engeryed by these whie consider i 3 welcome change in thel
dav-to-day exmmence, it becomes necesary fo situste i within s lager fempanl con-
text and to specity precisely how the a0t of reading wmmages oo cyeate dhat feetng of
rharge anid datferentianon s highly valued by these meaden,

In srending o the venmen's cewnEnen bt the sorth of romance resding. | wa
particubarly struck by vhe facn thayy wa yine the weord escape in two distinict
ways. U the ome hand, they ased the rerm herally 1o dewcribeithe ac ool ey the
present, which they believe they sccamplish each time they begn 1o tesd o ook o
are drrwn ingo e story G thelpghothand, they med the wond in 3 more fguranve
fasttion: oo give substance 1w the somewha vagoe but nonedhelens mieme semse of nelie)
they expethence by identifying with 2 berome whose Tife do fiol resemble thewr own
m rermin ol apegts b thunk i emworzant h’#TE[rI'I:JU-I.‘ﬂ thu sibde distiviction
accurately as possible because o mdbeares that Tomance. readiing acdewes women from
theids present presing concerm m two ditlerent ban elsced ways.

Dot, for esample, went on o elsborae more fully in the comveranon quoned
shrrer gbnot why s many huishomds seern b el threatened by ther wives” reading
sctritie, Adter dechimng with delughi than swehen she peaids b body boin the poom b
shie herself m not. she aid. | think this is dhe case with the other women!’ She con.
amued, "1 thenk men canmot die that unless they thesmelves are readers. | don 'y dunk
e are svev @ pare of amptbeng even i S television.” “They are never mally ou of theb
body ¢ther, she added ‘1 don’t vaee i 6% 3 foothall gee; | ihiok they ae absays con-
wonatisly sware of where they are” Her erumpham conclusion, “bot | thnk @ wanmar
mr a bewok s imdie ates vhat Dot mpeore that reading not anly demands 8 hagh leve
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of stenton bt abo drws the individual mie the book becaine it requites bes par-
ticrpaton. Althoogh she o nor wre what o © aboot the ook that prompn dw
abrarrgatwm, she m gpaite suve that wheeon wewmg od Blm varching are ditleren
i schbmg umedurely thar “lor some reason, o 1ot of men frel threatened by thin. very,
wery mibich threstened, Diod siggestad that the men’s mendimend b hitde v do sdth
the Kindy of books thetr wives are sesding and mcore o dis wath the simple focr of the
activity el and ity cxpucity to ahsorh the PATTICTATE . TN STTCINIIOTL.

Ihese ventmve observinom were larer corroborated w the conversstions | had
wrh ather feaden, Ellen, for imtance, 4 former sirline stewandon, sow martiod aod
takang care vl het bome, ndicaied diat she alas reads G enteramoment sl escape,
Hemwrwer, she added, her bushand sometimes abjecn 1o her reading becamne he wann
her ws warch the ame wlevision show he hai selected. She “hates™ thn, she wild
because whe does pot like the kinds of prograns on television todey She 1 ilekighted
winen he i buasneis cull o the VT IR bsew e by bkl PP LRI wirh
ha calle peTTE ber oy B hack m :l"l.l'.'l: beresk.

Penny snocher bowewie in ber maddle dhroes, sbo mdicaed tha ber husbad
“mesenty it f she reach oo much, 'He teels shut oot she explainesd, “bni thete bs nuth
ing on TV | emoy’ Like Elleis hoishand, FPeomy's sposte ahus wapbs ey o watch
televisiom with hams. Susan, @ werran w her fithes abo “read]s] oo escape’ shd relatnd
wirh almost i bitrernea thar ber hoshand wall not permn ber to cominue reading
whin e n peady 80 go to deep. She seenn b regret rather thin meend this only
bevanse it Limits the et of thie she s wpend i am .ruﬂt-rlhrﬂmhmqulr
ludeed, the warnt om i our eoreprsaion mw explam thar she oceasdonally grves herelf
"8 very special weet” when dhe i “vd ol housework,” *l take the while day ol she
aid, o read.”

mhmm:ufmmtfmﬂugmlﬂmlpﬁqmmmmmum:d
et o the mtervews, The Smutheon wonsen sressed the provacy of the act and the
tact that w erabley them ta focus thew attention on 3 angle object that can provade
pleaseere for themselves alone. Interestingly enoagh, Robett Ewcarpit bo notel im
telated Lmhion that wrading n o owe ‘el and soeal' because ‘5t emperanly sup-
proesses the snddoeidual’s pelatvons wirh bus fxi] umverse o cotstruct new ones with the
umgverse of the wark.™ Unlike velevimion viewing, which s & very socl sotivity
undertaken in the prewnce of athen sl which perntits sunsbanesom comerstom
aid “perional mferaction, alent renddngs requeres ibe resder i block owr the -
roeidmg, workd and to give conmederanon o other people and o another ame I8
migdit be maid, then, dthat the characien and event of momance Geson populate the
Worhian s consclowties cven o e sithadroes fhom the Pl scial seeme ol her
by ikt

i e the word nnmmminom deliberawly here because the Smuthion wiomen
pxpliinied v e that they a Bot rving o scape their husbands sid childees "pes w'
when they read. Ruather. what reading take them dway from, they beleve, nthe pry.
ehibiggically deviandiing sl ermtnmally drawg sk of stierding o the physcal and
stfeceror needs of chesr families, 3wk that b wlcly ood peculiarly then. In ocher
woirdh, thee wormen, who have been educated 1o believe that females are especially
ind maturally attuned 1o the emotional requirememis of athers and win o very ponsd
il therr abvilibues o commmnicate with 3o to serey e membens of thew tmbey
value madmy preceely because n0n an memely privute sct Not ondy o de activiaty
private, bowever. bur i glso enables chem 1o unpend temporinly thodse anailial
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relationahaps sond o theow up s soeen betwesn thearhe and the srena where they
are pesjuared b de most af then elating w athers,

Ir was Dot wiyo firee sdvised moe abour this phenomenon. Her lengthy commien-
Ay, yumscribed below, enabled e 1o listen carefiilly oo the other readen’ disromiom
of escape andd to hear the distinenon nearly all of tem made between escape trom
their families, which they believed they da wot do, and escape from the hesvy respon-
shilities and duties of the mles of wife snd mother, which they admi dhey do oue of
emotanal peed and necesiry. Dot explained their activiey, for instance, by para-
Phﬂlﬂl‘“dﬂﬂlﬂﬂﬁhhﬂmﬁhﬂlﬂupﬁmmhn wymtoprers minds. "Hey)” they
way, “thaia s sachiat | want to dooand U'mogooma de i This s otor me. Tm doin” for yoo
all the wme, Now leave me, jus leave me slone. Let me have my dme, oy wpace. Let
e do what | want to do. This 't hurtng you. U'm oot peachg on you wm any
wi, She theén went o by élaborste about ber vam duoes s 3 mother apd wile

As wmaother, §lave rus amow the orthadontist. | have i ‘em i the swenne
mung pool. | have run “em o baton owirking kesons. [ have o wp o school
because they Gargot their luseh. You koew, | mean, really! And you do e,
And it nn't that you begrudie . Thar so't ic. Then my husband would walk
in the door and be'd sy, "Well. what did you do today? You knows it was
fike, “WWell. tell me how' you spent the bt elght boun, becaoe ve bren oug
workang. And | finally god v the patnt where | would sy, “Well, | vead four
bk, apd | did all the wash snd gor the meal on the mble snd the beds are
il made, and the houe 15 ndy’ And | would get defensive like, “So what do
you call all ehin? Why should | have to tell you because | certamly don't ask
vous what you did For exght hours, step by sep® < Bur their husbands do do
that. We've compared notes. They his the house and o'y hke "Well, all night.
I've been out earming a liveng, MNow wha hove vou been doin® with pour
tirme’ And you begin to be feelmng, “Now wally, why n he questsonmg me?

Romance reading, w would weem, ar bea fior [or and many of het castomern., o
urmegy with 3 double purpose. As an sevivity, it v engaiges thely attenton thar o
enables them o deny their phyiical proende w0 on envmmment anocaied with
reaponsibilities that are acutely el and occanmomally experienced @ too anerous o
bwrar, Ropadimg, w ths sense, connoves 4 free space where they feel liberitesd from ihe
megd po pﬁimmhnhﬂmd:rynﬂmwﬁuﬂuﬂuupnhh o At the ame
time, by carefully choosiog wories thet make them feel particularty happy, they escape
figueatively mto o Lory tale whese s herowe's sumiar needs are adequately mer, As 5
renult, they vicarously stwend 1o their own regquirements s independent individuals
who require emotioml sustenance and wilicinnde.

Angie’s account of her Bavorite neading trne graphically represenm the ugnificance
of peretiance reading a3 tool to belp msure 3 woman's semse of emotional well-being
| bike ) vive says, “when my husband ~ he's an imurance salesmn — goes out in the
evenig on houss calls. Becane then | have two hours just b totally relax ' She con.
thimed, '| lowve o settle in a bot bath with a good book. Thar's really gresc’ We migh
conclide, then, that macdmy » nomance s s regressive experience for these women i
the wense that for the duranon of the tme devored w it they frel gratified sl cons
tenr. This feeling of plessun scoma o derree fram their ldentification ssith a hemoine
whuom they beliove i deeply apprecuned and wenderty cared for by another. Somewhar
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paradosically, however, they sbho wem o value the seme of seli-suffirency they
experience a4 gonseguetee. of the knowledge thar they sre capable of making them-
sebvid feel gond. *
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escaps and it is esetital oo know fiom what and rowank what we s eseapung”

Y Escarpin, ibid  p M8 Aldsaogh e elservations are ot conched i scademm language
they are meally oo different from Ecarpir’s sinilar obsereanon that reoding b the supreme
salitary ovsupstion.” He contitisies thad ‘the man Jsie] whas reads Soes nos speak, doss pot
n, run Jurrielf sway from seciery, sobney hivsedl’ 1o the watld whish srmamds
b . resing allows the wnses po mangin of liberty, [ sbsarbn the mtine comehos
i, makngg the mader powerles g ac’ (p 84 The sygaficance of this ke effect of the
Wt of reading o die Soithton women will be dscoed looer . For o degailed disession
ol the different demands made upon an Indiidial by reading and rade lsternng wee
Lazarefedd, Radin and the Primied Page, pp 170-79
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