CHAPTER THREE

The Act of Reading the Romance:
Escape and Instruction

By the end of my first full day with Dorothy Evans and her customers, 1
had come to realize that although the Smithton women are not accus-
tomed to thinking about what it is in the romance that gives them so
much pleasure, they know perfectly well why they like to read. I under-
stood this only when their remarkably consistent comments forced me to
relinquish my inadvertent but continuing preoccupation with the text.
Because the women always responded to my query abour their reasons for
reading with comments abour the pleasures of the act itself rather than
about their liking for the particulars of the romantic plot, [ soon realized I
would have ro give up my obsession with texrual fearures and narrative
details if I wanted to understand their view of romance reading. Onee |
recognized this it became clear that mmﬁnﬂ:_ad_ﬁﬁiﬁ?ﬁim_rtmt to the
Smithton women first because the simple event of picking up a book
¢nabled them to deal with the particular pressures and tensions encoun-
tered in their daily round of activities. Although T learned later that certain
aspects of the romance’s sfory do help to make this event especially mean-
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mants’ understanding of their roles as wives and mothers was impressed
upon me first by Dot herself during our first two-hour interview which
took place before I had seen her customers’ responses to the pilot ques-
tonnaire. In posing the question, “What do romances do better than
other novels today?,” I expected her to concern herself in her answer with
the characteristics of the plot and the manner in which the story evolved.
To my surprise, Dot took my query about “doing” as a transitive question
about the effects of romances on the people who read them. She responded
to my question with a long and puzzling answer that I found difficult
to interpret at this early stage of our discussions. It scems wise to let
Dot speak for herself here because her response introduced a number of
themes that appeared again and again in my subsequent talks with' other
readers. My question prompted the following careful meditation:

Ifs an innocuous thing. If it had to be . .. puls or drinks, this is
harmful. They’re very aware of this. Most of the women are mothers,
And they’re aware of that kind of thing. And reading is something
they would like to generate in their children also. Secing the parents
reading is ... just something that I feel they think the children
should see them doing. . . . Pve got a woman with teenage boys here
who says “you've got books like . . . you've just got oodles of da . . .
da ... da ... [counting an imaginary stack of books].” She says,
“Now when you ask Mother to buy you something, you don’t stop
and think how many things you have. So this is Mother’s and it is my
money.” Very, almost defensive. But I think they get that from their
fathers. I think they heard their fathers sometime or other saying,
“Hey, you're spending an awful lot of money on books aren’t you?”
You know for a long time, my ladies hid’ em. They would hide their
books; literally hide their books. And they’d say, “Oh, if my husband
[we have distinctive blue sacks], if my husband sees this blue sack
coming in the house. . . .” And you know, I'd say, “Well really, you're
a big girl. Do you really feel like you have to be very defensive?” A
while ago, I would not have thought that way. I would have thought,
“Oh, Dan is going to hit the ceiling” For a while Dan was not
thrilled that I was reading a lot. Because I think men do feel threat-
ened. They want their wife to be in the room with them. And I think
my b:ad}r 15 in the room but the rest of me is not (when I am read-
ing).

Only when Dot arrived at her last observation about reading and its

ingful, the early interviews were interesting because they focused so reso-
lutely on the significance of the adt of romance reading rather than on the
meaning of the romance.

The extent of the connection berween romance reading and my infor-

ability to transport her out of her living room did I begin to understand ~a Sl
that the real answer to my question, which she never mentioned and P LA

which was the link berween reading, pills, and drinks, was actually the - Y '
single word, “escape.” a word that would later appear on so many of the |~ = g € |
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questionnaires. She subsequently explained thar romance novels provide
escape just as Darvon and alcohol do for other women. Whereas the latter
are harmful to both women and their families, Dot believes romance
reading is “an innocuous thing” As she commented to me in another
interview, romance reading is a habit that is not very different from “an
addiction.” ;

Although some of the other Smithton women expressed uneasiness
about the suitability of the addiction analogy, as did Dot in another inter-
view, nearly all of the original sixtcen who participated in !cngmylconvq-
sations agreed that onc of their principal goals in reading was their desire
to do something different from their daily routine. That claim was bome
out by their answers to the open-ended question about the functions of
romance reading. At this point, it seems worth quoting a few of those
fourteen replies that expressly volunteered the ideas of escape and release.
The Smithton readers explained the power of the romance in the follow-
ing way:

They are light reading—escape literarure—I can put down and pick up
cffortlessly.

Everyone is always under so much pressure. They like books that let
them escape.

Escapism.

I guess I feel there is enough “reality” in the world and reading is a
means of escape for me.

Because it is an Escape [sic], and we can dream and pretend that it is
our life.
P'm able to escape the harsh world for a few hours a day.

They always scem an escape and they usually tum out the way you wish

life really was.

The response of the Smithton women is apparently not an unusual one.
Indeed, the advertising campaigns of three of the houses that have con-
ducted extensive market-rescarch studies all emphasize the themes of re-
laxation and escape. Potential readers of Coventry Romances, for example,
have been told in coupon ads that “month after month Coventry Ro-
mances offer you a beautiful new cscape route into historical times when
love and honor ruled the heart and mind.”? Similarly, the Silhouette televi-
sion advertisements featuring Ricardo Montalban asserted that “the beau-
tiful ending makes you feel so good™ and that romances “soothe away the
tensions of the day.” Montalban also touted the valuc of “escaping” into
faraway places and exotic locales. Harlequin once mounted a travel sweep-
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stakes campaign offering as prizes “escape vacations” to romantic places
In addition, they included within the books themselves an advertising
page that described Harlequins as “the books that let you escape into the
wonderful world of romance! Trips to exotic places . . . interesting places
. . . meeting memorable people . . . the excitement of love. . . . These are
integral parts of Harlequin Romances—the heartwarming novels read by
women :vcr!mhcrc,”:* Fawcett, too, seems to have:discovered the esca
function of romance fiction, for Daisy Maryles has reported that the com-
pany found in in-depth interviewing that “romances were read for relax-
al:iml and to enable [women] to better cope with the routine aspects of
life” —

Reading to escape the present is neither a new behavior nor one pecu-
liar to women who read romances. In fact, as Richard Hoggart demon-
strated in 1957, English working-class people have long “regarded art as
escape, as something enjoyed but not assumed to have much connection
with the marter of daily life.”® Within this sort of acsthetic, he continues,
art is conceived as “marginal, as ‘fun,’” as something “for you to wse” In
further claboraring on this notion of fictional escape, D. W. Harding has
made the related observation that the word is most often used in criticism
as a term of disparagement to refer to an activity that the evaluator be-
lieves has no merit in and of itself. “If its intrinsic appeal is high,” he
remarks, “in relation to its compensatory appeal or the mere relief it
promises, then the term escape is not generally used™ Harding argues,
morcover, on the basis of studies conducted in the 1930s, that “the com-
pensatory appeal predominates mainly in states of depression or irritation,
whether they arise from work or other causes™ It is interesting to note
that the explanations employed by Dot and her women to interpret their
romance reading for themselves are thus representative in a general way of
a form of behavior common in an industrialized socicty where work is
clearly distinguished from and more highly valued than leisure despite the
fact that individual labor is often routinized, regimented, and minimally
challenging.® It is cqually essential to add, however, that although the
women will use the word “escape™ to explain their reading behavior, if
given another comparable choice that does not carry the connotations of
disparagement, they will choose the more favorable sounding explanation.
To understand why, it will be helpful ro follow Dor’s comments more
closely.

In returning to her definition of the appeal of romance fiction—a defi-
nition that is a highly condensed version of a commonly experienced
process of explanation, doubt, and defensive justification—it becomes
clear that romance novels perform this compensatory function for women
because they use them to diversify the pace and character of their habitual
existence. Dot makes it clear, however, that the women are also troubled
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about the propriety of indulging in such an obviously pleasurable activity.
Their doubts are often cultivated into a full-grown fecling of guilt by
husbands and children who object to this activity because it draws the
women’s attention away from the immediate family circle. As Dot later
noted.jalthough some women can explain to their famulies that a desire for
a new toy or gadget is no different from a desire to read a new romantic
novel, a far greater number of them have found it necessary to hide the
evidence of their self-indulgence. In an effort to combat both the resent-
ment of others and their own feelings of shame about their “hedonist”
behavior, the women have worked out a complex rationalization for ro-
mance reading that not only asserts their equal right to pleasure but also
legitimates the books by linking them with values more widely approved

within American culture, Before turning to the pattern, however, 1 want
6 elaborate on the concept of escape itsclf and the reasons for its ability to
produce such resentment and guilt in the first place.

Both the escape response and the relaxation response on the second
questionnaire immediately raise other questions. Relaxarion implies a re-
duction in the state of tension produced by prior conditions, whereas
escape obviously suggests flight from onc state of being to another more
desirable one.? To understand the sense of the romance experience, then,
as it is enjoyed by those who consider it a welcome change in their day-to-
day existence, it becomes necessary to situate it within a larger temporal
context and to specify precisely how the act of reading manages to create
that feeling of change and differentiation so highly valued by these
readers.
~ In attending to the women’s comments about the worth of romance
reading, 1 was particularly struck by the fact that they tended to use the
word escape in two distinct ways. On the one hand, they used the term

| literally to describe the act of denying the present, which they believe they

IJ accomplish each time they begin to read a book and are drawn into its
story. On the other hand, they used the word in a more figurative fashion

( to give substance to the somewhat vague but nonetheless intense sense of

| relief they experience by identifying with a heroine whose life does not

|_resemble their own in certain crucial aspects. I think it important to repro-
duce this subtle distinction as accurarely as possible because it indicates
that romance reading releases women from their present pressing con-
cerns in two different but related ways.

Dor, for example, werit on to elaborate more fully in the conversation
quoted above about why so many husbands seem to feel threatened by
their wives reading activities. After declaring with delight that when she
reads her body is in the room but she herself is not, she said, “T think this
i« the case with the other women.” She continued, “I think men cannot do
that unless they themselves are readers. I don’t think men arc ever a part of
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anything even if it’s television.” “They are never really out of thei
either,” she alddx:d. “I don’t care if i:’}rs a football gaum}rc; I tJ'lint]J:-I ::;:ﬂ
flways consciously aware of where they are” Her triumphant conclusion

bm. I think a woman in a book isn’t” indicates that Dot is aware ma;
reading not only demands a high level of artention but also draws the
individual into the book because it requires her participation. Although
she is not sure what it is about the book that prompts this absorption, she
is quite sure that television viewing and film watching are different. In
adding immediately that “for some reason, a lot of men feel threatened by
this, very, very much threatened,” Dot suggested that the men’s resent-
ment has little to do with the kinds of books their wives are reading and
more to do with the simple fact of the activity itself and its capacity to
absorb the participants’ entre attention.

 These tentative observations were later corroborated in the conversa-
tons [ had with other readers. Ellen, for instance, a former airline stew-
ardess, now marri_cd and taking care of her home, indicated that she also
reads fur “cnt_enammcnt and escape.” However, she added, her husband
sometimes objects to her reading because he wants her to watch the same
television shnw he has selected. She “hates™ this, she said, because she
does not like the kinds of programs on television today. She is delighted
when he gets a business call in the evening because her husband’s preoccu-
pation with his caller permits her to go back to her book.

Penny, another housewife in her middle thirties, also indicated that her
husband “resents it” if she reads too much. “He fecls shut out,” she ex-
plained, “but there is nothing on TV I enjoy” Like Ellen’s husband,
Penny’s spouse also wants her to watch television with him. Susan, a
woman in her fifties, also “read[s] to escape” and related with almost no
bitterness that her husband will not permit her to continue reading when
he is ready to go to sleep. She seems to regret rather than resent this only
because it limits the amount of time she can spend in an activity she finds
;Ecmh:ta]j Indeed, :.ht Tcm: on in our conversation to explain that she

asionally gives herself “a very special treat® when she is “ti
housework.” “I take the whole d:r; ofpf?’c:ht said, “to read.” Boiegl

This theme of romance reading as a special gift a woman gives herself
dominated most of the interviews. The Smithton women stressed the
privacy of the act and the fact that it enables them to focus their attention
on a single object that can provide pleasure for themselves alone. Interest-
ingly enough, Robert Escarpit has noted in related fashion that reading is
at once “social and asocial” because “it temporarily suppresses the indi-
tnd_ual’s relations with his [sic] universe to construct new ones with the
universe of the work.”'® Unlike television viewing, which is a very social
activity undertaken in the presence of others and which permits simulta-
neous conversation and personal interaction, silent reading requires the
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reader to block out the surrounding world and to give consideration to
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f':jlﬂ . u f what_ do you call all this> Why shluuld I have to tell you because |
other people and to another time. It might be said, d1cn1:d1=1t liu: charac- af 33 E | d:;,'rr E:::ﬂﬂillv dr::ln t ask }rgu 'I..dt-'hat you d..‘j for eight hours, step by st ep—
ters and events of romance fiction populate the woman’s consciousness  f; | FO~ | | : cir husband s do do that. We've compared notes. They hit the
- even as she withdraws from the familiar social scene of her daily minis- = ' 3% v Mk ouse and 1t's like “Well ._ﬂi right, I've been out carning a living. Now,
N~ trations. v £ 1 " «  What ha:c. you been 'im“_’ with your time?” And you begin to be
A T use the word ministrations deliberately here because the Smithton 7 i~ fecling, “Now really, why is he questioning me?”
= ™. women explained to me that they are not trying to escape their husbands
Xk \-J and children “per se” when they read. Rather, what reading takes them
- away from, they believe, is the psychologically demanding and emotion-

Rﬂmancc_ reading, it would seem, at least for Dot and many of her
customers, s a strategy with a double purpose. As an acrivity, it 50 en-

_ (% ally draining task of attending to the physical and affective needs of their gages their attention thar it enables them to deny their physical presence

) S A familics, a task that is solely and peculiarly theirs. In other words, these in an cnvironment associated with responsibilities that are acutely felr and
~— 7" women, who have been educated to believe that females are especially and occasionally experienced as too onerous to bear. Reading, in this sense,
ot naturally attuned to the emotional requirements of othiers and who are connotes a free space where they feel liberated from the need to perform

' '-LL% very proud of their abilitics to communicate with and to serve the mem- duties that they m!"cn"r'“,“"ﬂh“gjlf' accept as their own. At the same time,
h‘%ﬁ" ™= bers of their families, value reading precisely because it is an_intensely by carcfully choosing stories that make them fecl particularly happy, they

escape figuratively into a fairy tale where a heroine’s similar needs are
adequatcl;f met. As a result, they vicariously artend to their own require-
m:_n;s ac.ls independent individuals who require emotional sustenance and
soliciude.

Angic’s account of her favorite reading time graphically represents the

private act. NOUONly i the activity private, however, but it also enables
“them to suspend temporarily those familial relationships and to throw up
a screen between themnselves and the arena where they are required to do

most of their relating to others.
It was Dot who first advised me about this phenomenon. Her lengthy

T —

commentary, transcribed below, enabled me to listen carefully to the other
readers’ discussions of escape and to hear the distinction nearly all of them
made between escape from their familics, which they believe they do not
do, and escape from the heavy responsibilities and duties of the roles of
wife and mother, which they admit they do out of emotional need and
necessity. Dot explained their activity, for instance, by paraphrasing the
thought process she believes goes on in her customers” minds. “Hey,” they
say, “this is what [ want to do and Pm gonna do it. This is for me. P'm
doin’ for you all the time. Now leave me, just leave me alone. Let me have
my tme, my space. Let me do what I want to do. This isn’t hurting you.
I’'m not poaching on you in any way.” She then went on to claborate about
her own duties as a mother and wife:

As a mother, I have run "em to the orthodontdst. [ 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 know, I mean,
really! And you do it. And it isn’t that you begrudge it. Thar isn’t it.
Then my husband would walk in the door and he'd say, “Well, whart
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 1
finally got to the point where I would say, “Well, I read four books,
and I did all 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

sngniﬁcancc of romance reading as a tool to help insure a woman’s sense of
gzmnuna] well-being. “I like it” she says, “when my husband—he’s an
insurance salesman—goes out in the evening on house calls. Because then
I have two Ihours just to totally relax.” She continued, “I love to settle in a
hot bath with a good book. That’s really great” We might conclude, then

that reading a romance is a regressive experience for these women in the
sense that for the duration of the time devoted to it they feel gratified and

content. This feeling of pleasure seems to derive from their identification

with a heroine whom they believe is deeply appreciated and tenderly cared

for by another. Somewhat paradoxically, however, they also seem to value

the sense of sclf-sufficiency they experience as a cunscq'ucncc of the knowl-

edge that they are capable of making themselves feel good.

Hmlwy Chcr_dnp:rw’s obscrvations about the social strucrure of the
American family in the twentieth century help to illuminate the context
that creates both the feminine need for emotional support and validation
and the varied strategics that have evolved to meet it. As Chodorow
ponts out, most recent studies of the family agree thar women tradition-
ally reproduce people, as she says, “physically in their housework and
-:h:lld care, psychologically in their emotional support of husbands and
their maternal relation to sons and daughters™!! This state of affairs oc-
curs, d\w_: studies maintain, because women alone are held responsible for
home maintenance and early child care. Ann Oakley’s 1971 study of forty
London houscwives, for instance, led her to the following conclusion: “In
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the housckeeping role the servicing function 1s far more central than the
productive or creative one. In the roles of wife and mother, also, the
image of women as scrvicers of men’s and children’s needs is prominent:
women “scrvice’ the labour force by catering to the physical needs of men
(workers) and by raising children (the next generation of workers) so that
the men are free fivm child-socialization and free to work outside the
home ™'2 This social fact, documented also by Mirra Komarovsky, Helena
Lopata, and others, is reinforced ideologically by the widespread belief
that females are naswrally nurturant and generous, more selfless than men,
and, therefore, cheerfully self-abnegating. A good wife and mother, it is
assumed, will have no difficulty meeting the challenge of providing all of
the labor necessary to maintain a family’s physical existence including the
cleaning of its quarters, the acquisition and preparation of its food, and
the purchase, repair, and upkeep of its clothes, even while she masterfully
discerns and supplies individual members’ psychological needs.'® A wom-
an’s interests, this version of “the female mystique” maintains, are exactly
congruent with those of her husband and children. In serving them, she
also serves herself.*

As Chodorow notes, not only are the women expected to perform this
extraordinarily demanding task, but they are also supposed to be capable
of executing it without being formally “reproduced” and supported them-
selves. “What is . . . often hidden, in generalizations about the family as an
emotional refuge.” she cautions, “is that in the family as it is currently
constituted no one supports and reconstitutes women affectively and emo-
tionally—either women working in the home or women working in the
paid labor force.”'® Although she admits, of course, that the accident of
individual marriage occasionally provides a woman with an unusually nur-
turant and “domestic™ husband, her principal argument is that as a social
institution the contemporary family contains no role whose principal task
is the reproduction and emotional support of the wife and mother. “There
is a fundamental asymmetry in daily reproduction,” Chodorow concludes,
“men are socially and psychologically reproduced by women, but women
are reproduced (or not) largely by themselves.”'®

That this lack of emotional nurturance combined with the high costs of
lavishing constant attention on others is the primary motivation behind
the desire to lose the self in a book was made especially clear to me in a
group conversation that occurred late in my stay in Smithron. The discus-
ston involved Dot, one of her customers, Ann, who is married and in her
thirties, and Dot’s unmarried, twenty-three-year-old daughter, Kit. In re-
sponse to my question, “Can you tell me what you escape from:,” Dot and
Ann rogether explained that reading keeps them from being overwhelmed
by expectations and limitations. It seems advisable to include their entire
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conversation here, for it specifies rather precisely the source of those fele

demands:

Dot: All right, there are pressures. Meeting

your bills, meeting what-

ever standards or requirements your husband has for you or

whatever your children have for you.
Ann: Or that you fee| you should have, Like
50,

doing the housework just

Dot: And they d? come to you with problems. Maybe they don’t want
you to—h_:t s see—maybe they don’t wane ¥ou to solve it, but
they certainly want o unload on you. You know. Or they say,

“Hey, I've got this problem »
Ann: Those pressures build up.
Dot: Yeah, it’s pressures,

Ann: You should be able to £0 to one of those good old—like the

MGM musicals and Just . . .
Dot: True.

Ann: ﬁr one of those romantic stories and cry a little bir and relieve
© pressure and—a legitimate excuse to cry and relieve some of
the pressure build-up and not be laughed ar,

Dot: That's true.

Ann: And you don’t find that much anymore. I've had to g0 to books

for it.
Dot: This is better than psychiatry.

Ann: Because I cry over books. I ¢ i
_ - 1 get wrapped up in them,
Dot: I do too. I sob in books! Oh yes. fhp.;k d[:alr?s cscﬂ:‘pc Now I'm

Ann: No

Not gonna say I've got to escape my husband by reading. No.

Dot: Or th}at 'm gonna escape my kids by getting my nose in a book
It isn’t any one of those things. It’s just—ir’s pressures thar

evolve from being whar vou are
Kit:  In this sociery. i o
Dot: And people do pressure you. Inadverten

tly, maybe,

Ann: Yes, it’s being more and more restrictive. You can’t do this and

you can’t do that.!”

cnables them to relieve tensions. to diffuse resen i /
i : tment, and to indulge { .
fantasy that provides them with good feelings that seem to cndurfc al'r‘::r. \ ~ e

they return to their roles as wives and mothers. Romance fiction, as they )
. o

experience it, is, therefore, compensatory literature.
important emotional release that is proscribed |
social role with which they identify themselves Jea

It supplies them with an™ |
n daily life because the ;

ves little room for guilt-
o
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less, sclf-interested pursuit of individual pleasure. Indeed, the search for
emotional gratification was the one theme common to all of the women’s
observations about the function of romance reading. Maureen, for in-
stance, a young mother of two intellectually gifted children, volunteered,
“] especially like to read when I'm depressed.” When asked what usually
caused her depression, she commented that it could be all hndsl of things.
Later she added that romances were comforting after her children had
been especially demanding and she felt she needed time to herself.

In further discussing the lack of institutionalized emotional support
suffered by contemporary American women, Chodorow has obscrved that
in many preindustrial societies women I'orr_ncd their own m-cnilanemrurks
through which they supported and reconstituted one another.™™ Many of
these networks found secondary instirutional support in the local church
while others simply operated as informal neighborhood societics. In cither
case, the networks provided individual women with the opportunity to
abandon temporarily their stance as the family’s self-sufficient cnlmtlomj
provider. They could then adopt a morc passive role through which they
received the artention, sympathy, and encouragement of other women.
With the increasing suburbanization of women, however, and the con-
comitant secularization of the culrure at large, these communitics became
exceedingly difficult to maintain. The principal effect was the even more
resolute isolation of women within their domestic environment. Indeed,

both Qakley in Great Britain and Lopata in the United Statcs have discov-
cred that one of the features housewives dislike most about their role is its

R - L S
isolation and resulting loncliness.

I introduce Chodorow’s observations here in order to suggest that
through romance reading the Smithton women are providing themselves
with another kind of female community capable of rendering the so des-
perately needed affective support. This community secms not to opcrate
on an immediate local level although there are signs, both in Smuthron
and nationally, that romance readers are learning the pleasures of regular
discussions of books with other women.?® Nonethetess, during the early
group discussions with Dot and her readers I was surprised to discover
that very few of her customers knew each other. In fact, most of them had
never been formally introduced although they recognized one another as
customers of Dot, | soon learned that the women rarely, if ever, discussed
romances with more than one or two individuals. Although many com-
mented that they talked about the books with a sister, neighbor, or with
their mothers, véry few did so on a regular or extended basis. Indeed, l:he
most striking feature of the interview sessions was the delight with which
they discovered common experiences, preferences, and distastes. As one
woman exclaimed in the middle of a discussion, “We were never sumu-
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lated before into thinking why we like [the novels]. Your asking muakes us
think why we do this. I had no idea other people had the same ideas 1 do.”

The romance community, then, is not an actual group funcrioning at
the local level. Rather, it is a huge, ill-defined network composed of read-
ers on the one hand and authors on the other. Although it performs some
of the same functions carried out by older neighborhood groups, this
female community is mediated by the distances of modern mass publish-
ing. Despite the distance, the Smithton women feel personally connected
to their favorite authors because they are convinced that these writers
know how to make them happy. Many volunteered information abour
favorite authors even before they would discuss specific books or hero-
ines. All expressed admiration for their favorite writers and indicated that
they were especially curious about their private lives. Three-fourths of the
group of sixteen had made special trips to autographing sessions to sece
and express their gratitude to the women who had given them so much
pleasure. The authors reciprocate this fecling of gratitude and seem genu-
inely interested in pleasing their readers. As has been noted in Chaprer z,
many arc themselves romance readers and, as a consequence, they, too,
often have definite opinions about the particular writers who know how
to make the reading experience truly enjoyable.?!

It seems highly probable thar in reperitively reading and writing ro-
mances, these women are participating in a collecuively elaborated female
fantasy that unfailingly ends at the precise moment when the heroine is
gathered into the arms of the hero who declares his intention to protect
her forever because of his desperate love and need for her. These women
are telling themselves a story whose central vision is one of total surrender
where all danger has been expunged, thus permirting the heroine to relin-__

quish self-control. Passivity i at the heart of the romance experience in the | 4

sense that the final goal of each narrative is the creation of that perfect |
union where the ideal male, who is masculine and strong yet nurturant |
too, finally recognizes the intrinsic worth of the heroine. Thereafter, she is |
required to do nothing more than exist as the center of this paragon’s
attention. Romantic escape is, therefore, a temporary but literal denial of |
the demands women recognize as an integral part of their roles as nurtur-
ing wives and mothers. It is also a figurative journey to a utopian state of |,
total receptiveness where the reader, as a result of her identificarion with |
the heroine, feels hersclf the object of someone else’s attention and solici-_
tude. Ultimately, the romance permits its reader the experience of feeling
cared for and the sense of having been reconstituted affectively, even if
both are lived only vicariously.

Dot’s readers openly admit that parts of the romantic universe lirtle
resemble the world as they know it. When asked by the questionnaire how
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closely the fictional characters resemble the people they meet in real life,
twenty-two answered “they are not at all similar,” eighteen checked “they
are somewhat similar,” and rwo asserted that “they are very similar” None
of Dot’s customers believed that romantic characters are “almost identi-
cal” to those they meet daily.** In a related set of responses, twenty-three
revealed that they consider the events in romances to be “not art all simi-
lar” to those occurring in real life. An additional eighteen said that the
two sets of events arc “somewhar similar,” while only one checked “very
similar.”

It is interesting to note, however, that when the questionnaire asked
them to compare the heroine’s reactions and feelings with their own, only
thirteen saw no resemblance whatsoever, while twenty-two believed that
the heroine’s feelings “are somewhat like mine” Five women did not
answer the question. The general shift from perceptions of no similanity
to detection of some resemblance suggests that Dot’s readers believe that
the heroine is more realistically portrayed than other characters. At the
very least, they recognize something of themselves in her feelings and
responses. Thus while the lack of similarity between events in the fantasy
rcalm and those in the real world scems to guarantee a reading experience
that is “escapist,” emotional identification with the central character also
insures that the experience will be an affectively significant one for the
reader.

These conclusions are supported by comments about the nature of es-
cape reading culled from the interviews. Jill, a very young mother of two,
who had also begun to write her own romance, commented, for example,
that “we read books so we won’t cry” When asked to elaborate, she re-
sponded only that romances portray the world as “I would like it to be,
not as it really is.” In discussing why she preferred historicals to contem-
porary romances, Susan explained that “the characters shouldn’t be like
now because then you couldn’t read to escape™ “I don’t want to read
about people who have all the problems of today’s world,” she added. Her
sentiments were echoed by Joy who mentioned in her discussion of “bad
romances” that while “perfection’s not the main thing,” she still hates to
see an author “dwelling on handicaps or disfigurements” “I find that
distasteful and depressing,” she explained. This sort of desire to encounter
only idealized images is carried over even into mectings with romance
authors. Several told of their disappointment at mecting a favorite writer
at an autograph session who was neither pretry nor attractively dressed.
All agreed, however, that Kathleen Woodiwiss is the ideal romance author
because she is pretty, petite, feminine, and always elegantly turned out.

When I pursued this unwillingness to read about ugliness, despair, or
serious human problems with Dot, she indignantly responded, “Why
should we read depressing stuff when we have so much responsibility?™
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Ann made a similar remark, mentioning that she particularly dislikes
books that attribute the hero’s “nastiness” toward the heroine to a bad
love affair that soured him on other women, When I asked her for her
reasons, she said, “because we've been through it, we've been ditched, and
it didn’t sour us!” This comment led immediately to the further observa-
ton, “Optimistic! That's whar I like in a book. An optimistic plot. [ get
sick of pessimism all the time”

Her distinction between optimistic and pessimistic stories recurred dur-
ing several of the interviews, especially during discussions of the differ-
ence berween romances and other books. At least four of the women
mentioned Colleen McCullough’s best-sclling novel, The Thorn Birds, as a
good example of a tale that technically qualified as a romance but that all
disliked because it was too “depressing” When urged to specify what
made the story pessimistic, none cited specific events in the plot or the
death of the hero. Rather, they referred to the general tenor of the story
and to the fact that the characters were poor. “Too much suffering,” one
reader concluded. In similarly discussing a writer whose books she never
enjoys, Dot also mentioned the problem of the depressing romance and
elaborated on her usual response to such a story. She described her typical
argument with herself as follows:

“Well, Dorothy, you were absolutely, physically exhausted, mentally
exhausted because everything was down—it was depressing” And I'd
get through it and it was excellently written but everyone worked in
the coal mines. They were poor as church mice. They couldn’t make
ends meet. Somebody was raped, an illegitimate kid. By the time I
got through, I said, “What am [ reading this for? This is dumb.” So I
qL'I.If.

Dot’s sentiments were echoed by Ann when she volunteered the informa-
tion that she dislikes historical romances set in Ireland, “because they
;I:ra}rs mention the potato famine™ and “I tend to get depressed about

t.”

In a related discussion, Dot’s daughter, Kit, observed thar an unhappy
ending is the most depressing thing that can happen in a romance. She
belicves, in fact, as does nearly everyone clse, that an unhappy ending
excludes a novel that is otherwise a romantic love story from the romance
category. Kit is only one of the many who insist on reading the endings of
the stories before they buy them to insure that they will not be saddened by
emotionally investing in the tale of a heroine only to discover that events
do not resolve: themselves as they should. Although this latter kind of |’?
intolerance for ambiguity and unhappiness is particularly extreme, it is
indicative of a tendency among Dot’s customers to avoid any kind of
reading matter that does not conform to their rigid requircments forJ'
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“optimism” and escapist stories. Romances are valuable to them in pro-
portion to their lack of resemblance to the real world. They choose their
romances carcfully in an attempt to assure themselves of a reading experi-
ence that will make them feel happy and hold out the promise of utopian
bliss, a state they willingly acknowledge to be rare in the real world but
one, nevertheless, that they do not want to relinquish as a conceprual
possibiliry.

In discussing the therapeutic function of true fairy stories and folk tales,
Bruno Bettelheim has argued that they perform the fundamental service
for children of creating and maintaining hope.>* Because he believes folk
tales take as their true subject the psychosexual traumas of early childhood
and thar they are psychologically “true” in the sense thar they symbolically
demonstrate how these conflicts can be resolved, Bettelheim maintains
that they act as emotional primers for the children who imaginatively
participate in them. Not only do they indicate specific psychological solu-
tions to problems such as separation anxiety and the Oedipal conflict, bur
they also hold out the promise of future solution for the child who cannot
see the way to negotiate the necessary journey at the present moment.
Bettelheim believes that children are actually encouraged by their expen-
ence of identification with a character whose remarkably similar problems
arc happily resolved. “We know,” he writes, “that the more deeply un-
happy and despairing we are, the more we need to be able to engage in
optimistic fantasies™** He continues that “while the fantasy is unreal, the
good feelings it gives us about ourselves and our future are real, and these
good feelings are whar we need to sustain us.”

I want to argue similarly that by participating in a fantasy that they are
willing to admit is unrealistic in some ways, the Smithton women are
permitting themselves the hwoury of self-indulgence while simultancously
providing themselves with the opportunity to experience the kind of care
and attention they commonly give to others. Although this experience &
vicarious, the pleasure it induces is nonetheless real. It seems to sustain
them, at least temporarily, for they believe reading helps to make them
happier people and endows them with renewed hope and greater energy
to fulfill their duty to others. Later, it will be necessary to consider the
question of whether romance fiction is actually deflecting or recontaining
an indigenous impulse to express dissatisfaction with the traditional status
quo in the family by persuading women to feel more content with their
role. However, since that question can be addressed only after the entire
reading experience has been assessed, a task that will be arempted in
Chapters 4, 5, and 6, it is now nme to return to the query posed carlier
about why the act of romance reading is threatening to men. I also want
to consider the subsequent justification process such male resentment sets
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in motion before moving on to an analysis of the larger significance of this
entire explanation-guilt-justification process.

To begin with, it is cvident that the Smithton women believe that their
husbands object to the simple fact thar reading draws their wives’ arten-
ton away from the immediate familial context and from themselves more
specifically. They may also feel unsertled by their wives’ evident ability to
san.sf) r;I'lcrln.sch'cs emotionally, a situation that'perhaps SUggests a reduc-
uon in their spouses’ dependency upon them. This is merely speculation,
however, for I neither asked questions of their husbands nor did I probe
very decply into the issue of whether romance reading actually changes a
woman’s behavior in her marriage. It is important to nore, nonetheless,
that the women themselves vehemently maintain that their reading has
transformed them in important ways.

I. accidentally stumbled across this belief in the course of observing the
relish with which they described their favorite heroines whom they invari-
ably characterized as “extremely intelligent,” “spunky,” “indepcndt}:t,“ and
“unique.” It occurred to me to ask whether rcadiné abour such heroines
changed the women’s perception of themselves. When I finally posed the
query of whether romance reading ever changes women, it was met with
gales of disbelieving laughter whose force cannot be conveyed on paper.
Dot, Ann, and Kit answered at once and the overlapping exclamations on

the tape include “Yes,” “Oh, yes,” “You better believe it,” “Ask the men,”
and "Of course.,” which was shouted with happy indignation. They imme-
diately came up with the names of three women who had been dramari-
cally changed and then collectively told the story of June Anderson and
her husband, Sam, who believed, my informants told me, “tha the gods
were talking to him!™ I think it best to let them give their version of the
transformation here:

Dot: She was such a sweet little thing. It’s not that she isn’t anymore.
Bur she was under his thumb.

Ann: He was the ruler of the roost, the king of the domain; his word
was all-secing, all-knowing, all-omnipotent!

Dot: And now she knows all, sees all, hears all.

Ann: Yes.

Dot: She’s just smart enough not to tell him all.

Kit: Now, the same gods are talking to her!

[They collapse in laughter. )

Dot: And the thing is she was doing it all. She was makin® his life one
slide, burtered well! And here he was, you know, thinkin’, “boy
my house is in tip-top shape.”

Ann: Yup.
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Dot: And then she got ahold of books and it’s been really a shame!
[More laughter.]

They went on to tell the story of how June had her hair cut one day
despite the fact that Sam insisted she keep it long. Of course, it is not
possible to say for sure whether this act had anything to do with her
romance reading. The important point is that both she and her sister
readers believe that it did. Dot even concluded the story with the assertion
that June had gone out and secured a job in order to pay.for her books.
She added thar this is not uncommon because so many of her customers
have to justify book purchases to husbands who resent the expenditure of
“their” money on an activity that has no clear function or use, at least as
far as they are concerned. "

Dot contended in a later conversation that, strangely enough, it is the
bad romances that most often start the women thinking. A bad romance,
the reader should recall, is often characterized by a weak or gullible hero-
ine. In reading some of those “namby-pamby books about the women
who lets the man dominate them,” Dot explained, the readers “are think-
ing ‘they’re nerds.’ And they begin to reevaluate, *Am I acting like that?*”
They begin to say to themselves, she added, “Hey, wait a2 minute—my old
man kinda tends to do this.” And then, “because women are capable of
learning from what they read,” they begin “to express what they want and
sometimes refuse to be ordered around any longer”

In attempting to corroborate Dot’s assertion by questioning her cus-
tomers about this issue, I found that most agree that romance reading
does change a woman, although very few would go beyond that simple
statement. I could not discern whether they could nor articulate how they
had been affected or whether they did not want to talk about it for fear of
admitting something that might then lead to further change. They made it
clear, however, that they believe their self-perception has been favorably
transformed by their reading. They are convinced, in fact, that romance
fiction demonstrates that “intelligence” and “independence” in a woman
make her more attractive to a man. Although marriage is still the idealized
goal in all of the novels they like best, that marriage is always characterized
by the male partner’s recognition and appreciation of the heroine’s saucy
assertion of her right to defy outmoded conventions and manners. This
fiction encourages them to believe that marriage and motherhood do not
necessarily lead to loss of independence or idennry.

Such feclings of hope and encouragement, it must be pointed out, are
never purchased cheaply. Dot and her readers understandably pay a sub-
stantial price in guilt and self-doubt as a result of their temporary refusal
to adopt the self-abnegating stance that is so integral a part of the roles of
wife, mother, and housewife which they otherwise embrace as acceptable
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for themsclves and other women. This guilt was conveyed most often in
the eamestness with which the women insisted that they too have a right
to do something for themsclves always immediately after explaining that
they read “to escape™ Although this sort of evidence is difficult to pin
down and certainly subject to varying interpretation, [ found their ex-
treme defensiveness about the amount of time and moncy spent on read-
ing so compelling that I think it important not to ignore these only
partially acknowledged feelings of culpability.

Guilt seems to arise over three specific aspects of romance reading. The
Smithton readers are most troubled about the quantity of time they de-
vote to their books. They are aware that this activity demands the atten-
tion that would otherwise be devoted to children, house, or husband, but
they defend themselves with the assertion thar they have a right to escape
just as others do. Indeed, one of their most cffective strategies for justifi-
cation involves the equation of romance reading with other forms of
escape, especially with participation in and attendance ar SpOrts events,
which are activities enjoyed by most of their husbands. Dot commented
with some irritation, for instance, that “women have been very tolerant of
that in men. But, do you know, when a woman picks up a book, a man’s
not tolerant of it? Nine times out of ten he’s not.” Her customers confirm
her assertion, but they also demonstrate, however, that they are not com-
fortable with their own unaccustomed defiance. They confess that they
sometimes hide their books and usually acquicsce to their spouses’ wishes
if they specifically demand their complete attention. Romance reading,
then, is an acceptable way of securing emotional sustenance not provided
by others only if the activity can be accomplished without mounting a
fundamental challenge to the previous balance of power in the marriage
relationship. It is a method of gamnering attention for the self that creates
a minimum amount of dissonance between accepted role expectations and
actual behavior precisely because the assertion of self-interest is temporary
and cxpressed through leisure pursuits that are relatively less significant
than other areas of concern.

A second difficulty scems to arise over the amount of money spent on
books as many of the Smithton women report that they are often called
to task by their husbands for their repetitive consumption. Their most
common response is the astute observation that neither their husbands
nor their children worry about duplicating tools, gadgets, toys, or clothes
they already have when they express interest in acquiring new oncs. The
women wonder, then, why they should have to adhere to standards of
thrift and parsimony with respect to books when other family members
do not obscrve the same requirements. Despite this sense of fair play,
however, many of the readers still seem ill at ease spending money that
they did not carn on a pleasure that is at lcast questionable, if not down-
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right objectionable, to their husbands. They are more comfortable with a
picture of themselves as generous and giving mothers who would sooner
spend money on other members of the family than on themselves. As Dot
cxplained of her customers, “Not one of my women hankers after the
beaurtiful clothes and jewels of the women in the Regencies. They're not
like that” She believes that if it came down to choosing between some-
thing for themselves and something for their children, they would cer-
tainly spend their money on their children. I found nothing in my inter-
views with those customers to contradict her assertion. Indeed, the
Smithton readers struck me as genuinely troubled by their simultaneous
artempt to buy generously for their families and to admit their own need
and right to spend on themselves. Every customer with whom I ralked
expressed some concern about whether she spent too much money on
herself, and several even questioned me rhetorically about whether I
agreed that they had a “right” ro buy things that gave them pleasure.

This concern about expendirure is further exacerbared by a third worry
concerning the subject matter of the books. Dot and her customers are
aware that many critics label the books they love soft-core ‘pornography.
In fact, at the time of my first visit, Dot’s success in the romance field had
recently been the focus of a scornful feature in one of the local newspa-
pers. Although the reporter had questioned her at length abour why
women read romances, he ignored her careful explanations in order to
assert that housewives are getting their kicks in the afternoon from “por-
nographic” love stories. This article deeply offended Dot and her readers
who were especially angered by the fact that the reporter was male. They
insist that the books are not about sex but about romance and cite in
conversation their preference for novels that lack explicit sexual descrip-
tion. Many of the women admit that they are especially embarrassed by
the graphic representation of “cleavage and nudity” that publishers insist
on attaching to the books. This has sometimes forced them to hide their
books from their children or the public “so the public won't get the
wrong idea.” Dot’s customers almost unanimously prefer covers that de-
pict a tender caress between a fully clothed hero and heroine or one that
includes small vignettes portraying key scenes in the novel.

However, if we also recall their answers to my question about the neces-

sary features of ideal romances, it becomes clear that while the Smithton
women are obviously interested in a story chronicling the development of
a single romance, most are not offended by sexual description if the act
occurs between two individuals whom the writer has established as already
“in love.” Remember, thirteen women did indicate that they like to see
“lots of love scenes with some explicit sexual description” Still, the fact
that so many of the women object to bed-hopping demonstrates that, in
their minds ar least, sex is unalterably linked with the idea of romantic
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love. They believe the act is rightly indulged in only by those who have
made a monogamous commitment to each other. As discussed in the
previous chapter, “bed-hopping™ is a term employved by Dot and her cus
tomers to describe promiscuous sexual relanons berween a heroine and
several men. They vehemently object to this sort of narrative. Indeed, the
women ardently asserted again and again in the interviews that it is the
“one woman—onc man” kind of book that they prefer.

Diespite their evident ability to tolerate certain kinds of sexual descrip-
tion, I think the readers’ assertion that such detail ought to be subordin-
ated, in the words of one woman, “to tenderness and the expression of
emotional love,” should be accepred as given. The women are not being
disingenuous when they maintain that “the story is the main thing,” for
indeed whart they want to experience above all else is the hero'’s protective
concern and tender regard for the heroine. It marters lirtle whether that
care and attention arc detailed in general terms or presented as overtly
sexual as long as they arc extensively described. However, this focus on his
attention to her is in itself erotic, for even the most cuphemistic descrip-
tions of the heroine’s reception of his regard convey the sensual, corporal
pleasure she feels in anticipating, encouraging, and finally accepting those
attentions of a hero who is always depicted as magnetic, powerful, and
physically pleasing. While explicit description of his bodily reaction is
offensive to the Smithton readers, attention to the heroine’s response to
his appreciation of her physical beauty is not only desirable but absolutely
central to the entire event. Although the readers arc themselves reluctant
to admit this on a conscious level, romance reading seems to be valued
primarily because it provides an occasion for them to experience good
feclings. Those feclings appear to be remarkably close to the erotic antici-
pation, excitement, and contentment prompted when any individual is the
object of another’s rotal artention. In effect, romance reading provides a
vicarious experience of emotional nurturance and crotic anticipation and
excitation.

Guile arises, then, as a result of the readers’ own uneasiness abourt in-
dulging in such an obviously pleasurable experience as much as it does as
the consequence of others’ disapproval. This guilt is the understandable
result of their socialization within a culture that continues to value work
above leisure and play, both of which still seem to carry connotations of
frivolousness for the Smithton women. Their guilt can also be traced to a
culture that remains uneasy about the free expression of female sexuality
cven as it unabashedly sells everything, from jeans to typewriters, with the
aid of sexual imagery. On the one hand, American women are told by
mass-media symbolism that their very worth as individuals is closely tied
to their sexual allure and physical beauty. On the other hand, they are
educated by their families and churches to believe that their sexual being
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may be activated only by and for one other individual. The double mes-
sage effectively produces a conflicted response to sexual need and desire.
Because the implicit content of the cultural message linking _ﬁ:ma]c
identity with sexual attractiveness stipulates that a woman’s value is pro-
duced only when she is recognized by a man, women who accept this
image of themselves must seck validation as sexually desirable partners. I,
however, this validation is not regularly forthcoming in day-to-day exis-
tence, the search for it must be abandoned altogether or modified, either
by accepting validation only when it is offered or by seeking it elsewhere.
It seems evident that these obsessive romance readers have sclected the
latter course, searching for constant reassurance about their value throulgh
repetitive identification with a woman whose sexuality is only just being
awakened and who discovers, as a consequence, that she is a truly valuable
human being worthy of love and attention. Indeed, one of Dot’s most
articulate customers, who incidentally likes Civil War novels, confirmed
this when she said, “I like the hero to be a gentlemanly Yankee soldier—a
real lover-boy type who knows instantly what the heroine is like gm:l is
attracted to that” She believes tha this instant recognition is a function of
“Jove at first sight” “Isn’t it weird,” she asked, “how men know us—I
mean—how they instantly know what we’re like?” “Yes,” she concluded, *1
like a hero who can instantly pick out the woman as unique, special, as his
‘true love!” Although she does not say so, it is clear thar underlying her
statement is the implicit assertion that what she finds enjoyable about
| Civil War romances is the pleasurable feeling she gets by identifying with
a woman who is passionately loved, tenderly cared for, and carefully
protected expressly because her intrinsic nature has been recognized by
| another. .
= In trying to satisfy culturally induced psychological needs and desires
that can be met fully only through activities that are themselves illogically
proscribed or limited, the Smithton readers have found it necessary to fill
their needs vicariously. Yet even this ingenious solution to the cultural
“catch 22” causes problems becausc in internalizing their culrure’s demand
that female sexuality be realized only within the bonds of marriage, they
accept a standard that brands their desire for an erotic and romantic litera-
ture as perverse and morally wrong. Of course, the women are qcﬂi‘ncr,
but the guilt remains. Fortunately for them, however, they have devised an
cxplanation for why they read romantic novels based on vzllucs more
acceptable to the culture at large and to men in particular. This explana-
tion helps them to counteract the doubr they experience about the worth
of romantic fiction. By claiming for it instructional value, they reassure

themselves and their husbands that romance reading is not subversive of |

cultural standards or norms but an activity in conformity with them.

In embarking for Smithton, I was prepared to engage in detailed con-
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versations about the connections between love and sex, the differences
between romance and pornography, and the continued validiry of tradi-
tional definitions of femininiry. I was not, however, prepared to spend as
much time as [ did conversing about the encyclopedic nature of romance
fiction. When [ questioned Dot and her customers about why they like
romances, [ was surprised to find that immediately after extolling theT
benefits as an “escape,” nearly every reader informed me that the novels}
teach them about faraway places and nimes and instruct them in the cus‘}
toms of other cultures. As Dot herself explained in our first formal inter?
view, “These women [the authors] research the tar out of them. They go
to great lengths. You don't feel like you've got a history lesson, but some-
where in there you have.”

Throughout my stay, readers consistently referred ro the “facts” and
“truths” contained in the novels. Indeed, the tapes and transcripts of the
interviews confirm that we spent more time discussing this aspect of ro-
mance reading than any other topic except its escape function and the
nature of the romantic fantasy. Yer when these same women later filled out
the extended questionnaire and rank ordered several sentences best ex-
plaining their reasons for reading romances, only nineteen checked the
response “to learn about faraway places and times.” Of those nineteen,
only six sclected this as their primary reason for reading. As I noted
earlier, nineteen claimed that above all else they read romances to relax,
eight answered “because reading is just for me—it is my time,” and five
said they read to escape their daily problems.

It seems necessary to explain this discrepancy between orally reported
motives and those singled out as most significant under the guarantee of
anonymity promised by the questionnaire form.?® [ think it likely that the
“reading for instruction™ cxplanation is a secondary justification for re-
petitive romance consumption that has been articulated by the women to
convince skeptical husbands, friends, and interviewers that the novels are
not merely frothy, purposeless entertainment but possess a certain intrin-
sic value thar can be transterred to the reader. According o their theory,
the value of the romance novel is a funcoon of the informaton it 1s
thought to contain. Because this information, which is a highly valued
commeodity in the advanced industrial society of which they are a part, can
be imparted to these readers, their reading activity is transformed into a
worthwhile pursuit precisely because its successful completion leaves them
with something to show for their investment of time and money. When
the reader can demonstrate to her husband or to an interviewer that an
exchange has taken place, that she has acquired something in the process of
reading, then her activity is defined retroactively as goal-direcred work, as
labor with a purpose, which is itself desirable in cultural terms.

In thus claiming that romance reading teaches them abourt the world,
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the Smithton women associate themselves with the long-standing, mid-
dle~class belief that education is closely connected with success and starus.
To read a romance, their informal theory implies, is to act deliberately to
better one’s self and thus, indirectly, one’s social position. [ mighr add thar
it is also an implicit declaration of faith in the ideclogies of progress and
democracy. Knowledge is not only the prerogative of the rich who can
afford expensive educations, but it can be purchased by anyone in the
form of a paperback book.

Dot’s cryptic comment from that first interview should now make
sense. When she responded to my question about what romances “do
better than other reading matter available today™ with a few apparently
disconnected sentences, she was providing me with a glimpse of a quite
logical thought process common among romance readers that moves from
honest explanation to sclf-doubt to 2 more acceprable form of justfica-
ton. It will be worthwhile to look briefly at her comments once again:
“It’s an innocuous thing. If it had to be pills or drinks—this is harmful.
They're very aware of this. Most of the women are mothers. And they're
aware of that kind of thing. And reading is something they would like to
generate in their children also.” At first, Dot contends that romance read-
ing is an innocuous form of escape. It performs the same function as pills
or drink but, unlike them, it is not harmful. She abruptly shifts, however,
from the themes of escape reading and “addiction” to the thought that the
women also want their children to see them reading, evidently because the
activity itself is considered valuable. In Dot’s case, it is clear that she has
indeed conveyed this idea about reading to her children: Kit commented
later in a discussion about the differences between reading and other
forms of escape, that she, too, reads for “escape and entertainment.” How-
ever, her very next statement indicated that she is not content with giv-
ing this as her only reason for romance reading. She continued, “The
TV docsn’t really have that much to offer—nothing that’s intellectually
stimulating—] mean—at least you leamn something when you're reading
books.” Romance reading is “better™ than other forms of escape in Kit’s
mind because, in addition to the enjoyment the activity gives her, it also
provides her with information she would otherwise miss.

Dot and Kit are not unique in their tendency to resort to this kind of
logic to justfy their expenditures of time, money, and energy on ro-
mances. All of the Smithton women cited the educational value of ro-
mances in discussion as other readers apparently have when questioned by
rescarchers for Harlequin, Fawcert, and Silhouette. Romance editors are
all very aware of the romance reader’s penchant for geographical and
historical accuracy despite the usual restriction of information about audi-
ences to the houses’ marketing departments. When she was an editor at
Dell, Vivien Stephens showed me the extensive research library she had
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compiled on the English Regency to help her check the accuracy of the
manuscripts submitted to her for Dell’s planned Candlelight series.2® Her -
knowledge of reader preferences had come from letters written to authors
as well as from the authors themselves who understand that instruction is
one of the principal functions books can perform for their readers.

If it seems curious that the very same readers who willingly admit tha
romances are fairy rales or fantasics also insist that they contain accurate
information about the real world, it should be noted that the contradic-
tory assertions scem to result from a separation of plot and setting. When
the Smithton women declare that romantic fiction is escapist because it
isn’t like real life, they are usually referring to their belief that reality is
neither as just nor as happy as the romances would have it. Rewards do
nor always accrue to the good nor are events consistently resolved without
ambiguity in the real world. A romance is a fantasy, they believe, because
it portrays people who are happier and better than real individuals and
because events occur as the women wish they would in day-to-day exis-
tence.

The fact that the story is fantastic, however, does not compromise
the accuracy of the portrayal of the physical environment within which the
idealized characters move. Even though the Smithton women know the
stories are improbable, they also assume that the world that serves as
the backdrop for those stories is exactly congruent with their own. In-
deed, they believe so strongly in the autonomous reality of the fictional
world that they are positively indignant if book covers inaccurately por-
tray the heroine or the hero. A good cover, according to the Smithton
readers, is one that implicitly confirms the validity of the imaginary uni-
verse by giving concrete form to that world designated by the book’s lan-
guage. As Ann patiently explained, a good cover is dependent on the
artist’s “having read the book and at least if you're going to draw the
characters, have the right color hair.” Favorite covers include several “fac-
tual” vignettes, again because these portrayals give credence to the sepa-
rate, real existence of the fictive universe. Thar this belief in a parallel
world is important to the women can also be seen in their commonly
stated wish that more authors would write sequels to stories in order to
follow the lives of particularly striking minor characters. The technique
again continues the illusion that the romantic world is as real as the read-
ers’ world and that the characters’ lives continue just as theirs do. As a
consequence of this assumprion about the congruence of the two worlds,
anything the readers learn about the fictional universe is automatically
coded as “fact” or “information™ and mentally filed for larer usc as knowl-
edge applicable to the world of day-to-day existence.

This faith in the reliability of the mimesis is the product of the wide-
spread belief among readers that romance authors study a period and a
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place before they write about it. Not only arc they thought to pore over
historical “documents” and conduct “extensive rescarch,” burt their readers
also belicve that the authors travel to the places they write about in order
to give more realism to their descriptions.”” The following stretch of
conversation between Ann, Joy, and Dot gives a good indication of the
intensity of their need to believe that their books are “factually correct.” It
is interestirtg to note as well that in response to my immediarely preceding
question, “Why do you read?” Ann followed the now-familiar pattern of
explanation and justification:

Ann: To be entertained; escapism, armchair traveling. One of the
things I enjoy about the Harlequins is that they are so geo-
graphically correce—in their facts. [ had a friend who traveled to
Ircland every year. She’s the one who got me to read them. She
had hers classified—her collection [of Harlequins]—she’d rip the
front cover off and classify them by place.

She’d rravel to some of these places and she'd say, “T was there
this time. It was just like so and so wrote. You turn that one cor-
ner and there's that well and that tree, and there’s that . . ."

Dot: I'm sure that’s true. I never questioned that for some reason.

Joy: 1 never thought of questioning it!

Dot: 1 wouldn’t either, because I just assume they research like the
devil. Every author does.

Ann: Remember the one about the eye hospital where you learn about
the way they treat—the difference in nursing between the En-
glish and the American system? :

Dot: How accurate they are in their descriptions . . .

Ann: Yes. You really leam something. The readers wrote in and asked
for the recipes for some of these things—the way they described
some of these fancy dishes.

Several of the other Smithron readers echoed Ann's interest in geogra-
phy and her belief that romances are a good substitute for the traveling
she would like to do bur cannot afford. In a later conversation, for exam-
ple, Joy discussed one of her favorite authors, Betty Neels, whose books
she likes “becausc I like to go to Holland.” She also explained that while
she reads Regencies “for their humor and repartée.” her mother reads
them “for all the detail—furniture and costumes.” Joy added, “She would
love to see some of those carriages. She needs to know what sprig muslin
looks like and things like that. You can't find those things now. She takes
in as much detail [as she can].” Penny commented similarly, “I like descrip-
tions of places and geography—you can feel like you're there then” Both
Susan and Marie used the word “knowledge™ in answering my question
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about their reasons for reading. Susan added, “Oh yes, you know all the
authors faithfully research their periods.”

The readers believe that research is such an integral part of romance
writing that those who have begun to write their own romances all very
proudly detail the amount of background reading they have completed.
Lynn, who is planning to write a romantic story set in the American West,
explained that she has already “researched Indian ways™ and that she
directs her husband, who is a truck driver, to pay particular artention to
scenery in the western states so that he can describe accurately the locales
she wants to write abour.

Nearly all of the women indicated that they derive considerable enjoy-
ment from surprising their husbands, in Ann’s words, “with the lirtle bits
of information I get from my books.” This is especially true of readers
who concentrate on the long “historicals.” These women all claim to enjoy
“history” although they do not agree on the amount of factual detail that
should be included in a narrative. Some, like Laurie, can tolerate long
passages of exposition about such things as bread baking in the ante-
bellum South, while others insist that history is more enjoyable if it is
condensed into a few short sentences. Laurie, the Civil War buff men-
tioned earlier, reported that “I won’t read anything after 1900. Somehow,
you feel more when you're reading about detail. I don’t know, somehow
modern books don’t get me to thinking as much.” Her favorite book, she
explained, is Destiny’s Woman. Although she has many reasons for her
preference, she especially appreciated the skill with which the author
weaves historical detail into the narrative. Laurie explained that the hero-
inc is forced by circumstances to run a plantation on her own. “Because
that was unusual then,” she added, “it let [the author] get all the details
in.” She commented later that those “details keep it from being a com-
pletely stupid fictional story.”

In explaining their husbands’ reactions to their reading, Dot’s custom-
ers volunteered the information that despite initiai resistance, the men
could usually be convinced of the activity’s valuc when their wives demon-
strated that they learned from their books. Such a demonstration is not
accomplished by explaining how much one has learned about human char-
acter, but rather by recounting a concrete “fact™ about historical cooking
practices, customs, or methods of transportation, by explaining word deri-
vations, or by elaborating on the geographical fearures of a foreign coun- |
try. Apparently, the more obscure and out-of-the-ordinary the informa-
tion, the better. Several women delightedly told me that they had even
heard their husbands pass on the information to others. Romances, then,
connote change and progress for the women who read them because they
believe the books expand their horizons and add to their knowledge about
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the world. They also provide these readers with an opportunity to “teach”
skeptical family members and thus to assume temporarily a position of
relative power.

My conversations with Dot’s customers confirmed her claim in our first
interview that although husbands usually object to their wives’ reading at
first, they generally change their minds if the women persist long enough.
She has a theory, she tells her women, “that if you can hang in there for
three years, [the fact that they are threatened] goes away as such.” When
she recounted her theory, she added, “it's true. It is weird. And before
long, they get to the point where they’re thinking, *Oh well, you know my
wife reads x amount of books a weck. And they’re braggin about it If
they can shift perspectives, in other words, and rather than see romance
reading as a pointless activity with no urilitarian purpose, consider the
ability to read many books both an achievement in itself and a way ro
learn, they can then justify their wives’ book expenses. Some of these men
can even be persuaded that the form is interesting if their wives decide to
try their hand ar romance writing themselves. Dot observed, “Here we
have some of these women who have decided, “Well, I can write a book!
And now these very same husbands are so supportive that they are almost
pushy. ‘Well, get that book done. That's a good book. I've been reading it
So you sec, it can be a change if they just kind of push it in place”
Romance reading can be justified to others, then, if the reader lcamns to
stress the books’ educational function, if she can demonstrate the extraor-
dinary adeptness and specd with which she reads, or if she can rum the
whole process around and write her own romance to be read and, of
course, bought by others.

In maintaining that the “reading for instruction” argument helps to
legitimate an activity that would otherwise be seen as self-indulgent and
frivolous because it does not immediately appear to accomplish anything
useful, I do not mean to imply that the Smithton women are being dis-
honest when they say they want to leamn. Nor am I questioning whether
they do, in fact, learn anything of value. I think it important to emphasize
here that a genuine craving for knowledge of the world beyond the doors
of their suburban homes is an important motivating factor in their deci-
sion to read rather than warch television, participate in craft activities, or
involve themselves in physical recreation. They are cognizant that their
lives have been limited by the need to stay close to home to care for
children and to provide a supportive environment for their husbands. A
common refrain in all of the conversations centered about the value of a
book as a provider of “adult conversation” which they missed as a result of
their confinement within their homes as the principal provider and com-
panion for small children.

In summary, romances can be termed compensatory fiction because the
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act of reading them fulfills certain basic psychological needs for women
that have been induced by the culture and its social structures but that
often remain unmet in day-to-day existence as the result of concomitant
restrictions on female activity. From the Smithton readers’ experiences, in
particular, it can be concluded that romance reading compensates women
in two distinct ways. Most important, it provides vicarious emotional nur-
turance by prompting identification berween the reader and a fictional
heroine whose identity as a woman is always confirmed by the romantic
and sexual artentions of an ideal male. When she successfully imagines
herself in the heroine’s position, the typical romance reader can relax
momentarily and permit herself to wallow in the rapture of being the
center of a powerful and important individual’s attention. This attention
not only provides her with the sensations evoked by emotional nurturance
and physical satisfaction, but, equally significantly, reinforces her sense of
self because in offering his care and artention to the woman with whom
she identifies, the hero implicitly regards that woman and, by implication,
the reader, as worthy of his concern. This fictional character thus teaches
both his narrative counterpart and the reader to recognize the value they
doubted they possessed.

Romance fiction is compensatory in a second sense because it fills a
woman’s mental world with the varied details of simulated travel and
permuts her to converse imaginatively with adults from a broad spectrum
of social space. Morcover, the world-creating and instructional functions
of romances provide the woman who believes in the value of individual
achievement with the opportunity to feel that education has not ceased for
her nor has the capacity to succeed in culturally approved terms been
crased by her acceptance of the less-valued domestic roles. Because ro-
mance reading is coded as an instructional activity even as it is acknowl-
edged to be entertaining, a woman can indulge herself by engaging in an
actvity that makes her feel good and simultaneously congratulate herself
for acting to improve her awareness of the world by lcaring through
books. Romance reading compensates, then, for a certain kind of emo-
tional deprivation just as it creates the illusion of movement or change
achieved through informal acquisition of factual “knowledge.”

In populating her imagination with the attractive and exotically em- |
ployed individuals found in romances, the woman whose intercourse with |

the community has been restricted in favor of her family widens her range

of acquaintances and vicariously enriches the social space she inhabits. |

Like an individual prevented from dreaming who then begins to halluci-

nate in waking life to compensate for the reduction in symbolic activity, |/ |
L

a woman who has been restricted by her relative isolation within the home
turns to romances for the wealth of objects, people, and places they enable
her to construct within her own imagination. The fact that she is reading

R



114 READING THE ROMANCE

and therefore learning functions for the romance reader as an assurance
that she is not an example of that much-maligned cultural stereotype, the
simpleminded housewife who can manage little more than to feed her
children, iron a few shirts, and watch the afternoon soap operas. The
Smithton women are all acutely aware that American culture does not
value the role they perform and they indignantly protest that their em-
ployment as mothers and housewives does not mean that they are ne-
cessarily stupid. Their reading, finally, serves to confirm their image of
themselves as intelligent individuals who are yet deserving of occasional
pleasure and escape from responsibilities that are willingly accepted and
dunifully performed.

In thus mediating between a desire to indulge the sclf emotionally
through repetitive consumption and the contradictory need to exhibit the
self as a hard-working achiever, the very act of romance reading seems to
reconcile two opposing sets of values. Before claborating on this further
interpretation of the social factors contributing to the Smithton women’s
understanding of their own reading behavior, I would like to include one
last conversation between Do, Joy, and Kit. Not only does the exchange
contain more references to the theme of escape and its connection to
addiction, but it also provides a glimpse into the anger and indignation
spawned by the culture’s scorn for the fantasy that the women know they
need. These comments developed out of a discussion about the publish-
ers’ belittlement of their own romances and the women who read them.
The three were lamenting the publishers’ inability to provide consistently
the kinds of romances the women like to read.

Joy: I hate these nonreaders that say what we will and will not
read.
Dot Bur, you know, thar is what [ tell the—anyone that I

come in contact with, the [publishers’] reps that I know.
If they can go back and open their mouth, [ say, “You
know, you guys spend a heck of a lot of money on adver-
tisement and all you’d have to do is come our and talk to
the women.” I said, “They’re very voluble, they can con-
verse. They read and they speak. They do all normal
things. If you want—you know—a line of communica-
tion, it’s here” They don’t do it. Now I don’t know
whether they dbn’t know anybody that can go out and
handle the situation.

Joy: Or if they’re afraid of the Indian uprising [said with deri-
sion], We are west of the Alleghenies!

Dot And I know that when this man [at the booksellers con-
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Kit:
Dot:
Interviewer:
Daor:

Joy:

Dwot:
Joy:

vention] was so rather—made this statement, I took an
immediate dislike to him. Kir was standing there and
said, “You didn’t like him, did you?” And I said, “You are
right! .. .” He made the statement that—I said, “The
women read for escapism.” And he said, “Any reading is
for escapism.” And I said, “Well, T wouldn't call a text.
book escapism.” A mathemartics textbook, I think, is
probably what I said, something of that nature. He said,
“Of course it is” And I said, “No, it isn’t.”
Well, then he made some rude comment abour women’s
reading. I mean, he made a derogatory comment directly
about woman'’s opium or something like thar.
Oh yes, fix. Getting a fix—oh, when they get their ro-
mantic fix.
But you said to me that you think it’s an addiction.
That’s right. But I don’t want him telling me it is. If I rec-
ognize that I need this, that’s one thing. But for him to
tell me in a disparaging manner . . .
Because there are well-written books and poorly written
books in any group of any kind of reading and we can sift
out what we think arc the drivel.
Yes, we can tell the difference.
And we don’t enjoy something that is poorly written
either. !
And a fix, you get the idea you'd go out and read just
anything.
Yeah, anything in the romance section or the gothic sec-
tion in the supermarket display.
Like you have no discretion.
And no mind—and no education.
Well, now, that’s what most of them tend to think. The
simpleminded housewife!
Hooked on her soap operas.
Yeah, they think that your intellectual level is nil and
none.
I couldn’t even tell you the names of the s0ap operas.
Well, it’s acrually almost as though he were speaking
down to some two- or three-year-old child which—I re-
sent that too—but the fact is, here is [the area representa-
tive] telling him that I'm selling books like there’s no
tomorrow—and he's standing there in his custom-made
suit or wharever,
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Joy: Botany so0.
Dor: Well, whatever it is he’s standing there in—and it’s like as
though I'm probably paying for the suit on his back.

[Here the conversation trails off and a new topic is picked
up.]

Although Dor’s anger here is focused specifically on a publisher’s dis-
missal of her favorite books, it is still representative of a response common
to all of her readers. The Smithton women believe very strongly thar
romance reading is worthwhile because the stories provide pleasure while
the activity of reading challenges them to learn new words and informa-
tion about a world they find intriguing and all too distant. Their anger is
directed at those who would implicitly deny them, through “disinter-
ested” cniticism, the right to a temporary escape and to a fantasy they

rdcsirc In an cffort to circumvent disapproval grounded in the attitude

I| thar fantasy and play are somehow unnecessary, useless, and unl:semmmg

]: o adu!ts the Smithton readers have learned to defend their activity by

] of all that it teaches them. The justification is a stratcgic one

| because it associates romances with a set of values that have been an
integral part of American middle-class culture at least since the early days
of industrialization. In effect, they establish themselves as hard-working,

| achievement-oriented individuals by claiming that romances are “factual”
and therefore filled with information that can be extracted and used by the
| industrious reader.

" In so defending their repetitive reading, the Smithton women appeal to
a set of values that continues to serve as a powerful motivating force in the
lives of middle-class Americans despite the elaboration of a new set of
values displayed in mass-media advertisements proclaiming that the route
to happiness and success entails not work but consumption. What we see
reflected in their uneasy reliance on the contradictory assertions that ro-
mance fiction is a harmless but effective escape from psychological bur-
dens and, at the same rime, utilitarian instruction about the real world, is a
clash between two value systems. One system serves to sustain a con-
sumer-oriented economy, while the other, developed by an economy de-
signed to accumulate and o concentrate capital, tacitly labels consump-
tion for pure pleasure both wasteful and dangerous. By demonstrating
that romance reading is work for the reader, the women are able to exor-
cise any lingering doubts they might have about the legitimacy of a con-
sumption process that always exhausts its object even as it only temporar-
ily satisfies the need that prompted the decision to buy in the first place.
This return to the ideology of hard work or productive labor to justify
pleasurable leisure activiry seems to betoken an incomplete assimilation of

e
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the values of a consuming society whose very health depends on its mem
bers’ continuous purchase of commodities.

It should not scem strange that romance readers’ claims about the plea-
sures attendant upon completion of each book sound remarkably like the
advertising claims made daily on television, in newspapers, and in glossy
magazines that happiness, friendship, respect, and sexual pleasure can be
had in the form of any number of mass-produced objects. Advertisements
present the American population with an interminable parade of bliss-
fully happy individuals whose extraordinary joy, excitement, satisfaction,
beauty, and sense of power are linked by simple juxtaposition with the
parucular product being sold. Each individual addressed by an ad is told,
in effect, that the emotional state represented in the picture by an always
already transformed consumer can be purchased automatically, in tandem
with the deodorant, designer jeans, gold-coin wartch, or automobile thar is
the ostensible subject of the ad. It concealed message, however, is the
more significant one, for it legitimates through assertion the notion that
commodity consumption is an adequate and effective way to negate the
“pain” produced by the disappointments, imperfections, and small failures
that arc an incvitable part of human life. It 1s worth observing, however,
that advertising’s offer of happiness is nothing but a promise of vicarious
experience. As a discursive form, it presents satisfaction, contentment, and
pride, not as the result of an individual’s actions or social intercourse with
others, but as the narural consequence of the activity of consuming or
displaying a particular product. Happincss is not an emotional condition
onc crc.atcs for oneself through action; in advertising, it is a thing that one
can buy.?*

Like the commodities constituted by advertising, romances also provide
vicarious pl::su:c Indeed, Harlequin, Fawcett, and Silhouette now pub-
licly claim in their own advertising campaigns that certain “end emotional
benefits” can be purchased along with the latest romance novel. These
companics know well that when specific psychological needs, which they
are not able to fully identify themsclves, are inadequately addressed or left
unfulfilled by a woman’s daily round of activities and social contacts, she
will turn to a romance and imagine what it feels like to have her needs met
as are those of her alter ego, the heroine. Sull, it must always be remem-
bered that the good feclings this woman derives from reading romantic
fiction arc not expericnced in the course of her habitual existence in the
world of acrual social relations, but in the scparate, free realm of the
imaginary. The happiness she permits herself is not only secondhand expe-
rience, but temporary as well. By resting satisfied with this form of vicari-
ous pleasure, the romance reader may do nothing to transform her actual
situation which itsclf gave rise to the need to seek out such pleasure in the
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first place. Consumption of one temporarily satisfying romance will lead
in that case to the need and desire for another. The vicarious pleasure
offered by romantic fiction finally may be satisfying enough to forestall
the need for more substannial change in the reader’s life. At the same time,
its very ephemerality may guarantee a perpetual desire to repeat the expe-
rience. Consumption, in short, might result only in futurc consumption.
Whether it in fact does 50 is open to some question. Because this issue can
only be adequately addressed after the entire romance-reading experience
has been assessed, I will delay further consideration of it until the conclu-
sion of this book.

In summary, however, it is worth noting again that when Dot and her
customers insist that they have a right to escape and to indulge themsclves
just as everyone else does, they arc justifying their book purchases with
arguments that are basic to a consuming society. In effect, they are insist-
ing that they be permitted the same leisure, extravagance, and opportuni-
ties for immediate gratification that they help their husbands and children
to realize. However, when they subsequently argue that romances are also
edifying and that reading is a kind of productive labor, they forsake that
ideology of perpetual consumption for a more traditional value system
that enshrines hard work, performance of duty, and thrift. Romances arc
valuable according to this system because they enable the reader to accu-
mulate information, to add to her worth, and thus to better herself. In so

~ justifying the act of reading the romance, the Smithton women affirm
their adherence to traditional values and, at the same time, engage in a

. | form of behavior that is itself subversive of those values.

CHAPTER FOUR

The Ideal Romance:
The Promise of Patriarchy

In examining the Smithton readers’ conscious beliefs about the benefits of
romance reading, we have seen that an intensely felt but insufficiently met
I‘It.:l:d for emotional nurturance drives these women to repeated encounters
with romance fiction. Although Dot and her customers cannot formally
identify the particular features of the romantic fantasy thar are the source
of its therapeutic value to them, they are certain, nonetheless, that the
activity of romance reading is pleasurable and restorative as well. We have
seen that their resulting emotional dependence on romantic fiction is at
least partially a function of their ability to restrict their reading to novels
that focus only on a particular kind of interaction between heroine and
hero. This ability, itsclf a function of their reliance on Dot’s advice, guar-
antees the Smithton readers a vicarious experience that leaves them feeling
hopeful, happy, and content. In order o understand just how these books
acmal]y_ provide this much-needed replenishment, it is now necessary to
look with some care at those they judge partcularly successful. Such an
examination should enable us to pinpoint the characteristics that are the
essence of the romance’s power and attraction for these readers. By locat-
ing the source of both, we should be able to explain why women turn
specifically to romances in their quest for vicarious pka.s‘uré.

Although the interpretation of the romantic fantasy that follows will be
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on the ease with which “light reading” like Harlequins and Sithouettes can be
picked up and put down when other demands intervene, all of Dot’s customers
with whom I spoke expressed a preference for finishing a romance in one sitting,
Jensen does not say whether her readers would have preferred to read in this way,
although she docs comment rather cxtensively on the fact that it is the material
circumstances of their jobs as housewives and mothers thar most often necessitate
what she calls “snatch” reading. She refers to an alternate pattem of reading
several books, one after the other, as the “binge.” This is not exactly equivalent to
the Smithton readers’ practice with fat books, but some of them did mention
engaging in such behavior as a special treat to themselves, See Jensen, “Women
and Romantic Fiction,” pp. 300—301 and 312-14.

18. Yankelovich, Skelly and White, The ro78 Consmmer Research Study on Reading,
PP- 141, 144

19. The Smithton readers’ patterns of explanation and justification will be ex-
plored in greater detail in Chapter 3.

20. Mann, A New Survey, p. 17,

21. For further discussion of this curious failure to trust that a new romance will
end happily despire extensive prior acquaintance with the genre, sec Chaprer 6.

22, Evans, "Dorothy’s Diary,” April 1980, p. 1.

23. | included this choice on the final questionnaire because in many of the
interviews the women had expressed a distaste for romances that end abruptly
with the declaration of love between the principal characters.

24. Faust, Women, Sex, and Pornography, p. 67.

25. Richard Hoggart is one of the few who disagrees with this argument. Sec his
comments in The Uses of Literacy, pp. 171-75. Jensen has also acknowledged that
many Harlequin authors “apparently share the backgrounds, artitudes, and fanta-
sics of their women readers™ (“Women and Romantic Fiction” Pp. 118-19).

26. Quoted in Evans, “Dorothy’s Diary” May 1980, p. 2.

27. Quoted in Evans, “Dorothy’s Diary™ Newsletter #4., 1080, P- 2. (This issue is
not dated by month. )

28, Berman, “They Call Us Illegitimare,” p. 38.

29. Whitney, “Writing the Gothic Novel” p. 1o,

30. Ibid.

st Ibid., p. 1.

32. Faust, Women, Sex, and Pornagraphy, p. 63.

33. Whitney, “Writing the Gothic Novel,” p. 43.

4. Quoted by Glass, “Editor’s Report” p. 33.

35. Douglas, “Soft-Porn Culture,” p. 28 (italics added).

36. Geertz, “Deep Play” p. 443.

37. Douglas, “Soft-Porn Culture,” p. 25.

38. On the connection between patriarchy and marriage, scc Hartmann, “The
Family as Locus of Gender, Class, and Political Struggle.” especially pp. 366—76.

39. None of the Smithton women commented on whether they had cver been
hit, pushed around, or forced to have sexual relations against their will, although
several did tell me that they know this goes on because it happens to their friends.
In summarizing current studies on wife abuse, Rohrbaugh has commented in
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Stewart Oneglia’s estimate that ‘o percent of all marriages involve some degree of
physical abuse of the woman’” (p. 350). Rohrbaugh also points out that “studies
that define wifc abuse as anything from an occasional hard slap to repeated, severe
beatings suggest that there are 26 million to 30 million abused wives in the United
States today” (p. 350). If these figures are accurate, it seems clear that a good many
romance readers may very well need to be given a model “explanation” for this
sort of behavior.

40. I would like to thank Star Helmer for giving me a copy of Gallen Books’
“tipsheet” for contemporary romances.

41. The italics have been added here to indicate where Ann placed special em-
phasis and changed her intonation during her remarks. In each case, the emphasis
conveyed both sarcasm and urter dishelief. Two of the most difficult tasks in using
ethnographic material are those of interpreting meanings clearly implied by a
speaker but not actually said and adequately conveying them in written prosc.

42. See, especially, Modleski, “The Disappearing Act,” pp. 444~48.

43. Again, the italics have been added here to indicate where special emphasis
was conveyed through intonation. In each case, the emphasis was meant to under-
score the distance berween this heroine’s behavior and that usually expected of
women.
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1. Sce chap. 2, n. 5, for the method of citing spoken quotations in this chapter
and elsewhere in the text.

2. These coupon ads appeared sporadically in national newspapers throughout
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3. Necels, Crudse to @ Wedding, p. 100.
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5. Hoggart, The Ules of Literacy, p- 196.

6. Harding, “The Notion of ‘Escape,'” p. 24.

7. Ibid., p. 25.

8. For discussions of the growth of the reading public and the popular press, see
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9. As Escarpit has observed in The Sociolagy of Literature, p. o1, “there arc a
thousand ways to escape and it is essential to know from what and rowards whar
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10. Escarpir, ibid., p. 88. Although Dot’s observations are not couched in aca-
demic language, they are really no different from Escarpit’s similar observation
that “reading is the supreme solitary occupation.” He continues that “the man [ric]
who reads does not speak, does not acr, cuts himself away from society, isolates
himself from the world which surrounds him. . . . reading allows the senses no
margin of liberty. It absorbs the entire conscious mind, making the reader power-
less to act™ (p. 88). The significance of this last effect of the act of reading to the
Smithton women will be discussed later in this chapter. For a detailed discussion
of the different demands made upon an individual by reading and radio listening,
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sce Lazarsfeld, Radio and the Printed Page, pp. 170-79.

11. Chodorow, The Reprodsction of Mothering, p. 36.

12. Qakley, The Socioloqy of Housework, p. 179. See also Oakley, Woman's Work, pp.
go—155; McDonough and Harrison, “Patriarchy and Relations of Production,” pp.
p1—41; Kuhn, “Structures of Patriarchy and Capitalism,” pp. 42—67; Sacks, “Engels
Revisited,” pp. 207—22; and Lopata, Ocupation Housewife, passim.

13. In addition to Lopata, scc Komarovsky, Blue-Collar Marriage, Myrdal and
Klein, Women's Two Roles; Fricdan, The Feminine Mymigue, Mitchell, Woman's
Estate; Steinmann, “A Study of the Concept of the Feminine Role.”

14. With respect to this view of woman as a sasurel wife and mother, Dorothy
Dinnerstein has observed in The Memaid and the Minotaur that women are
mreated as “natural resources to be mined, reaped, used up without concern for
their future fate™ (p. 101).

15. Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering, p. 16.

16. Ibid.

17. It is worth remarking here that the feeling thar housework ought to be done
according to some abstract standard is apparently common to many women who
work in the home. For a discussion of these standards, their origins in the gener-
ally unsupcrvised nature of housework, and the guilt they produce in the women
who invariably feel they scldom “measure up,” sce Oakley, The Soctolagy of Hosse-
work, pp. 100-112.

18. Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering, p. 36. For studies of contemporary
working-class versions of these networks, see Stack, Al Owr Kin; Young and
Willmotr, Famely and Kinskip in East London, Lamphere, “Stratcgics, Cooperation,
and Conflict among Women in Domestic Groups,” pp. 97-112.

19. Oakley, The Sociology of Howsework, pp. s2—s+, 75, 88—92; Oaklcy, Woman's
Work, pp. 101-2; Lopata, Occupation Housewife, pp. 36, 244—45.

20. A few months before [ arrived in Smithton, several of Dot's customers
expressed an interest in gerting together with other romance readers. Accordingly,
Dot arranged an informal gathering in her home at which five 1o ten women
themselves, they have not yet met again. See also Chapter 2, note 1.

21. As | mentioned in Chapter 2, there is ample evidence to indicate that writers’
and readers’ perceptions of romances are remarkably similar. This holds true not
only for the subject of the story itself but also for conceptions of the romance’s
funcrion. For comments very similar to Dot’s, sec Van Slyke, ““Old-Fashioned’
and “‘Up-to-the-Minute,” pp. 14-16.

22. It is important to point out here that certain behaviors of the Smithton
readers indicare that they actually hold contradicrory attitudes about the realism of
the romance. Although they admit the stories are unreal, they also claim that they
learn about history and geography from their reading. This contradiction and its
significance will be explored later in this chapeer and in Chapeer 6.

23. Bettelheim, The User of Enchantment, pp. 121—23.

24. Ibid., p. 126.

25. The difficulty of cliciting honest answers from readers about their literary

and tastes is well known. As Escarpit has wryly observed, “The likel-
hood of lucid and sincere answers is extremely reduced as soon as someonc's
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