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ABSTRACT 
 

 

This thesis examines and reevaluates the romance genre, specifically the presentation of 

gender and sexuality in historical romance novels published since 1995. The goal of this 

project was to defend the romance novel against outdated or inaccurate popular 

criticisms by closely examining masculinity, femininity, and sexuality within the romance 

novel. In chapter one, I discuss how the romance heroine and hero embody or subvert 

normative gender roles. Romance readers value heroes and heroines who possess both 

masculine and feminine attributes. Heroines have become more independent while 

heroes have become more sensitive. In chapter two, I analyze sex scenes between the 

protagonists. By emphasizing open communication, equality, and experimentation, 

romance novels provide a healthy image of sexuality. 
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Introduction 

What is a romance novel? 

 The most common, basic definition of the romance novel is a work of prose 

fiction that tells the story of one couple’s courtship and has a happy conclusion. As 

Pamela Regis notes in her history of the romance novel, this definition has only limited 

usefulness. While it does identify the characteristics common to all romance novels, and 

neatly summarizes the genre’s most important features1, this definition also 

encompasses a number of texts that have little else in common with romance novels. 

Regis provides this definition: “A romance novel is a work of prose fiction that tells the 

story of the courtship and betrothal of one or more heroines” (19), and subsequently 

lists eight characteristics all romance novels share (30-38). She then attempts to trace 

these “essential elements” as far back as Samuel Richardson’s Pamela; or, Virtue 

Rewarded, originally published in 1740 (63). 

Such an expansive definition and history of the romance novel is not necessarily 

useful to this study. When I write about “the romance novel,” I am referring to a specific 

genre, widely-recognizable due to its easy availability and enormous popularity. For the 

purpose of this thesis, a romance novel is a mass-market work of genre prose fiction 

that traces the romantic relationship between a man and woman from its inception 

through its various obstacles as it develops, and ends when those obstacles have been 

overcome. As far as this study is concerned, the romance novel did not exist before the 

twentieth century. 

                                                           
1 As identified by Janice Radway’s “Smithton readers” (Reading the Romance 67). 
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Non-romance novels can share some of the genre’s conventions without being 

part of the genre. Because the romance is a specific genre with fairly rigid conventions 

and characteristics, I would also add that romance novels are always written, produced, 

marketed, and consumed explicitly as romance novels. The “romance novel” label is not 

applied post-publication, as a matter of coincidence or accident. Rather, an author 

specifically intends to write a romance novel, and creates a narrative that meets that 

genre’s conventions. A publishing house, such as Harlequin, Avon, or Silhouette, intends 

to publish and sell a romance novel, and markets the novel accordingly, with the use of 

special signifiers in the title and on the novel’s cover. Booksellers typically shelve 

romance novels together, separate from “literary fiction” and other genre fiction – 

mysteries, Westerns, fantasy, science fiction, and others. The romance as a genre is not 

determined solely by plot content, but also by a distinct cultural model. 

With this in mind, it is easier to identify what is (Lord of Scoundrels by Loretta 

Chase) and is not (Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen) a romance novel. Because the 

romance novel is its own distinct genre, I do not find more inclusive definitions like 

Regis’s necessary or useful to this study. 

 

Some History 

Pamela Regis, as I mentioned before, traces the American romance genre back 

to Pamela, an epistolary novel published in 1740. Her book A Natural History of the 

Romance Novel is an extensive study of the romance genre’s roots in works like Pride 

and Prejudice, Jane Eyre, and A Room with a View. For the interested reader, she 
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provides considerably more context from which to consider the genre than I will 

provide, since, while Regis labels Pride and Prejudice a romance novel, I believe that the 

romance novel as it interests me did not exist before the twentieth century.  

Regis and I both consider Mills and Boon, a British publishing house founded in 

1908, the spiritual and cultural predecessor to Harlequin Enterprises Limited. The 

house’s first publication was a romance novel called Arrows from the Dark, although 

Mills and Boon published a variety of general and genre fiction. The company’s current 

website explains that romance novels provided British consumers an “escape” from 

increasingly dire economic and political developments throughout the 1920s and 30s, 

and that by the outbreak of the Second World War, Mills and Boon was mostly known 

as a romance publisher. Harlequin was founded as a paperback re-printing company in 

1949, and acquired North American distribution rights for Mills and Boon romance 

novels – at the insistence of a founder’s wife – in 1957. The real history of the American 

mass-produced romance novel begins in 1971, which Harlequin Books acquired Mills 

and Boon outright, having republished their romance novels for fourteen years. Today, 

Harlequin is the most prolific romance publisher in the world; in 2002, Harlequin 

“published 1,113 romance novels in 2002, more than half of the 2,169 romance titles 

released that year by the entire industry” (Wyatt).  

 

Readership, Authorship, and Community 

 Romance is now the most popular genre of fiction in America; in 1999, over half 

of all paperbacks purchased were romance novels (Regis xi). In 2009, the estimated 
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revenue for the romance genre was $1.36 billion; the second-highest-grossing genre, 

religious/inspirational, grossed $770 million. According to the Romance Writers of 

America, a non-profit association of romance authors, about 75 million Americans – 25% 

of the population – read at least one romance in 2008. This thesis is, in part, inspired by 

the romance’s vast popularity; women are consuming them in record numbers, and it 

seems pertinent to examine exactly what messages and visions of gender they are also 

consuming. 

 Women comprise ninety percent of romance readership, and, according to the 

RWA, romance readers are “more likely than the general population to be currently 

married or living with a partner” (cited in Margolis 19). Forty-four percent of romance 

readers are between the ages of 31 to 49, and forty-two percent possess a bachelor’s 

degree or higher. However, women of all demographics purchase and read romance 

novels, and readership is actually on the rise; the number of people who read at least 

one romance novel increased by 33.8 million between 1998 and 2009. 

 Who writes romance novels? Romance authors are generally representative of 

their readership; most are women between the ages of 31 and 49, and most have at 

least a bachelor’s degree. Authors frequently have considerably more education, 

however, and some make it a point to mention their education in their “About the 

Author” section in their books. Julia Quinn, one of the bestselling romance authors, and 

a member of the RWA Hall of Fame, graduated from Harvard with a degree in art history 

and briefly attended Yale medical school before leaving to pursue her writing career. 
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Eloisa James, another extremely popular author, is a professor of English at Fordham 

University. 

 The “About the Author” section, found in almost every romance novel, affords a 

telling glimpse into the dynamics of the romance industry and community. Most of 

these sections describe the author’s beginnings in the romance genre: “Julia Quinn 

started writing her first book one month after finishing college and has been tapping 

away at her keyboard ever since (Romancing Mr. Bridgerton, The Duke and I, The 

Viscount Who Loved Me). Loretta Chase and Lisa Kleypas both mention their education, 

B.A.s from Clark and Wellesley Universities, respectively. Almost all “About the Authors” 

state how many books the author has published, what awards they have won, and some 

sort of personal, home-spun detail about the author’s life. Mary Balogh’s from Slightly 

Dangerous is typical:  

New York Times bestselling, multi-award-winning author Mary Balogh 

grew up in Wales, land of sea and mountains, song and legend. She 

brought music and a vivid imagination with her when she came to Canada 

to teach. Here she began a second career as a writer of books that always 

end happily and always celebrate the power of love. There are over four 

million copies of her romances in print. She is also the author of No 

Man’s Mistress, More than a Mistress, and One Night for Love as well as 

her Slightly series, all available in paperback from Dell. 

Having read many of these blurbs, I have noticed that many authors attempt to subtly 

emphasize the diversity and richness of their life experiences. Lisa Kleypas mentions in 
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hers that she was Miss Massachusetts in 1985. Loretta Chase lists several jobs she had 

before she began writing, and also mentions her husband by name, crediting him as her 

inspiration to write romance. Like Mary Balogh, Connie Brockway explains why the 

romance appeals to her: “She loves writing historical romances, finding it the perfect 

way to meld a restless nature, a questing intellect and a romantic heart, as she travels, 

researches, and, of course, dreams” (All Through the Night). 

 “About the Author” sections of romance novels are considerably more personal 

and informal than similar sections in general fiction, which tend to list an author’s 

previous work and perhaps her place of residence or alma mater. I believe there are two 

reasons for this. First of all, the romance community, thanks to the advent of the 

Internet, is a place of very open communication between readers and authors. Popular 

authors maintain personal websites with contact information, and frequently participate 

on romance websites like All About Romance, Romance Novel TV, and Smart Bitches, 

Trashy Books. Most authors interact and converse with their fans, and the personal 

details they share within their books or on their websites creates a more personal 

relationship between reader and author – or at least provides that illusion, if nothing 

else. 

 I also believe there is a defensive element to the emphasis authors – or their 

publishers – place on their more unusual life experiences. It seems important that 

romance authors not come across as boring, uneducated, or one-dimensional. Sabrina 

Jeffries’ short biography seems especially characteristic of this attitude:  
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By the time Sabrina Jeffries was eighteen, she’d eaten chicken heads and 

jellyfish, been chased by a baby elephant, seen countless cobras and 

pythons, had the entire series of rabies shots, and visited rain forests and 

rubber plantations. But that wasn’t enough excitement for her; to escape 

her mundane life as a missionary’s daughter, she read romance novels. 

Now she writes romance novels, and her bestselling, award-winning tales 

of strong women and sexy, dangerous men have been translated all over 

the world. Although she now lives in North Carolina with her husband 

and son, her colorful life has given her plenty of inspiration for more 

novels. (Never Seduce a Scoundrel) 

Certainly, one purpose for this little blurb is to endear Sabrina Jeffries to her readers. 

But it also provides a latent defense of Jeffries’ work, and the work of all romance 

authors. Having established that she lived a life of no little excitement in a foreign 

country, Jeffries sarcastically refers to romance novels as an escape from her 

“mundane” life. She is indirectly responding to the stereotype that the women who 

write and read romance novels are bored, sheltered, or inexperienced. She 

acknowledges that romance novels can function as “escapism,” but subtly denies that 

that escapism is the result of a boring existence, claiming that although she read 

romances for excitement, she did not read them to make up for a lack of excitement in 

her life. 
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Criticism 

 It is not difficult to understand why romance authors, even those who are 

massively successful, could feel defensive about their work and its value. To read, write, 

or write about romance novels is to confront decades of stereotypes, jokes, criticism 

and outright hostility surrounding the romance genre. Jayne Anne Krentz opens 

Dangerous Men and Adventurous Women by acknowledging the general public scorn for 

romance novels and the women who read them (1), scorn that I believe is, today, 

entirely unwarranted. 

Harlequin’s 1971 purchase of Mills and Boon coincides with some of the most 

damning criticism of the romance genre: Germaine Greer’s scathing attack on the 

romance novel – particularly Georgette Heyer’s Regencies – in her 1970 book The 

Female Eunuch. Greer characterized the romance heroine’s love for the hero in terms of 

Ti-Grace Atkinson’s declaration that “Love is the victim’s response to the rapist” (quoted  

in Greer 191), which Greer saw in “the sickening obsession which thrills…the heroines of 

great love-affairs…in cheap ‘romance’ comic-papers” (191). 

Greer’s criticism also illustrates a particular critical trend to conflate weaknesses 

of the romance genre with weaknesses in the reader, continuing a tradition of critics 

who see in a romance reader’s choice of entertainment a moral, intellectual, or 

emotional character flaw. Greer attacked not only the conventional romance hero, but 

the women who responded to him, by writing “the traits invented for him have been 

invented by women cherishing the chains of their own bondage” (202). Not only is the 

romance hero harmful to women, Greer concluded, women were choosing to limit 
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themselves by reading romance novels, and were therefore taking an active role in their 

own subjugation. 

Many since have echoed Greer’s opinion that women who read romance are 

embracing their own oppression, romance being – to some of its detractors – an 

instrument of the patriarchy to make women dependent on men. Greer observes, “in 

search of romance many women would gladly sacrifice their own moral judgment of 

their champion” (202), and goes on to say that although romance provides a mere 

fantasy, “the potency of the fantasy distorts actual behavior” (203). 

Greer’s criticism is characteristic of almost all criticism published about romance 

novels, although that criticism has been somewhat sparse. Considering 55% of all 

paperbacks sold in the United States are romance novels (Regis xi), surprisingly little has 

been written that seriously examines the genre, and most of that criticism was 

published in the 1980s. Janice Radway studied romance novels and their readers in the 

1980s, publishing two articles (1983 and 1984) that were later reprinted in her 1991 

book Reading the Romance. Tania Modleski, Carol Thurston, and Ann Snitow, other 

leading voices in romance criticism, also published their work in the 1980s. After this 

brief flourish of publication, little else has been written. 

This criticism, now thirty years old, still influences general public opinion about 

romance novels and their readers. Romance novels, however, did not stop developing in 

the 1980s, and however relevant Modleski or Snitow’s criticisms were when they were 

published, they can hardly remain relevant in 2011. To my knowledge, there has been 
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no major critical reassessment of romance novels in the last decade, although young 

romance readers are becoming more outspoken in defense of the genre2. 

 

This Thesis 

 I had personal and academic motivations for initiating this project, a project over 

which I have felt varying degrees of defensiveness. More than most, it is a thesis that 

seemed to demand justification, and it is partially that need for justification that I aim to 

dispute in completing this work. As a romance reader, I believe there is more to these 

novels than those who lampoon them may realize, and that the genre’s bad reputation 

is an unfortunate carry-over from decades past. Sarah Wendell and Candy Tan put it 

indelicately, “let’s face it: romance novels, with their titty-licious covers, overwrought 

cover copy, and genre constraints are an easier piñata to smack around than most” 

(Wendell 6). 

 But it seems intellectually lazy to rely on criticism from the 1980s to dismiss a 

very dynamic genre, one that has changed and developed with the rest of American 

culture. Specifically, I aim to reevaluate the presentation of gender and gendered 

characteristics in romance novels. Greer (1970) and Modleski (1980) bemoaned that 

romance novels contained a conservative, restrictive message about femininity and 

masculinity. They may have been correct in those concerns forty and thirty years ago, 

respectively, but having read dozens of romance novels published after 2000, I see no 

such conservative values. Additionally, in my second chapter, I specifically examine sex 

                                                           
2 See Beyond Heaving Bosoms: The Smart Bitch’s Guide to Romance Novels by Sarah Wendell and Candy 
Tan, and their website Smart Bitches, Trashy Books (tagline: “All of the romance, none of the bullshit.”) 
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scenes between the hero and heroine. Sex scenes in particular have troubled or amused 

non-readers, it seems. Snitow and Modleski both wrote of these scenes as masochistic, 

patriarchal, and repressive, and considering how common “forced seductions” (read: 

rapes) were in 1980s romance novels, it is difficult to argue with them. Again, however, 

it has been thirty years, and now that rape scenes have almost entirely disappeared, 

what messages about sexuality are romance novels currently communicating? 

 There are many subgenres of romance, including paranormal, suspense, 

contemporary, Christian, western, fantasy, and a host of others. For the purposes of this 

thesis, I chose to explore one specific subgenre: the single-title historical. “Single-title” 

distinguishes a novel from category books, numbered, shorter novels published by a 

publishing imprint that may publish several per month. Harlequin’s Historical line, for 

example, publishes six category historicals of about 280 pages each month. I chose the 

historical partially out of personal preference, and partially because the historical 

romance, more than any other subgenre, seems to attract the most attention, or to be 

the “public face” of the romance genre. When a non-reader speaks about “romance 

novels,” their lurid covers, their purple prose, and their surplus of ripped bodices, she is 

really talking about historical romance. When Greer attacked the romance in The 

Female Eunuch, she was specifically referring to historical romance. 

 I decided early in this project’s development that rather than randomly selecting 

which novels to include in this study, I would choose well-received, popular examples, 

as identified by their inclusion on All About Romance’s Top 100 Romances list.3 

                                                           
3 http://www.likesbooks.com/top1002010results.htm 
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Thousands of readers participate in this poll every few years, and I chose my sample set 

of historical romances from the top 30 on this list, based on their availability and 

familiarity to me. I chose to discuss only the most popular, well-loved examples of 

historical romance for this study because I did not want to reassess the romance genre 

based on its poorer examples. Certainly, there are poorly written, offensive, vulgar, or 

just plain bad novels published in every genre. But in exploring how the romance genre 

presents gender, love, and sexuality, I wanted to explore those works to which readers 

respond well, the works readers reread and revisit, rather than the works they discard. 

Thus, I used primary sources from the most popular authors, especially Loretta Chase, 

Julia Quinn, and Lisa Kleypas. Four core works, all of which ranked very high in AAR’s 

reader poll, provide the foundation for this study: Lord of Scoundrels (which readers 

named their favorite romance novel of all time in four consecutive polls in 2000, 2004, 

2007, and 2010), The Duke and I, Devil in Winter, and Mr. Impossible. 
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“The Supercilious Bluestocking:” Gender and the Romance Protagonists 

The Heroine 

Almost everyone, including readers, publishers, and critics, generally agrees that 

the female romance reader identifies with the romance heroine, and experiences the 

novel from her perspective. However, the relationship between the reader and the 

heroine is decidedly more complex than many realize. It is too dismissive to declare that 

the reader is the heroine, and that she enjoys the novel as a fantasy of her own 

courtship. The very nature of romantic convention actually limits the extent to which 

the reader can merge with the heroine. The reader begins the novel with full knowledge 

of the ending; her perusal of the back cover has told her the hero and heroine’s names, 

and she knows that they will end up happily married by the epilogue. This knowledge 

informs all of her judgments as she reads: “Since the reader knows the formula, she is 

superior in wisdom to the heroine and thus detached from her. The reader, then, 

achieves a very close emotional identification with the heroine partly because she is 

intellectually distanced from her and does not suffer the heroine’s confusion” 

(Modleski, Loving 33). When the heroine – as she almost always does – judges the hero 

harshly on their first meeting and dismisses him as undesirable, the reader disconnects 

from her perspective because she knows better. There is always a distance between the 

heroine, who resists the happy ending, and the reader, who knows the happy ending is 

inevitable. 

It is therefore too simplistic to dismiss the heroine as a mere placeholder, or a 

blank space into which the reader may insert her own consciousness. Because she 
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remains separate from the heroine, the reader judges her just as minutely as she does 

the hero, and most readers will not hesitate to abandon a romance with a disappointing 

heroine. The typical romance reader makes many demands of the heroine, from whose 

perspective at least half of the novel is told, and whose romance progress the reader 

observes and judges. As author Laura Kinsale puts it, the reader “has stiff requirements 

for this character, who must be presented as intelligent without being intimidating, 

independent without being offensive, attractive without being smug.” She can – indeed, 

she should – have flaws, and those flaws will undoubtedly somehow impede her 

romantic life; the reader would be unsatisfied by a perfect heroine. However, on some 

characteristics, the reader will insist, and though they inhabit a wide variety of 

circumstances, today’s popular heroines share several common traits that endear them 

to their readers.  

 Critics of the romance, particularly feminist critics, express anxiety or disapproval 

that the heroine is generally young and inexperienced in the world. Janice Radway 

wrote disapprovingly that most of the heroines she studied “are seventeen to twenty, 

yet only one of them has ever had any contact with a member of the opposite sex 

before her confrontation with the hero” (126). However, since 1989, the age of the 

heroine has steadily climbed, and she is no longer necessarily a sheltered teenager. Of 

the ten novels that formed my “sample set”, only two heroines are beneath the age of 

twenty-three, and the average age of all thirteen heroines is twenty-six. Several 

heroines acknowledge that –within the novel’s social world – they are now “spinsters,” 

having failed to marry before they turned twenty-four, but none of them express 
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disappointment or anxiety about their spinsterhood. Similarly, among the multitude of 

widowed heroines, few seem particularly grief-stricken or mournful. Daphne Pembroke, 

of Mr. Impossible by Loretta Chase, appreciates her regained freedom upon her 

husband’s death, and Jessica Trent, of Lord of Scoundrels, expresses her dismay at the 

thought of marriage: although she is still receiving marriage proposals at the age of 

twenty-seven, “she’d be hanged before she’d marry and play brood-mare to a rich, 

titled oaf” (Chase, Lord 20). 

 In fact, somewhat counter-intuitively, the likable romance heroine is rarely in 

active pursuit of love and marriage. The reader would quickly become bored with a 

heroine who relentlessly seeks out romance, partially because there would be no 

conflict to enjoy, but also because the heroine who actually chases after marriage seems 

unremarkable, silly, and boring. Modleski, analyzing the romance as a reflection of the 

reader’s life, says romance novels “must be careful to show that the girl never set out to 

get [the hero] and his goods. This is of course a simple reflection of the double bind 

imposed upon women in real life: their most important achievement is supposed to be 

finding a husband; their greatest fault is attempting to do so” (Modleski, Loving 40). 

It is no accident that many heroines have careers or academic pursuits from 

which romance always poses an unwelcome distraction; her preoccupation with work or 

study informs the reader that the heroine has substance, and a somewhat 

unconventional nature. Romance novelists “establish their heroine’s refusal to be 

restricted by expectations about female gender behavior by assigning them unusual 

jobs” (Radway, Reading 124), especially jobs in which they must negotiate with men. 
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Jessica Trent is an antiques collector who plans to open her own shop and achieve 

financial independence from her brother. Daphne Pembroke is a widowed Egyptologist 

who takes advantage of her social invisibility to study hieroglyphs and explore 

archaeological sites. The hero’s introduction is almost never a welcome addition to the 

heroine’s life, and often an active threat to her independence, as in All Through the 

Night, in which the heroine is a masked thief whom the hero is tasked with 

apprehending. Many heroines devote themselves to pursuits which others consider 

inappropriate for a respectable lady, especially Sarah Fielding, of Lisa Kleypas’s 

Dreaming of You, who secretly writes lurid romance novels under a pseudonym, and 

Anne Wilder, the masked thief of All Through the Night. Through their careers and 

interests, romance heroines subvert the concept of proper femininity, and rather than 

accept the limitations imposed on their gender, heroines flout expectation. Even the 

more conventional Daphne Bridgerton of The Duke and I expresses her frustration that 

she is not allowed to study at Oxford (Quinn, Duke 20). The only popular heroine who 

actively pursues a husband, Evie Jenner of Lisa Kleypas’s Devil in Winter, proposes a 

marriage of convenience to the hero to protect her fortune and her personal safety; 

once again, the fact that they later fall in love is an unwelcome development. 

No popular romance heroine is completely conventional; such a heroine simply 

does not exist, and if she did, the reader would reject her. Heroines are becoming older 

and more experienced, as evidenced by the dearth of widowed heroines – a late 

husband being a convenient narrative method to grant the heroine sexual knowledge 

while keeping her single and available. The few heroines under the age of twenty-five 
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make up for their lack of worldly experience with assertive personalities and intellectual 

pursuits. Evie of Devil in Winter and Desdemona of As You Desire are twenty-three and 

twenty years old, respectively, but their youth does not limit their independence. The 

reader first encounters both of these heroines in moments of defiance, Evie having 

invaded the hero’s home to demand he marry her, and Desdemona frustrating her 

kidnappers by being haughty and uncooperative. Neither of these young heroines are 

distressed damsels. (Although the kidnapped Desdemona fits the literal description, she 

asserts an active role in her own captivity by imagining herself as a romantic heroine 

awaiting rescue, only to reject and insult the hero when he fails to live up to her 

imagination.) 

The primary qualification for a respectable heroine, therefore, is not kindness or 

virtue or other conventional feminine traits, but “unusual intelligence or…an 

extraordinarily fiery disposition” (Radway, Reading123). The reader demands a strong 

heroine who, if she is not independent socially and financially, as many recent heroines 

are, is at least independent by nature. Desdemona, for example, may be twenty years 

old and in the care of her grandfather, but her adventurous, defiant personality deny 

her shrinking-violet status. Dawn Heinecken makes an important point when she 

observes, “These women are all psychically healthy. While they love their husbands, it is 

always clear that they do not need their husbands to survive” (156).  None of the 

heroines to whom readers respond positively rely on the hero for anything, and they 

sacrifice any measure of their independence with the greatest reluctance. “Nearly all of 

the heroines in these female-sponsored fantasies,” Radway observes, “explicitly refuse 
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to be silenced by the male desire to control women through the eradication of their 

individual voices” (124). Strong heroines refuse to become silent, compliant objects of 

adoration, and in doing so, win the reader’s favor. 

Here, the argument for the heroine-identified reader becomes misleading. The 

reader does not demand a strong, compassionate heroine because she considers herself 

strong, and wants to see her personal best qualities reflected in the novel. Rather, the 

reader forces the heroine to prove herself worthy of her happy ending with the hero, to 

prove that she is not a simpering flower who surrenders her personal autonomy for 

love. The reader always maintains some degree of separation from the heroine because 

she is constantly judging her thoughts and decisions. It does not matter if she agrees 

with everything the heroine does; the reader can expect the heroine to make several 

false steps because the heroine does not know how the novel ends. What matters is 

that the heroine is always an equally powerful figure as the hero, and never places 

herself and her opinions beneath his. To be respectable to the reader, the heroine must 

assert her own desires. 

The heroine’s inner strength is often a point of contention with the hero, who 

finds her masculine sense of independence an unnerving, if somewhat endearing, 

novelty. Upon first meeting her, the hero finds her lack of reliance on him unattractive, 

if not offensive, and insists that he has no interest in such a headstrong woman. The 

heroine, too, insists that even if she was interested in a relationship, which she rarely is, 

she certainly would not choose the hero, who is frequently an “amoral” rake, as he is in 

Devil in Winter, Lord of Scoundrels, and Mr. Impossible, whose very titles promise a hero 
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with a bad reputation. The novels’ back cover summaries demonstrate that the tension 

between the independent, judgmental heroine and the dissolute, frustrated hero is one 

of their major selling points: “Tough-minded Jessica Trent’s sole intention is to free her 

nitwit brother from the destructive influence of Sebastian Ballister, the notorious 

Marquis of Dain. She never expects to desire the arrogant, amoral cad” (Chase, Lord).  

Indeed, the most desirable traits in a romance heroine are masculine traits – 

independence, autonomy, and assertiveness. Radway observed that most popular 

romance novels “begin by expressing ambivalent feelings about female gender by 

associating the heroine’s personality or activities with traits and behavior usually 

identified with men” (124). Rather than presenting a conservative, repressive image of 

femininity, romance novels celebrate women who embody the strengths traditionally 

associated with masculinity. Similarly, the desirable hero must embody feminine 

strength. 

The Hero 

Against expectation, many successful romance authors, including Laura Kinsale, 

insist that it is always the hero – not the heroine – who carries the novel and determines 

the reader’s response. As Kinsale observes, “Accusations directed at the genre…typically 

assume without further examination that the female reader must identify with the 

female lead and so is in danger of modeling her own life after a character who might be 

submissive, passive, or obsessed only with romantic love and maintaining her virginity” 

(Kinsale 31). The theory, taken for granted by critics like Tania Modleski and Germaine 

Greer, that the reader “identifies” with the heroine and imagines herself in the 
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heroine’s place infantilizes the reader by assuming that she necessarily relates to the 

female character by virtue of her sex. Such critics also enforce a false binary between 

male and female, insisting that the reader can identify with either the hero or heroine, 

depending on the reader’s sex, and can only experience the other as an object of love or 

lust. Kinsale notes this tendency, writing “it is myopic to believe that just because the 

reader is female she is confined to the heroine’s character as the target of authentic 

reader identification.” 

Rather, Kinsale insists, a weak, poorly formed hero will destroy the novel 

because “the female reader is the hero” (32). The narrative exists only within the reader 

herself; that is, the female reader actively creates her understanding of the novel. 

Although created by the romance author, the romance takes place entirely within the 

reader’s psychology: “the whole adventure is an interior one.” The romance between 

the heroine and hero is also a romance between the reader and herself, and “the closer 

she moves toward spontaneously identifying with both hero and heroine, the more rich 

and rewarding the romance is likely to be for her.” 

In some ways, the reader’s relationship to the hero is more straightforward than 

her competitive friendship with the heroine. To say that the reader identifies with the 

hero and his perspective does not mean that she desires to be a man, or suffers from 

latent penis envy, but that she sees “this fictional man…altogether within and part of 

the reader herself: a vigorous, living aspect of her personality” (Kinsale Men 37). The 

hero embodies a vision of masculinity imagined and experienced by women; critics who 

consider romance novels by assuming that male and female are hostile opposites are 
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forgetting that the male characters are not actually male people, but male aspects of 

the female reader and author. The prevalence of masculine titles in romance novels 

indicates the important draw of the hero: Lord Perfect, Mr. Impossible, Romancing Mr. 

Bridgerton, Devil in Winter, Lord of Scoundrels, The Duke and I. 

It’s no surprise, then, that since the 1980s, “the American editors…began 

insisting on sensitivity, humour, understanding, and patience in romantic man. Not 

content with claiming the right of equality with men, they now boldly demanded that 

men should, dammit, be more like women” (Romantic Conventions 70). The shift toward 

kinder, gentler heroes has been especially welcome among the romance community, 

which quickly tired of the unfeeling, shut-off aristocrat whose love for the heroine is 

only visible as an assumption on the reader’s part. Throughout the 1970s, the 

relationship between the hero and heroine was characterized by violence, both 

emotional and sexual, and their romance was barely distinguishable from an angry 

dispute.  Modleski struggled to explain the appeal of a hero who was “more or less 

brutal” (Modleski, Loving 31). Modleski interpreted the violent hero as a projection of 

female fears about male cruelty in their real lives. Within the context of the novel, the 

reader could understand the hero’s cruelty from the context of the happy ending, in 

which his brutality was merely a disguise for his growing love. Modleski explained the 

popularity of such violent heroes by lamenting, “in real life women are not often able to 

reinterpret male hostility in such a satisfactory way” (Modleski, Loving 35). 

Heinecken identifies scenes of violence between the hero and heroine as “the 

reason that many feminists have been disturbed by the romance because they 
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naturalize male violence and violence as part of sexuality” (160). Although the hero has 

changed dramatically since Modleski wrote, in many ways, the genre has not shaken off 

the public image it acquired from those dark, Bronte-esque heroes. But in fact, the 

publishing world has responded to reader demand for more loving lead men.  

Lynda Crane conducted a survey of romance reader’s attitudes toward feminism 

and masculinity in 1994, fourteen years after Modleski’s description of brutal heroes 

(“Romance Novel Readers: In Search of Feminist Change?”). Crane asked eighty women 

to rank traits they found desirable in a romance hero: good looks, competence, caring, 

intelligence, charm, and financial success. The participants overwhelmingly chose 

“caring” as the most important trait in a hero, and ranked financial success dead last. 

This contradicts Modleski’s declaration that romance “novels repeatedly insist on the 

social, economic, and aesthetic importance of a husband and money” (Modleski, 

“Disappearing” 445). A hero’s ability to feel and care for the heroine has supplanted his 

financial stability as his primary characteristic. And interestingly, Crane’s participants 

ranked the six aforementioned traits in the same order for romance heroines. Reader’s 

expectations for the hero and heroine are, increasingly, becoming identical: both should 

be strong but caring, loving but never dependent on the other. 

This is not to suggest, however, that romance heroes bear no resemblance to 

their 70s counterparts. Indeed, a cursory scan of their initial description reveals more 

similarities than differences, and heroes are demographically more homogenous than 

contemporary heroines. Of the ten heroes in my sample set of novels, all but two come 
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from nobility, and only the remaining two have discernible careers.4 Rather than 

indicating a personal fortune, the hero’s title acts as a kind of prop for the historical 

setting; while Sebastian Ballister is described as “the notorious Marquess of Dain” on 

the back cover, his title has next to nothing to do with the novel itself. Authors give their 

heroes noble titles to make them sound more historical, but otherwise their nobility has 

little to do with the plot. Additionally, the hero’s finances are mentioned only when 

their absence serves a narrative purpose, as in Devil in Winter, in which Sebastian’s 

looming poverty makes his marriage to the wealthy Evie very appealing. This is markedly 

different from the heroines, almost all of whom work or struggle for money. And 

although the gap between the heroine and hero’s ages is closing, it is still noticeable; 

the average age of the ten heroes is about 32, and on average, the hero is about five 

years older than his heroine. He is always older than the heroine.5 

The gentler hero is not obvious without a complete reading of the novel he 

inhabits, as the complete narrative allows him to reconcile and fully express his loving 

feelings. This is an important distinction from the heroes who had to become loving and 

caring; popular contemporary heroes grapple with their emotions from the beginning, 

but still generally maintain a distinctly dark personality. The heroine is generally 

overwhelmed by her initial impression of the hero, whose dissolute lifestyle is visible in 

his dark, imposing countenance. As Sebastian Ballister notes, looking at his reflection, 

“His dark face was harsh and hard, the face of Beelzebub himself” (Chase, Lord 28).  Evie 

                                                           
4 Notable, these two heroes are both from works by Connie Brockway, All Through the Night and As You 
Desire. 
5 A possible exception is Loretta Chase’s Mr. Impossible, in which Daphne describes herself as “nearly nine 
and twenty” and Rupert is himself twenty-nine. 
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Jenner, upon meeting Lord St. Vincent, observes “The smile itself was enough to steal 

the breath from one’s body…the sensuous, cynical mouth, the flash of white teeth…Oh, 

St. Vincent was a dazzling man. And he knew it” (Kleypas, Devil 18). Such descriptions 

are typical, and give the initial impression that the hero is hardened by years of immoral 

living, incapable of sincere emotion. And so the hero likes to imagine himself, but the 

reader, and eventually the heroine, knows better. By the end of the narrative, the 

heroes often experience great surges of tender emotion: “Just when his emotions were 

choking him, bringing him dangerously close to tears, she lightened the mood, made 

him smile” (Quinn, Duke 355). 

The hero’s emotional journey from hardened to tearful is, in some ways, the 

most important narrative of the successful romance novel. As Heinecken observes, “The 

heroine’s identity remains stable, while the hero drastically changes” (170). Many critics 

and authors, including Laura Kinsale and Susan Elizabeth Philips, have noted that the 

hero always “compromises” more of his initial character than the heroine. This is 

because the heroine, as much as she ignores it, always possesses the capacity for love 

and connection with another person; though she is independent, she is never cruel or 

dismissive of others. Increasingly common – and popular – however, is the hero who is 

so psychologically damaged, he cannot acknowledge or express his emotions until he 

meets the compassionate heroine. Most popular heroes are of the “dark and tortured” 

variety, including the heroes of Lord of Scoundrels, The Duke and I, and All Through the 

Night. Simon Bassett, of The Duke and I, is emotionally scarred by his unloving father, 
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who rejected him because of his stutter. The prologue describes his childhood trauma, 

and establishes Simon’s emotional distance: 

Simon felt the duke’s rejection in his very bones, felt a peculiar kind of 

pain enter his body and creep around his heart. And, as hatred flooded 

his body and poured from his eyes, he made a solemn vow. 

If he couldn’t be the son his father wanted, then by God, he’d be the 

exact opposite… .(Quinn, Duke 12) 

This scene is particular to the post-1990s romance novel; it takes place from within the 

hero’s consciousness, explains his forthcoming coldness as the result of a deep, psychic 

wound, and ensures that the reader connects first with the hero; the heroine is not 

introduced until the next chapter. Heinecken notes that before the 1990s, romance 

novels almost never incorporated the hero’s perspective (159), but it is now common 

for the perspective to switch between the heroine and hero with each chapter. The 

reader is now granted special insight into the hero’s mind, and is privy to his hidden 

motivations: “Because Simon didn’t speak when words were not necessary, people 

judged him to be arrogant, just as a future duke should be” (Quinn, Duke 39). The 

reader, unlike Simon’s classmates, understands his reticence as the result of his 

childhood stutter, rather than a sense of superiority, and therefore sympathizes with 

him despite his arrogance. 

 Indeed, skilled romance authors can make their tortured heroes likable because 

they are flawed. The reader understands many of the hero’s flaws as a result of some 

trauma in his past, and those flaws can only be corrected by the heroine’s love. 
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Sebastian Ballister, of Lord of Scoundrels, “refused to have any dealings whatsoever with 

respectable women” (40). The reader shortly learns that Sebastian avoids contact with 

women – other than prostitutes – because his mother abandoned him at a young age. 

The heroine remains ignorant of this detail of his past until much later “because he 

wouldn’t let anyone suspect he was at all sensitive about his mother” (Chase, Lord 14). 

 In this way, conventional indicators of the hero’s cruelty – promiscuity with 

women, especially – are reframed as indicators of his emotional vulnerability: when the 

hero orders the heroine out of his sight, it is only to avoid crying in front of her. The 

female-created hero who inhabits the romance novel is psychically damaged and 

emotionally stunted, in comparison to the self-assured heroine. “Perceived “masculine” 

strengths like autonomy, reserve, and lack of emotion,” Heinecken observes, “are 

shown more and more to be a product of the hero’s lack of mastery of the social world, 

rather than his power over it” (158). The hero does not carouse with prostitutes and 

avoid close relationships because he is confident, but because he is cripplingly unsure of 

himself. Heinecken s writes, “the social status and perceived power of the male…forms 

an achingly funny contrast with the heroes’ emotional plights…they are wounded men” 

(161). The hero’s machismo – which is to say, his arrogance, promiscuity, and violent 

temper – are explained as symptoms of his hidden suffering. Though the heroine does 

not know this, the reader does, and his obvious need for the heroine’s emotional 

support makes him all the more endearing. 



27 
 

 Far from damsels in distress, romance heroines frequently rescue their heroes 

from themselves, and in order to become functioning emotional beings, the hero must 

give up some of his masculine isolation in exchange: 

The good woman who heals the wounded hero is a staple of romance 

fiction. The rugged man is always effectively socialized, transformed by 

novel’s end into a gentle nurturer. However, the emphasis in these new 

novels is slightly different. While older heroes are softened so as to 

better take care of the heroine, [recent] heroes start soft and become 

stronger. Indeed they are so wounded that they are barely functioning; 

only their contact with the heroine allows them to survive. The women 

save the hero from self-destruction and social failure. For example, 

women are able to offer men a way of life that gives them emotional 

security. Men become psychically healthy and better people as a result of 

their contact with the women. (Romantic Conventions 164) 

 

Radway wrote, in 1984, that the romance genre, “fails to explain convincingly exactly 

why and how each individual heroine is able to translate male reticence and cruelty into 

tenderness and devotion” (128), but by granting the reader access to the hero’s psyche 

and his frequently tortured past, the author can create a more fully-realized character – 

and, accordingly, a more fully realized relationship – than she could without his 

perspective. 
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Romantic Conventions 

The hero’s transformation from isolated ne’er-do-well to emotionally available 

husband demonstrates the ultimate goal of the romance genre: human connections. 

The reader celebrates the hero’s rehabilitation because it enables him to fully connect 

with his wife and trust her for emotional support. She, in turn, has the pleasure of 

“taming” her notorious rake. 

 Authors and critics disagree, however, about why this particular romantic 

convention – the tortured rake reluctantly enchanted by the headstrong adventuress – 

is so popular. Modleski characterized it as a female revenge fantasy, in which women 

can reimagine male cruelty on their own terms, and witness a strong man brought down 

by a woman, as they rarely can in real life: “A great deal of our satisfaction in reading 

these novels comes, I am convinced, from the elements of a revenge fantasy, from our 

conviction that the woman is bringing the man to his knees and that all the while he is 

being so hateful, he is internally groveling” (Modleski, Loving 37). However, this 

interpretation imagines that romance readers – grown women –  as helpless children, 

channeling their impotent indignation at their social status into their leisure activity, and 

ignores the complicated relationship between hero and reader. Modleski wrote in a 

decade when readers were closed off from the hero’s mind, but, as in The Duke and I, 

today’s readers have intimate access to the hero’s thoughts, memories, and emotions. 

They no longer experience the hero as “hateful,” but sympathize with his emotional 

struggles, and have no reason to rejoice upon seeing him “on his knees.” In fact, they do 
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not see the eventual wedding as a triumph for the heroine, but for the couple. Rather 

than “conquering” the hero, the heroine heals him. 

 Susan Elizabeth Philips, a very popular romance author, echoes Modleski’s 

theory of romance-as-revenge when she writes: “I can only shake my head in 

bewilderment when I hear the romance criticized for depicting women as being 

submissive to domineering men. Are the critics reading the same books I am? What is 

the fate of the most arrogant, domineering, ruthless macho her any romance writer can 

create? He is tamed” (Philips 58). Philips agrees with Modleski that the reader derives 

satisfaction from seeing the hero “tamed” – that is, monogamous and happy about it. 

 Such a reading reinforces childish notions about “the battle of the sexes,” and 

again imagines the relationship between the hero and heroine as a struggle for 

dominance, just as the violent novels of the 1970s did. Rather than a competition, in 

which someone wins and someone loses, a better metaphor for the successful romance 

novel is one of integration, in which the hero and heroine merge and complement each 

other. As Laura Kinsale points out, the entire romance occurs within the reader’s 

emotional landscape; she experiences the romance with herself: “A romance reader is 

not expecting any real-life person to live up to the heroes of her novels. She is 

experiencing herself as hero, and as heroine, completely within her own personality” 

(Kinsale 38). The happy ending – the wedding – does not indicate that one aspect of the 

reader triumphs over another, but that the reader has an image of a fully integrated 

consciousness.  
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Modleski hints at such a possibility when she writes, “romances help readers, if 

only temporarily, to believe in the possibility of transcending the divided self” (Modleski, 

Loving 29), but blunders when she puts male and female in opposition. In the world of 

the romance, masculinity and femininity need not be binary opposites, forever in 

tension. Rather, truly successful and substantial characters must possess masculine and 

feminine characteristics: the hyper-feminine heroine has no place in the romance novel, 

and the hyper-masculine hero is pitied for his inability to cope with his emotions. Fully 

functioning characters must become somewhat androgynous; the heroine is generally 

independent from the beginning, and the hero learns to acknowledge his emotional 

needs by the end. The wedding in the epilogue does not further reinforce the fracture 

between male and female, as Philips suggests, but integrates masculine and feminine 

together within the reader.6 

  

                                                           
6 For more on the integration of male and female, see the conclusion. 
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“A Tender Passion:” Sex in the Romance Novel 

Despite the concerns of critics including Germaine Greer and Ann Snitow, 

historical single-title romance novels provide an image of monogamous heterosexuality 

premised in communication, pleasure, and equality. The genre’s problematic depiction 

of sexuality in the 1970s and 1980s has given way to erotic scenes that emphasize the 

importance of healthy sexual intimacy as an expression of and catalyst for emotional 

intimacy. A reassessment of sexuality in the historical romance novel reveals a massive 

body of text that prioritizes emotional openness and mutual respect as a foundation for 

sexual experimentation with one’s partner. 

 The romance novel’s detractors frequently dismiss it as “porn for women,” a 

charge that stems from the genre’s reputed plethora of steamy and detailed sex scenes, 

as promised by the lurid covers that were popular through the 1980s and 1990s.7 It is 

true that most romance genres, including the single-title historical, typically include at 

least one scene that graphically depicts a sexual encounter between the hero and 

heroine – and most novels contain more than just one.8 Beginning in the late 1970s, 

with Kathleen Woodiwiss’s erotic historical novel The Flame and the Flower, romance 

sex scenes became increasingly graphic, frequent, and extended, to readers’ apparent 

delight: the Silhouette Desire imprint, which publishes more sexually explicit novels, was 

founded in 1982, and Harlequin created their Temptations line in 1984. 

                                                           
7 For more on trends in romance novel covers, see The Look of Love: The Art of the Romance Novel by 
Jennifer McKnight-Trontz. 
8 The exception is the regency romance, a subgenre set during the English Regency and influenced heavily 
by the work of Georgette Heyer. Regency romances usually contain only subtle sexuality.  
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Since then, critics have eagerly labeled romance novels pornographic by virtue of 

their content, making them easier to deride and subsequently ignore. Ann Snitow recalls 

a 1978 lecture in which critic Peter Parisi: 

hypothesized that Harlequin romances are essentially pornography for people 

ashamed to read pornography. In his view, sex is these novels’ real raison d’etre, 

while the romance and the promised marriage are primarily salves to the 

conscience of readers brought up to believe that sex without love and marriage 

is wrong. (Snitow 314-315) 

Parisi’s theory that romance novels exist as a cover for female-oriented pornography 

has been widely accepted by the non-romance-reading public, and romance novels are 

jokingly described as “one-handed reads.” 

 Of course, the fact that Parisi could address an audience and decry romance 

novels as hidden pornography demonstrates that romance novels make no attempt to 

hide their sexual content. Indeed, they often advertise it on their front covers. Novels 

titled Sweet Savage Love, or Seduce Me At Sunrise, or simply Passion do not seem 

invested in disguising themselves as chaste morality tales. Parisi’s theory also ignores 

that romance novels carry their own stigma, and do not exactly offer their reader 

protection against mockery or condemnation. As Jayne Anne Krentz writes, “Few people 

realize how much courage it takes for a woman to open a romance novel on an airplane. 

She knows what everyone around her will think about both her and her choice of 

reading material” (1). The implication that women who read romances are sexually 

repressed is paternalistic and condescending, but has become a common refrain against 
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the genre. Carol Thurston describes the ubiquitous “rhetorical question as to what these 

fantasies [romance novels] say about the mental health of the women who read them” 

(68). 

  However, single-title historical romance novels cannot be accurately called 

“pornography” in the literal sense of the word because the sex scenes are not – despite 

Parisi and Snitow’s insistence otherwise – the novels’ central preoccupation or 

objective: the relationship between the hero and heroine is paramount above all else. 

Their healthy and active sexual relationship remains, always, an expression of the 

protagonists’ romantic feelings without superseding those feelings in importance. 

Snitow’s own definition of pornography as “a total immersion in one’s own sense 

experience” (316) contradicts romance readers’ own description of their reading 

experience as a mental and emotional experience rather than a sensual one. Snitow also 

claims that the romance hero and heroine are featureless and contextless, with no 

pasts, characteristics, or personalities, and that this also qualifies romance novels as 

pornography (317). If that were true, a romance novel’s success would depend only on 

the novelty, frequency, and quality of its sex scenes, with no consideration for the 

characters. However, as previously demonstrated, it is the strength of the hero and 

heroine’s characterization that carries the romance novel; readers choose a strong 

heroine as the most important feature of a good romance novel, and do not assign sex 

scenes any special significance other than as an expression of the couple’s romantic 

feelings (Radway, “Women”). Radway elaborates that romance readers “are not 

interested in the visual display characteristic of male pornography, but prefer process-
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oriented materials detailing the development of deep emotional connection between 

two individuals” (Radway, “Women” 64). Although romance novels are heavily charged 

with erotic tension, that tension is always the result of a burgeoning romantic 

relationship, rather than a separate feature of the narrative.  

 Of course, to use charges of pornography to dismiss the romance genre 

presupposes that pornography is culturally irrelevant, and that the existence of mass-

market “pornographic” texts created exclusively by and for women does not merit 

further study into its content. In contrast, Carol Thurston argues that erotic historical 

romance novels “mark the first appearance of a large and coherent body of sexual 

literature for women, providing the opportunity to learn to use sexual fantasy and to 

explore an aspect of their identities that patriarchal society has long denied women” 

(Thurston 88). 

Andrea Dworkin and Catherine MacKinnon defined pornography “as the graphic 

sexually explicit subordination of women through pictures or words that also includes 

women dehumanized as sexual objects, things, or commodities…Erotica, defined by 

distinction as not this, might be sexually explicit materials premised on equality” 

(MacKinnon 163). This definition provides a useful distinction between the cultural and 

economic institution of pornography and other sexually explicit media. Carol Thurston 

writes that the word “pornography” carries politicized implications and is not free of 

value judgments, and “pornography and erotica cannot be used synonymously unless 

we are prepared to agree that everything sexually explicit is negative” (159). Because 

recent historical romance novels emphasize parity between the hero and heroine, and 
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the heroine’s sexual power over the hero, they cannot accurately be called 

pornographic just by virtue of their sexual content. An outline of the standard sexual 

narrative of the romance novel reveals some key differences between that narrative and 

pornography. 

Generally, the sexual relationship between the hero and heroine in popular 

historical romances published since 2000 follows a few basic conventions: upon meeting 

for the first time, both the hero and heroine are overwhelmed with lust for each other, 

a sensation that disturbs the heroine and frequently disquiets the hero, too: 

She could hardly name her feelings, either: a wild hammering within and 

a chaos of thoughts and no way to make sense of a single one. There was 

only a powerful awareness – of the world having turned wiled, 

unpredictable and unrecognizable – and the sense of something 

dangerous let loose. 

This was irrational, she knew. (Chase, Impossible 29) 

 

The author describes the hero’s physique and face in some detail, particularly his 

posture, expressions, and what his physical traits reveal about his personality: 

His face was quite simply perfection. It took only a moment to realize 

that he put all of Michelangelo’s statues to shame. His eyes were oddly 

intense – so blue they practically glowed. His hair was thick and dark, and 

he was tall – as tall as her brothers, which was a rare thing. (Quinn, Duke 

47) 
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The duke, although lean, was powerfully built, with broad shoulders, and 

firmly muscled thighs. (Daphne knew she wasn’t supposed to notice such 

things, but, really, was it her fault that current fashions dictated such 

snug breeches?) More to the point, he had a certain air about him, 

something almost predatory, something that hinted of tightly controlled 

strength and power. (Quinn, Duke 61) 

 

The hero is almost always confused by his attraction to the heroine, whom he remarks is 

not conventionally beautiful, and whose headstrong personality he finds abrasive: 

“Bloody hell. He didn’t even like the woman. She was too bossy, too 

opinionated, too quick to jump to conclusions. She wasn’t even beautiful 

– at least not compared to quite a few of the ladies flitting about London 

for the season, her sister most especially included.  

Kate’s face was a touch too long, her chin a hair too pointed, her eyes a 

shade too big. Everything about her was too something. Even her mouth, 

which vexed him to no end with its endless stream of insults and 

opinions, was too full. It was a rare event when she actually had it closed 

and was treating him to a moment of blessed silence, but if he happened 

to look at her in the split second…all he saw were her lips, full and 

pouty…and eminently kissable” (Quinn, Viscount 87) 
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 The hero is distracted by his desire to have sex with the heroine, and frequently 

remarks that he has never felt so invested in a woman before, and cannot understand 

his intense attraction to the heroine. 

And for one extremely disconcerting moment, Anthony felt a sharp stab 

of…something. 

Something? He gave his head a little shake. It couldn’t possibly be desire. 

Not for this woman. (Quinn, Viscount 64) 

 

Meanwhile, the heroine is conflicted by her feelings for the hero, whom she believes is 

an amoral, arrogant rake capable of anything.  

Sebastian, Lord St. Vincent, was the complete opposite of her dream 

lover. There was nothing kind, sensitive, or remotely boyish about him. 

He was a predator who undoubtedly liked to toy with his prey before 

killing it. (Quinn, Devil 18) 

 

If she is not actually a virgin, the heroine has still never experienced a mutually 

satisfying sexual relationship, and remains ignorant of her own capacity for orgasm:  

She was a woman of experience, yes, but not very much experience and 

that little not very good. 

The thought restored his humor. It was like having all the benefits of a 

virgin without any of the drawbacks, he told himself. (Chase Lord 216)9 

                                                           
9 This quote may also explain the author’s reason for making her heroine a widow. 
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Their first sexual encounter is usually a truncated, semi-public experience that leaves 

both hero and heroine unsatisfied and confused by the intensity of their feelings for 

each other.10 When they do consummate their relationship, he is preoccupied with 

concern for her pleasure, and allows himself to climax only when she has already done 

so. 

She was quickening beneath him and he prayed that he could hold out 

until she climaxed. (Quinn, Romancing 290) 

 

Never had he been so thankful for the hard-won control he had learned 

to exert over himself. His entire body ached to plunge into her and finally 

make her his in truth, but he knew that this night – their wedding night – 

was for Daphne, not for him. 

This was her first time. He was her first lover…and it was his responsibility 

to make certain that this night brought her nothing but exquisite 

pleasure. (Quinn, Duke 261) 

 

The balance of sexual power between the two quickly shifts after the first sex scene, and 

the heroine becomes the initiator and arbiter of the subsequent sexual encounters. In at 

least one scene, she forcefully seduces the reluctant hero or stimulates him while he is 

asleep, and she explicitly describes the sexual thrill she gets as the sexual aggressor. In 

                                                           
10 See The Duke and I, Lord of Scoundrels, It Happened One Autumn, Romancing Mr. Bridgerton, The 
Viscount Who Loved Me, and Mr. Impossible. 
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such scenes, the heroine is nearly always on top of the hero, and relishes her superior 

position. The hero, meanwhile, feels overwhelmed and helpless in the face of his desire 

for her, and struggles to maintain his composure; he frequently cannot, and may 

actually shed tears during or immediately after intercourse. 

The strangest lump formed in his throat…It was, he realized, nothing but 

love. Tears stabbed at his eyes, and he nodded, utterly unable to speak. 

(Quinn, Duke 358) 

As the novel ends, the sexual relationship between the hero and heroine has developed 

a playful tone, as the hero play-acts the domineering scoundrel and the heroine laughs 

at his posturing. 

Lifting his head just an inch, he murmured ‘It is a wife’s place to agree 

with her husband in all things, hmmm?’ 

His words were so absurd that Kate finally managed to find her voice. 

“If,” she said with an amused smile, “his opinions are agreeable, my 

lord.” 

One of his brows arched imperiously. “Are you arguing with me, my lady? 

And on my wedding night, no less.” (Quinn, Viscount 266-267) 

 

His black eyes glinted. “I will teach you a lesson you’ll never forget.” 

She tangled her fingers in his hair and brought his mouth to hers. “My 

wicked darling,” she whispered. “I should like to see you try.” (Chase, 

Lord 374-375) 
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As demonstrated by this general outline, the hero and heroine’s sexual 

relationship is characterized by a shift in power over the course of the narrative. Initially 

uneducated, inexperienced, and unenthusiastic about sex, the heroine relies on the 

hero to teach her about sexual pleasure. In the novel’s earliest sex scenes, the hero 

takes responsibility for the heroine’s orgasm as the more experienced of the two, but 

the heroine quickly emerges as the initiator and arbiter of the couple’s sex life. 

The heroine comes to relish the sexual power she has over the hero, and many 

romance novels contain at least one scene in which she takes advantage of the hero’s 

incapacitated position for a sexual thrill. As Daphne of The Duke and I tucks her drunk 

husband into bed, she “felt the strangest, most intoxicating surge of power. He was in 

her control, she realized. He was asleep, and probably still more than a little bit drunk, 

and she could do whatever she wanted with him” (Quinn, Duke 312). Simon, the hero, 

does not wake up until she has already initiated sexual intercourse with him, which 

increases Daphne’s sexual excitement: “She felt so powerful looming over him. She was 

in control and it was the most stunning aphrodisiac she could imagine” (Quinn, Duke 

313). 

In a similar scene, Evie of Devil in Winter exploits Sebastian’s physical weakness 

to make him lose a bet that he can refrain from sex for three months. Having been shot 

several weeks earlier, Sebastian is physically unable to resist when Evie forcefully 

seduces him, thereby both winning their bet and demonstrating her newfound sexual 

confidence and equality with the hero. Sebastian is awake and explicitly tells the 
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heroine to stop, but she cheerfully ignores his protests: “‘No,’ Sebastian managed, 

recalling the bet. ‘Not now. Evie, no - ’ ‘Oh, stop protesting. I didn’t make nearly this 

much of a fuss after our wedding, and I was a virgin.’” (Kleypas, Devil 308). 

Such scenes of forcible seduction between were common in the late 1970s and 

80s, particularly in the single-title historicals of Kathleen Woodiwiss and Catherine 

Coulter, but with the hero and heroine’s roles reversed, frequently as their first sexual 

encounter. Ann Snitow and Tania Modleski are responding to such scenes when they 

refer to romance novels as rape fantasies that enforce patriarchal sex roles, and 

considering the frequency and brutality of forced seductions, it is difficult to argue. The 

experienced, worldly hero ignores the virginal heroine’s protests and ravishes her 

against her will, and she finds the experience frightening but pleasurable. After this 

initial “seduction,” the heroine becomes a more willing sexual participant, but the hero 

always maintains sexual control over their relationship. 

However, current romance readers overwhelmingly disapprove of such scenes, 

and many reported to Janice Radway that if they unexpectedly encounter a rape scene 

between the hero and heroine, they will abandon that particular romance entirely 

(Radway, Reading 73). Forced seductions have essentially disappeared from the 

historical genre, and the primary couple’s sexual relationship looks decidedly more 

egalitarian and mutually pleasurable. Although the hero initiates sex with the heroine 

the first time, many recent heroines are not virgins at all, having been married before, 

and have at least a working knowledge of sexual intercourse, if not their own capacity 

for orgasm. While the heroine is passive at first, the hero does not take advantage of 
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her, but focuses on her pleasure before his own.11 After one or two sex scenes, the 

heroine discovers her sexual power over the hero, and learns to take advantage of that 

power. 

Unlike the rape scenes that disturbed critics like Germaine Greer, the heroine’s 

sexual manipulation of the hero never seems sinister or disturbing. This is partially 

because such scenes happen later in the narrative, once the couple’s sexual relationship 

is already established. The tone of these scenes of power play is also playful or romantic 

rather than malevolent, as evidenced by Evie’s mocking tone when she says “I didn’t 

make nearly this much of a fuss after our wedding, and I was a virgin” (Kleypas, Devil 

308). Less powerful physically and socially than the hero, the heroine is therefore less 

threatening sexually, and the fact that she is disadvantaged everywhere else makes her 

control in the bedroom seem more playful than threatening. 

As heroines relish their increasing sexual power, heroes are frequently perturbed 

at their decreasing sense of control and the degree of influence the heroines hold over 

their thoughts and actions, especially during sex. In a characteristic moment, Sebastian 

of Devil in Winter experiences “something close to alarm” at the power of his orgasm 

during his first sexual encounter with Evie (67). Immediately thereafter, “He felt dazed, 

uncertain, as if he were the one who had just lost his virginity instead of Evangeline. He 

had long thought that there was nothing new for him to experience. He had been 

wrong” (Kleypas, Devil 68). Although he has considerable sexual experience, sexual 

                                                           
11 In one memorable instance, Dain of Lord of Scoundrels is surprised to discover that Jessica, 
having already orgasmed twice during foreplay, has fallen asleep, leaving him frustrated for the 
night (Chase, Lord 224). 
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intimacy with the heroine in the context of their developing romantic relationship 

unnerves him. After his first sexual encounter with Penelope, Colin reflects, “He had 

been with women before, but he had only just realized that he had never made 

love…This was like nothing he’d ever felt before. This was love” (Quinn, Romancing 

290). 

The particular role of euphemism in romance novels’ sex scenes is widely known 

and occasionally ridiculed, especially the antiquated turns of phrase employed in 

historical romances – “manroot,” for example.  Euphemisms serve two functions: first, 

they are “critical in the maintenance of the balance between esthetic and erotic 

sensitivies” (Romantic Conventions 115). That is, well-chosen euphemisms are neither 

vulgar nor clinical, and do not interrupt the flow of the scene. Ideally, the reader does 

not even notice them. Secondly, euphemisms can provide much-needed variation or 

novelty. Considering that the average romance novel contains at least three sex scenes, 

that popular romance authors publish two or three novels a year, and that many 

readers consume a romance novel every three days, the importance of novelty becomes 

obvious. By using euphemisms for genitalia, sexual acts, and orgasm, authors can avoid 

repetition while relying on well-understood signifiers to indicate sexual action to their 

readers. 

In recent years, the euphemistic trend for many authors has actually favored 

obfuscation over clarity in sex scenes, using general rather than specific nouns and 

verbs. Of particular interest is the popular use of pronouns to stand for the characters’ 

genitals, with “he” or “himself” referring to the penis and “she” or “her” indicating the 
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vulva or vagina: “With one powerful thrust, he entered her fully” (Quinn, Duke 262). This 

sentence makes no anatomical sense unless the reader understands that “he” and “her” 

do not actually refer to the characters’ entire bodies. 

In the same euphemistic spirit, authors frequently refer to the hero’s penis as his 

manhood, or masculinity, and the heroine’s vulva or vagina as her womanhood, or 

femininity.12 This usage, along with the usage of pronouns, indicates an important 

distinction between sexuality in romance novels and sexuality in mainstream 

pornography. Catherine McKinnon, in her essay “Francis Biddle’s Sister: Pornography, 

Civil Rights, and Speech,” wrote that pornography dissects women into body parts 

rather than portraying them as complete human beings, therefore denying them sexual 

agency and pleasure. By using “he” and “she” in place of proper anatomical names, 

romance novels refuse to reduce the hero and heroine to their genitalia, instead 

emphasizing the characters’ completeness. Sexual intercourse in romance novels 

involves more than a penis, a vagina, and other disassociated body parts; it involves two 

fully integrated people. 

The sex scenes themselves must also be integrated into the larger and more 

important narrative of the relationship between the hero and heroine; outside of this 

narrative, the sex scenes have no meaning. As Catherine Thurston writes: 

…all the overtly sexual excerpts in the world cannot alone spell out the 

necessary and sufficient conditions that make a romance erotic, because 

they are lifted out of the stream of events and out of the context of the 

                                                           
12 These euphemisms draw a direct connection between anatomy and gender, a connection which some 
might criticize as biological determinism that alienates transgender readers. 
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relationship in which they take place. Women romance readers seem to 

derive a sustained level of sexual awareness and pleasure from the 

tension built into the development of this loving relationship over time, 

and it is the process of conflict and resolution that takes place between 

two wills and bodies that creates the necessary tension to turn the entire 

story into a psychogenic stimulus. (Thurston 154) 

 

Unlike pornography, which provides flimsy or no context for scenes of intercourse, sex 

scenes in romance novels reflect shifting dynamics and feelings in the hero and 

heroine’s developing relationship. Their sex life exists as an expression of that 

relationship, and is always secondary to it.  

Sex scenes are just as often, if not slightly more often, written from the hero’s 

perspective, which affords the scenes some unique insights into how gender functions 

in the world of romance novels. The hero, as narrator of half the novel and at least have 

the sex scenes, permits special insight into the world of the gaze and female fantasy. If 

sex scenes were always written from the heroine’s perspective, they would not provide 

a useful image of romance novel masculinity. Since sex scenes function both as sexual 

fantasy and as a microcosm of the developing relationship, the hero’s perspective 

during sex informs the reader of his changing attitude toward himself, his masculinity, 

and his heroine’s femininity. 

It is certainly possible to read these explicit scenes as heterosexual female 

fantasy and move on, but to do so would ignore several interesting aspects of the 
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primary couple’s love life, characteristics that provide a unique model of monogamous 

heterosexuality. First, there is the question of gaze, or the act of looking. Budd 

Boetticher wrote that men observe women, and women provoke responses: that is the 

extent of their relevance to narrative.13 Certainly, when several heroines experience a 

sexual thrill at the hero’s lust for them, as visibly and undeniably demonstrated by his 

erection, this male gaze contributes to that sensation. Both heroine and hero 

experience physical lust for one another, but only the heroine takes explicit sexual 

pleasure in the hero’s lust for her: he experiences no such pleasure, responding to the 

heroine’s lust for him with either amusement or amazement: “She was soft and warm 

and she tasted of rain, and it was sweet, unbearable sweet, to believe for a moment 

that she wanted to be in his arms. He’d believed it for that moment, and wanted to 

believe it still, and he hated himself for what he wanted…” (Chase, Lord 96). Jessica, the 

heroine of Lord of Scoundrels, experiences no such doubt over her hero’s attraction to 

her, doubting instead that he feels anything beyond lust for her. The hero’s sexual 

feelings are taken as a matter of course, while the heroine’s are generally a pleasant 

surprise to both her and the hero.14  

Once their sexual relationship is established, most heroines quickly learn to 

manipulate their lover’s gaze to serve in their favor, either to have more sex, or to 

obtain some sort of plot point, as in The Duke and I, when Daphne tries to trick her 

husband into conceiving a child. Moral judgments aside, such scenes, together with the 

                                                           
13 As quoted in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” by Laura Mulvey. 
1414 An exception occurs in Devil in Winter, when noted rake Sebastian is incredulous that his wife does 
not want to have sex with him a second time, objecting “women beg me for it, not the other way around” 
(Kleypas, Devil 87). 
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forced seduction scenes described earlier, place the heroine, presumed by all to be 

docile and submissive, in a position of domination over her lover. This power dynamic 

does not so much subvert the male gaze as it works within it, adjusting the hero’s sexual 

craving for the heroine in her favor in a way that he cannot. 

 Not, of course, that an active sex life does not already benefit the 

heroine. There exists, in the world of romance novels, a female gaze, in which men are 

subject to far greater physical description than women, as explained in chapter one. This 

is particularly noticeable in Lisa Kleypas’s Devil in Winter, in which she provides a few 

indications of Evie Jenner’s facial appearance, but fails to describe her body, build, or 

stature. In contrast, she provides a very frequent, if general, image of Sebastian’s body, 

describing it as “lean” eleven times, for example, and emphasizing Evie’s excitement in 

observing him: “She tried to react nonchalantly to the sight of a man moving about the 

room without a stitch of clothing. But she stole discreet glances whenever possible…He 

was long-limbed and lean with sleek expanses of flesh…His back and shoulders were 

well-developed, with muscles flexing beneath taut skin” (Kleypas, Devil 72). Although 

she derives excitement from Sebastian’s desire for her, she also lusts after him 

physically, allowing her to function as both the object and originator of sexual desire. 

 In combination with the heroine’s manipulation of their desire, this 

female gaze casts men as subjects, in addition to originators of sexual desire, capable of 

being acted upon just as often as they act. Because they fulfill both of these roles for the 

other, the hero and heroine enter into a true sexual partnership. Heroines feel entitled 

to as much sexual pleasure as the hero receives; as Carol Thurston observes, “romance 
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heroines almost without exception have forsaken denial or sublimation of physical 

desire in favor of enjoying what they now perceive as their rightful due, through 

firsthand experience with multiple orgasms, fellatio, and cunnilingus” (Thurston 144). 

 Within this partnership, the man feels an intense responsibility for his 

lover’s sexual fulfillment, a responsibility which dominates his thoughts before and 

during intercourse. Often, he must force himself not to orgasm before she has, with 

differing degrees of success. He may think of sex, particularly their first, as “for her,” 

taking his own satisfaction as a matter of course, but actively working to provide her 

with at least one, and frequently several, orgasms.15 In a characteristic example from 

The Duke and I, Simon, having sensed that Daphne is close to orgasm, “fought to 

maintain his control as she spiraled toward completion” (Quinn 263). This masculine 

obsession with controlling his orgasm is the most salient feature of the hero’s thoughts 

during intercourse, “which some observers interpret as symbolic of the fantasy that the 

male will not ejaculate prematurely, thereby ending the event for the woman without 

resolution to orgasm and satisfaction” (Thurston 151).  

On the subject of female orgasm, heroes – and occasionally the sexually 

experienced heroines –are surprisingly well-informed about the clitoris and its role in 

female sexuality. The relationship between the clitoris, the vagina, and female orgasm 

has been the subject of great controversy: with no anatomical evidence for his theory, 

Freud distinguished between two types of orgasm, and labeled the clitoral orgasm the 

                                                           
15 On the subject of multiple orgasms, Thurston writes: “One cannot help wondering, in fact, at the 
potential mischief caused by portraying multiple orgasms as the norm, since exactly how widespread this 
capability is among women has never been established” (Thurston 151). 
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inferior variety, assigning greater significance to the vaginal orgasm (cited in Koedt 333). 

Sixty-five years later, Anne Koedt  declared the vaginal orgasm a myth, and wrote that 

although women possess “many areas for sexual arousal, there is only one area for 

sexual climax; that area is the clitoris” (Koedt 335). Romance novels, though careful to 

avoid anatomical description, describe the importance of the clitoris to the heroine’s 

sexual experience. Rarely do heroines experience an orgasm without attention to the 

clitoris, which the hero provides enthusiastically, in the form of either manual or oral 

stimulation.16 And interestingly, heroes may refer to the clitoris by name, while they 

speak about other body parts only vaguely or euphemistically. Unlike phallocentric 

pornography, which generally either ignores the question of female orgasm or suggests 

that vaginal penetration is the ultimate source of female pleasure, romance novels 

acknowledge the nuances of women’s erotic lives, both its physical and its psychological 

aspects. 

In its emphasis on the female capacity for orgasm, the romance genre 

demonstrates its progressive sexual vision, a vision that it presents to millions of 

readers. Romance novels represent the first mass-produced, widely-available, sexually 

explicit material written by women for women. Readers consume them in huge 

numbers, thereby exposing themselves to thousands of sexually explicit scenes. 

Although the scope of their focus is limited to monogamous, heterosexual couples, 

romances impart a strong message of sexual openness, with a particular emphasis on 

female sexual pleasure. Romances like Devil in Winter may be set in the nineteenth 

                                                           
16 For an example, see p. 322 of Devil in Winter. 
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century, but their sexual values are the product of the late twentieth and early twenty-

first centuries, and heroes and heroines alike expect to enjoy a healthy, open 

relationship premised in their sexual equality. 
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 Conclusion 

Social Status as Historical Signifier 

 Before considering how romance novels function in their readers’ lives, an 

examination of class and social status in the world of the historical romance novel 

reveals an interesting inconsistency in historical accuracy, or the extent to which 

romance novels adhere to the conventions of their setting. As I mentioned in chapter 

one, almost all heroes in historical romance are titled members of the nobility, and 

authors often include details about the peerage. In the prologue to Lord of Scoundrels, 

Loretta Chase explains, “according to custom, [Dain] took his father’s second highest 

title, Earl of Blackmoor” (3), and that he inherited his father’s highest title, Marquess of 

Dain, upon his father’s death (14). Julia Quinn provides similar information in the 

prologue to The Duke and I: “For Simon Arthur Henry Fitzranulph Basset would not 

spend his life as Earl Clyvedon. That was a mere courtesy title. Simon Arthur Henry 

Fitzranulph Basset – the baby who possessed more names than any baby could possibly 

need – was heir to one of England’s oldest and richest dukedoms. And his father, the 

ninth Duke of Hastings, had waited years for this moment” (Quinn, Duke 1). Throughout 

the novel, Quinn provides specific details about the hero’s title and how it functions: 

that had his father not had a son, the dukedom would have passed to his cousin (Quinn, 

Duke 7), and that without a living male relative, Simon’s title will expire (Quinn, Duke 

90). 

 Lisa Kleypas’s Devil in Winter contains a particularly explicit exposition on the 

peerage, as Sebastian explains to his title to Evie, who is not a member of the nobility: 
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“If you father is a duke, then why are you a viscount? Shouldn’t you be a 

marquess, or at least an earl?” 

“Not necessarily. It’s a relatively modern practice to add a number of 

lesser titles when a new one is created. As a rule, the older the dukedom, 

the less likely that the eldest son is a marquess. My father chooses to 

make a virtue of it, of course. Don’t ever start him on the subject, 

especially when he’s in his cups, or you’ll receive a mind-numbing 

discourse on how foreign and feminine-sounding the word ‘marquess’ is, 

and how the rank itself is nothing but an embarrassing half step beneath 

a dukedom.” (77-78) 

Although Kleypas takes the time to establish the conventions of the peerage, in an 

apparent attempt at historical accuracy, the fundamental plot of Devil in Winter – that a 

non-noble woman proposes a marriage of economic convenience to a viscount, who 

then takes over her father’s gambling hall – would have been incredibly unlikely in the 

1870s. Although he notes early in the narrative that he has never considered a 

profession, and that his father would be enraged at the idea (78), Sebastian chooses to 

manage Evie’s father’s struggling gambling hall rather than sell it (117-118). 

 Authors like Kleypas create a layer of historical legitimacy by using specific 

signifiers and details about nineteen-century life. In particular, American writers 

emphasize the distinctly English, antiquated aspects of their characters’ lives, especially 

the peerage and the London social season, details that identify the text as a period piece 

while also providing possible conflicts or obstacles for the primary couple to overcome. 
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Beyond this somewhat decorative framework of historical details, however, authors do 

not restrict themselves to historically probable plots or dialogue. Kleypas dwells at some 

length on her hero’s status as a nobleman, particularly the intricacies of his title, but 

otherwise does not let nineteenth-century English social convention dictate the 

progression of the narrative. 

 The characters who populate historical romance novels are essentially modern 

people in historical dress, and their behavior reflects modern values. As discussed 

earlier, heroines engage in premarital sex with relatively clear consciences, maintain 

careers in retail and academia, run away from repressive families to marry for love, and 

are not generally limited by their gender. When Evie invades Sebastian’s drawing room 

at the beginning of Devil in Winter and proposes that he elope with her to Scotland the 

very next day, she operates as a modern woman in a constructed historical framework. 

The historical romance provides an exotic yet recognizable setting without demanding 

that its characters adhere to the conventions of that setting. 

 

The Romance as Escapism 

By including the fun details of nineteenth-century English life (elaborate dresses, 

balls at country estates, lords and ladies) and discarding the restrictive elements, 

historical romances function as escapist fantasy. The word “escapism” is used often in 

reference to romance. When writing about romance novels, many critics approach the 

genre by attempting to explain its appeal: why women read them, what purpose they 

serve, and how they function in women’s lives. Radway writes about readers’ need to 



54 
 

“legitimate an activity that would otherwise be seen as self-indulgent and frivolous 

because it does not immediately appear to accomplish anything useful” (112).   

Despite the fear of seeming self-indulgent and frivolous, however, many readers 

and authors identify the same indulgence and frivolity as the genre’s main appeal. 

Unlike non-genre fiction, critics seek out a justification or explanation for the genre’s 

popularity, and many have written about the romance as an escape from the hardship, 

dissatisfaction, or boredom of everyday life. Janice Radway’s Smithton readers, a small 

group of devoted romance readers from the Midwest, nearly unanimously “agreed that 

one of their principles goals in reading was their desire to do something different from 

their daily routine” (88). One woman declared that when she is reading a romance, her 

body might be in the room, but she herself is somewhere else (Radway, Reading 90). 

Doreen Owens Malek writes, “I’m always amused when such critics accuse romances of 

being unrealistic – talk about missing the point! Of course they’re unrealistic, that’s why 

we like them” (75). She also writes about an acquaintance for whom romance novels 

provided “a diversion which this woman sorely needed in order to endure a hard life of 

bringing up three children on a teacher’s salary” (Malek 76). 

 Because the genre requires a happy ending for its protagonists, every romance 

fulfills this need for escapism: in the world of the romance, fate operates predictably 

and benevolently. All conflicts and misunderstandings are temporary. Historical 

romances – like paranormal and fantasy romances – compound this escapist function by 

placing the narrative in a recognizable but artificially constructed world. Radway writes 

that romance functions as escapism in part “because it fills a woman’s mental world 
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with the varied details of simulated travel and permits her to converse imaginatively 

with adults from a broad spectrum of social space” (113). Historical romances, set in 

past centuries and distant countries, are particularly well-suited to this function. 

 

The Value of the Romance 

If romance novels create an artificial world into which readers can momentarily 

immerse themselves, thereby escaping the realities of their daily lives, what sort of 

world do romance novels provide for their readers?  How does that world function and 

what are its values? As demonstrated in chapter one, romance novels create a world in 

which women are rewarded for their masculine characteristics – independence, 

assertiveness – and men for their feminine characteristics – sensitivity, tenderness. 

Their reward, of course, is a happy marriage, the promise of which frames the entire 

narrative. It is this promise which critics have identified as frivolous and conservative, if 

not actually harmful to women. Janice Radway writes that by ending in a marriage, the 

romance, “reaffirms its founding culture’s belief that women are valuable not for their 

unique personal qualities but for their biological sameness and their ability to perform 

that essential role of maintaining and reconstituting others” (208). Romantic “discourse 

itself actively insists on the desirability, naturalness, and benefits of [culturally 

mandated gender roles] by portraying it not as the imposed necessity that it is but as 

the freely designed, personally controlled, individual choice” (Radway, Reading 208). To 

Radway, the romance operates as propaganda for the patriarchal institution of 

heterosexual marriage; no matter what lip-service the novel pays to female 
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independence, the fact that the heroine invariably ends up a wife indicates a latent 

desire for traditional domesticity. Romance novels, Radway writes, merely fool the 

reader into believing that marriage is a free choice. 

Other critics and writers believe that, to the contrary, it is the male hero whose 

independence the marriage destroys; once the domineering alpha male, he is 

conquered by the heroine and concludes the narrative as a tamed man: happy, but 

essentially defeated. Writers both hostile (Tania Modleski) and friendly (Doreen Malek) 

to the romance genre portray the central courtship as a battle of the sexes, a struggle in 

which the heroine is always victorious17: “Why does this particular fantasy hold so much 

appeal for us? Because it dramatizes, colorfully and dramatically, a battle of the sexes in 

which the woman always wins. Women are weaker physically, perennially behind in civil 

rights, always playing catch-up ball with men. This type of fiction offers a scenario in 

which a woman inevitably emerges victorious” (Malek 75). Modleski echoes this same 

sentiment when she writes: “A great deal of our satisfaction in reading these novels 

comes, I am convinced, from the elements of revenge fantasy, from our conviction that 

it the woman is bringing a man to his knees…” (Modleski, Loving 37). Even romance 

authors like Susan Elizabeth Philips write that the marriage-ending is satisfying in part 

because the domineering hero is finally tamed by the heroine. 

Whether they portray it as a fantasy of revenge, illusory feminine triumph, or 

both, critics who read the romance as a gendered struggle are, I believe, misguided. 

Romance novels, preoccupied with heterosexual monogamy, do not emphasize the 

                                                           
17 Such a reading, of course, assumes that the heroine actively seeks out marriage and the hero actively 
resists. As demonstrated in chapter one, this is not always true. 
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supposed difference between men and women. Rather, romance novels deny that those 

differences even exist, and celebrate the hero and heroine’s shared emotional 

investment. Despite what some critics have written, readers do not read the romance 

solely from the heroine’s perspective, and do not want to see her “defeat” the hero. 

Instead, the romance’s fundamental pay-off is the happy integration of two people – or, 

if one wishes to read it more generally, the integration of men and women into a 

satisfying heterosexual partnership. Regis writes, “My response to critics is, in part, that 

this complaint about the ending itself than a complaint about a given kind of ending. 

Narratives end. Ulysses returns to Ithaca…His quest is over. So, too, is a romance 

heroine’s quest at the end of a romance novel. But just as Ulysses is not ‘extinguished,’ 

neither is the romance heroine. Her narrative, like that of Ulysses, has simply ended” 

(11). 

To criticize romance novels, as Radway does, of not providing the reader “a 

comprehensive program for reorganizing her life in such a way that all needs might be 

met” (215) is unfair and puzzling. What literature provides readers such a 

“comprehensive program?” Regis refutes Radway’s criticism by saying, “Literary forms 

do not have this power. Readers are free to ignore, skip, stop, disbelieve, dislike, reject, 

and otherwise read quite independently of the form” (13). She also points out that the 

ending – the marriage – is not the point of the romance novel; the reader already knows 

to expect it, and therefore reads to experience the process, rather than the conclusion. 

Rather than the marriage, it is this promise of gradual integration between two people 

that is, I believe, the fundamental appeal of the romance genre. By virtue of its 
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conventions and happy ending, the romance does not promise a realistic vision of the 

human experience, but that should not discredit it. What the romance provides instead 

is a vision of relationships defined by connection, not separation; integration rather 

than isolation.  
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