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Abstract
Romance has always had a negative reputation, but is this reputation justified? This 
study examines the negative stigma surrounding the billion dollar romance publish-
ing industry in the USA and UK. The potential causes are discussed, and testimoni-
als from contemporary romance readers and writers provide a basis for the case that 
this judgemental stance should be removed.

Keywords Romance · Fiction market · Perception of romance · Book community · 
Romance authors · Readers

Introduction

Romance fiction is one of the most popular fiction genres in the United Kingdom 
and the United States, but there is a stigma surrounding it.1 This stigma shames 
romance readers and writers, because society sees romance fiction as “trashy”.2 This 
creates small communities of romance readers that support each other while often 
hiding their love of the books. Despite its reputation, it is a billion-dollar industry.3

Romance is an intrinsically feminine genre, which creates a problem in misogy-
nistic societies that are attempting to police women’s bodies and minds.4 The strug-
gle to implement feminism is not just a problem within the UK and USA, but it is 
also holding back the romance community from being acknowledged as a legitimate 
section of fiction readers. The aims of this study are to discover how the negative 
perception of romance came about, and how it has changed throughout the history of 
the genre. The cultural influence of misogyny in the UK and USA will be examined 
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in relation to the romance genre to determine whether patriarchal values have any 
influence on the negative stigma.5

Romance is a genre that is valuable and legitimate, and also not what most people 
believe it to be. Perception of romance has been heavily skewed by a select few nov-
els. There are very few academic studies that positively reflect romance. With only 
negative voices present, it cannot be conclusively said that romance has no value. 
By presenting the other side of the argument, new information can be added to the 
academic study of the fiction market.

Defining Romance

Romance is a subgenre in fiction that must contain two main components: a central 
love story, and an emotionally satisfying ending.6 In the US alone, romance is a bil-
lion dollar industry.7 Within this genre, there are further subgenres: historical, erot-
ica, etc. For the purpose of this study, contemporary romance will be the focus. Con-
temporary romance must meet the basic qualifications of romance, while also being 
a reflection of the time period it is written in.8 Typically, contemporary romances 
include any romance set in the time period it is being written, within 50 years.9

All romance novels that were once contemporary but now considered historical 
provide insight into the state of romance throughout its history. Today’s contempo-
rary romance is focused on two things: bodily autonomy, and a push towards diver-
sity.10 Early romance novels saw heterosexual white women defying social norms, 
overcoming personal struggles, and finding happiness, a theme that has continued 
today with much more diversity.11

Terms used to describe romance novels are often problematic and used to keep 
romance contained in a box.12 By calling a book an “easy-read”, it implies that the 
readers of the genre are not intelligent. “Porn” implies that readers only read the 
novels for sexual reasons; to categorize every romance novel as an outlet for sexual 
frustration diminishes the genre and women.13 Finally, “trash” implies that the nov-
els are bad, when the entire point of romance is to examine human relationships.14

The first novel considered a romance was Pamela; or Virtue Rewarded, by Sam-
uel Richardson.15 Published in 1740, it was the first novel to be written solely from 
the female point of view, and to feature a love story with a “happily ever after”.16 
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Writers such as Jane Austen and Charlotte Brontë published successful romance 
novels, but the genre did not take off as a mass market industry until the 1930s, with 
the founding of Harlequin.17 It was the first company to change with the romance 
genre; selling romance novels was about convenience for women, which was a 
business plan that allowed them to become a powerhouse in a multi-billion-dollar 
industry.18 Today, the romance audience is 82% female, with 92% reading print, 64% 
eBooks, and 35% audio books. Romance publishers have kept up every step of the 
way, allowing them to maintain 23% of the USA book market.19

Modern romance is thought to have begun in 1972, with the publication of The 
Flame and the Flower by Kathleen E. Woodiwiss.20 This was the first romance 
novel to contain an explicit sex scene, which then launched a trend in romance that 
continues to this day.21 However, it also contained problematic content.22 This novel 
had many explicit rape scenes, as did its contemporaries, which was a huge prob-
lem from the elevated perspective of the twenty-first century.23 However, in 1972, 
women in the UK and the USA could not get a credit card, and marital rape was not 
considered a crime.24 Idealized and glamourized explicit rape as a plot device has 
since been eradicated from the genre, but as we can see with the current #MeToo 
movement, our society has not had the same revelation.25

The heroes in romance reflect the sociopolitical times. For example, with the eco-
nomic crash of the early 2000s, romance saw a rise in billionaire heroes.26 Now, 
with feminism strengthening and the rise of #MeToo and the current political cli-
mate, the alpha male hero no longer works alongside the strong female heroine.27 
Contemporary romance novels reflect the times they are written in, and these novels 
have drastically changed from the versions released in 1972.

The Issue

Romance, as a genre, has been ridiculed by larger society since its advent. Despite 
consistently being a best-selling genre and billion-dollar industry, romance still 
receives little to no respect. Author Penny Reid states that she has seen her books 
called “trashy romance”, “fluffy”, “smut”.28 In a 2019 article about upcoming 
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novels, Cosmopolitan called a romance novel “too well written to be considered 
romance”.29 This insults the writers and readers of the genre.

One of the most recent instance of romance shaming that renewed the debate had 
to do with author and politician Stacy Abrams.30 Abrams is a bestselling romance 
novelist. She went on the Stephen Colbert show to discuss her political career. 
Instead, Colbert got out one of her novels, which Abrams politely admitted to writ-
ing. Abrams was clearly uncomfortable with the direction the conversation was 
going, because Colbert’s tone and the tone of the audience were ridiculing. Colbert 
then proceeded to read one of the sex scenes in her novel, to her obvious discom-
fort, and then laughed.31 Abrams was being shamed for being a successful author. 
Abrams is so much more than her romance career, and to out something she clearly 
prefers to keep private insults her and the genre.

The Debate

The debate about whether romance is a worthy genre goes back to its advent. 
Not just romance, but women’s writing as a whole. Because romance is a female 
dominated genre, it is seen as more lowbrow than almost any other genre. Despite 
being a female dominated field, romance receives just as much backlash from 
women as it does from men. In 1856, George Eliot described women’s writing 
as “frothy, prosy, pious, and pedantic. However, there was another perspective 
as well, otherwise women’s writing would not have survived. Virginia Woolf 
said: “[…] the values of women differ very often from the values which have 
been made by the other sex; […]. Yet it is the masculine values that prevail. […]
This is an important book, the critic assumes, because it deals with war. This is 
an insignificant book because it deals with the feelings of women in a drawing-
room”.32 Woolf correctly identified the main problem with romance: it deals with 
women’s feelings.

What Academics are Saying

The differing opinions on romances worthiness as a genre come from those who 
read it, and those who do not. Those within the community make convincing argu-
ments for why it is worthy. However, most pieces written on romance in the past 20 
years were not written by people who read the genre, and therefore do not offer a full 
perspective, or a positive one.

Hannah Eisley Burnett argues that the shame surrounding romance draws its 
readers together into a community.33 Eisler-Burnett’s thoughts are that romance 
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would sell even more incredibly if it was not so highly ridiculed by society as a 
whole.34 By building a community of romance readers, the shame associated with 
reading it loses power and disappears.35

Sarah Wendell argues that it is a genre focused on emotional development and 
self-actualization, that values women’s emotions and desires.36 Jennifer Weiner 
agrees, and she thinks that these books are so criticized because they are about 
women. Weiner say, “It’s sexist when critics automatically relegate anything con-
cerning young women’s lives to the beach-trash Dumpster bin-especially when 
they’re automatically elevating anything about young men’s lives to the exalted 
spheres of Literature”.37

The fact that readers continue to read the genre despite the shame placed upon 
them shows that the genre is interesting and worthy.38 Pamela Regis argues that 
romance is the most popular genre, but popularity does not equal acceptance.39 Crit-
ics characterize the genre from a few reviewed texts, which are gate-kept by men.40 
Nora Roberts has written and published over 200 novels, but her books have only 
been reviewed by the New York Times twice, despite consistently being best-sell-
ers.41 A reader’s rejection is based on personal taste, whereas a critic’s opinion is 
meant to be based on “reasoning and sufficient evidence”, and the majority clearly 
are not.42

Critical rejection of romance novels began to emerge in the 1960s, alongside first-
wave feminism.43 Germaine Greer said, “romance nourishes disappointed women, 
creates unattainable fantasy, and is cause and effect of women’s oppression”.44 Fem-
inists in this time did not like how passive women were, but Regis argues that this 
is a deliberate misreading of the genre.45 Just because a woman’s story has a love 
story, does not mean that the woman is passive; the novels try to reaffirm women’s 
independence by giving them choice in their own happiness.46 Krentz argues that 
romance novels are subversive, because they show a woman holding power but not 
abusing it.47

Krentz, Wendall and Regis are some of the only academic voices advocat-
ing for romance. The other voices are much more negative, such as an article that 
claims the idealized versions of love that romance presents lead to psychosexual 
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problems, perpetuates gender roles and does not demonstrate safe sex practices.48 
Jade Deveraux argues back that “Supposedly women who read [romantic novels] 
are so stupid that they can’t tell a story from reality. Is anyone worried that the men 
who read spy thrillers are going to go after their neighbours with an automatic 
weapon?”.49 Deveraux’s point demonstrates that Iqbal’s point is about policing 
women’s minds and bodies. As well, contemporary romance novels have adapted to 
keep up with reliable contraception and consent.50

Is Romance Feminist?

In her study, Linda Christian-Smith argues that romance novels are anti-feminist 
because men give meaning to the women.51 But do the women in the novels not also 
“complete” the men? The story is meant to be focused on them finding love, not 
the other aspects of their lives, because that is not the genre. The couples, whether 
men and women, men and men, or women and women, complement each other, and 
choose to live their lives together.

Christian-Smith did a study of 30 girls at a lower middle-class school to see the 
effects of reading romance on teenagers. According to her, girls read romance for 
four main reasons: to escape, entertainment, because they enjoy it, and to learn about 
love.52 Christian-Smith argues that romance novels are the reason girls are getting in 
trouble in school, and that these young girls are failing their classes because they 
read romance.53 However, the girls were women of colour in a low income area who 
are not given as many choices in society. Perhaps the most concerning idea of Chris-
tian-Smiths’ was that girls only get part-time jobs to be consumers, and put them-
selves in situations where they may have a romantic encounter.54

In direct contrast to Christian-Smith’s ideas, Drew Himmelstein says, “reading 
romantic novels is a useful way for teenagers to learn about relationships and experi-
ment with their sexual imaginations in a safe space. At a time when adolescents are 
developing the neural pathways for sexual pleasure and fantasy that will carry them 
into their adult lives, stories and characters provide a vivid world that is both “titil-
lating and educational”.55 By allowing teenagers to learn about sex and romantic 
situations from romance novels, they view is less as a forbidden thing, but a way to 
connect with another person, and are therefore more likely to have respect for their 
own bodies and sex itself.56 Romance novels teach girls to be a part of a sexual rela-
tionship, not just an accessory.57
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Christian-Smith’s ideas would reflect that romance is not feminist. However, she 
has never been immersed in the genre. No one is saying that romance novels all 
represent feminist values; author Courtney Milan argues that romance is not inher-
ently a feminist genre, but it is changing to become so.58 Romance explores what 
it is to be a woman, and draws feminists because there are so many women in the 
business.59 These feminists are making sure women are represented and empowered 
with the books they read.60

As well, romance is feminist because it welcomes women from all over the world 
to explore and talk about books that they love.61 Romance and its adaptation and 
ability to explore new issues and diversity make it unique.62 Romance as a genre has 
room for critiquing, as all genres do, but it needs to be informed critique based on 
actual evidence.63

The Romance Formula

The other main point of contention about romance is that the books follow a “for-
mula”.64 This is true; a romance novel needs an emotionally satisfying ending, and 
it has to have a love story. Typically, the first sex scene will occur 60% of the way 
through the story, followed by a fall out between the hero and heroine, and then a 
reconciliation.65 However, how the characters get there varies in thousands of dif-
ferent ways. Krentz argues that crime, which is seen as a more literary genre, also 
follows a formula: there is a crime, there is someone trying to solve it, there is a con-
flict, the false suspect, and then the true criminal.66 Yet crime is not seen negatively, 
because it is a male dominated genre.67 This shows that it is the women that are the 
issue, not the formula.

Reader Experience

Thanks to sites like Amazon and the increasing numbers of self-published authors, 
US and UK romance novels are accessible all over the world, creating communities. 
The shame surrounding romance forces readers to rely on others and creates the idea 
that romance should be a reader’s “dirty little secret”.68 Many readers do keep the 
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books they read a secret if it is romance, because of one too many negative interac-
tions or shared experiences that shame them into hiding.

Three Facebook romance book club groups were interviewed, totaling 14,730 
members, with 74 members choosing to participate. The first group was Kennedy 
Ryan Books, a book club dedicated to diverse romance, with 6598 members at the 
time of the interview and 17 responses. The second group was Krista and Becca 
Ritchie’s Fizzle Force, dedicated to general contemporary and LGBTQ+ romance, 
with 4224 members and 11 responses. The final group, Mariana Zapata’s Slow 
Burners, focused on contemporary romance with a “slow burn” (the characters 
do not become a couple until 70% through the novel) with 3908 members, and 40 
responses. Finally, 6 participants chose to remain anonymous.

All participants were aware of a stigma and negativity or judgement surrounding 
the romance genre, even if they had not experienced it themselves. Their differing 
reactions to this judgement can be attributed to human character and outlying fac-
tors. Though not all participants experienced the stigma in the same way, all were 
aware of a negativity surrounding romance as a genre, but stated that this would not 
prevent them from reading the books that they enjoyed.

All of the participants were female; this was expected, as romance is a female 
dominated genre, and those men that had the opportunity to participate declined. 
Since romance is targeted mainly towards women, having all female responses 
does not limit the scope of this study. The female respondents represented various 
demographics: married, single, white, BAME, LGBTQ+, teenagers, adults, etc. The 
majority of participants were highly educated, with at least a college degree. This 
counters Christian-Smith’s argument that reading romance is the reason young girls 
are doing poorly in school.69 As well, people generally think that romance readers 
are “undereducated, overweight, undersexed”, but this reader data shows that is not 
true.70

Of the 74 people who responded, 48% got overly negative reactions when they 
say they read romance, 13% said they got strictly positive reactions, and 39% stated 
that they received a mix of the two. Of these same responses, 64% said that they 
were very open about their love of reading romance, 29% said they kept it a secret 
from those in their “real life”, and 7% did not have applicable responses. Since only 
13% of readers received positive reinforcement for reading romance, it is surprising 
that the majority of romance readers do not hide it, when they are more likely to get 
a negative reaction. This shows that since Eisler-Burnett’s publication, there seems 
to have been a shift in the shame women feel about reading romance. Women no 
longer let the shame control them and are much more open about their love of the 
genre, despite the risk of being shamed for it. The shame has not gone away, but the 
control it holds has.

Readers feel shame attempting to be forced upon them for reading romance, either 
by those close to them, online and in the media, or complete strangers. Despite this, 
many either seek out communities, keep it a secret, or share their love for the genre. 

69 [3].
70 [25].
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The differences in the readers who felt comfortable and those who did not seem to 
have a personal factor. Some readers stated that it was their age that had made them 
more comfortable with being open about their reading. Younger readers tended to 
keep their interest in romance to themselves for fear of parental backlash.

Some common themes that appeared throughout reader responses were where the 
shame they felt came from; there was not one single participant that denied that the 
shame existed. Everyone agreed that society had to do with the shame they felt, even 
if they had not personally had a negative interaction. Most respondents who had 
had a negative interaction stated that it came from someone they knew, or someone 
within their community. One reader stated that whenever one of her friends sees a 
book with a two-star or lower review, he states that it would be a book she would 
like, because she likes “trash”. Several women also echoed that men were the ones 
to comment negatively on their reading choices; one woman stated that her uncle 
routinely makes her uncomfortable about reading romance, sexualizing the books.

Several women raised an interesting point: their husbands are the only ones in 
their lives threatened by them reading of romance novels. They feel threatened by 
the male characters in the books; one woman said her reading of romance contrib-
uted to her divorce. Not all husbands were like this; another woman attributes her 
love of romance and her husband’s support of it to their 40-year relationship. How-
ever, this echoes Wendell’s idea that men feel that romance readers will not be able 
to tell fiction from reality, and reinforces her idea that women can, in fact, tell the 
difference.71

Readers who discovered the genre at the recommendation of someone in their 
lives were typically more open about their love of romance, whereas women who 
had discovered the genre on their own kept it a secret from those in their “real life”, 
because they do not have the support needed to combat the shame being forced upon 
them as a genre. Many respondents said that discovering romance was a source of 
happiness, which reflects the idea that romance is an escape into a world where 
women do have a voice.

Author Experience

Six authors completed the interview. Jessie Edwards was interviewed for her role 
within the RWA. Elizabeth May was contacted because she writes both romance and 
sci-fi, as well as fantasy. Elle Kennedy is a self-published author, who also writes 
LGBTQ+ romance. Kennedy Ryan writes BAME and diverse romance. Rebekah 
Weatherspoon writes BAME and LGBTQ+ romance. Samantha Young and Sarah 
Maclean are traditionally published authors. Susannah Nix is self-published and 
focuses on romance featuring heroines in STEM. Tessa Dare is a best-seller, and 
one of the most well-known names in romance. Finally, Adriana Anders is an author 
who reached out after seeing the reader interview questions, and she is an award-
winning romance author. The questions asked centered around the authors’ romance 

71 [24].
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careers, the reactions they get to their profession, and why they write romance. 
Edwards received a list of questions about the RWA and its purpose within the 
romance community.

When asked about common misconceptions they receive, the authors all had very 
similar responses. 40% said that the most common misconception they received was 
that romance was for unintelligent or lonely women. 40% said that people gener-
ally thought their books were “porn”, and 20% said that people commonly thought 
that their books were unrealistic. Most authors negative interactions came from 
their books being referred to as “porn”. Anders argues that this is false and reduc-
tionist, because romance does not have to contain sex scenes. Nix’s romances are 
“closed door” because they do not contain explicit sex scenes. Anders argued, “can 
you imagine if we referred to all thrillers as violence-porn?” This would not hap-
pen, because it reduces the genre to one element. As well, she argues that a sci-fi 
novel written by a man “riddled with explicit, poorly-written sex scenes gets posi-
tive attention, when romantic fiction gets an eyeroll”, simply because it is written by 
a women, which is the root of the problem.

Most of the authors had mostly positive interactions when they said they write 
romance, with a few small negative interactions. The negative interactions typically 
came from twitter “trolls” who had not actually read their books, or from people 
they knew in real life reducing their careers to “fluff”. The authors felt that these 
terms reduced the hard work that went into writing and producing their books. 
Rebekah Weatherspoon said that she was careful to surround herself with supportive 
people, which helps to block out the negativity that she might otherwise receive.

Nix, Kennedy and Young all stated that they began writing in other genres before 
moving into romance. Even today, Young says that her romance is more focused on 
the psychological aspects of romantic relationships. Nix chose to take her scientific 
knowledge and bring it to romance by exploring women in STEM in romantic rela-
tionships. Kennedy chose to move from thrillers to romance, often combining the 
two genres, because she loves the happily ever after aspect of romance.

Kennedy and Anders both stated that the romance community was full of some 
of the most intelligent men and women that they have ever met, so to see it reduced 
to “fluff” or “porn” is disheartening. All of the authors interviews had the utmost 
respect for their readers, so the view that they are anything less than intelligent, 
diverse human beings is an idea that comes from outside of the community; the 
same place that judges romance novels as lowbrow. They describe the romance 
community as “unique”, “tight-knit” and “inclusive”, and say that they have never 
experienced something like it with any other book genre, something that was echoed 
by the reader responses.

The romance community has a formal community, known as the Romance Writ-
ers of America. This group is a collection of romance authors who support each 
other, and Jessie Edwards says that “Romance authors are the most active, engaged, 
and unified community”. They use their platform to talk about feminism, diversity 
and politics, and to stay in touch with their readers, moreso than any other genre. 
Edwards also pointed out that romance is at the forefront of publishing innovation, 
thanks to the community that surrounds and supports it. From online self-publishing 
to reader interaction, if publishing adapts a trend, romance did it first. The power of 
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the romance community is so strong that it can change the entire publishing commu-
nity, and yet it is still underestimated.

Findings

The academics referenced studied romance and its effect on society, but very few 
study its reputation. Much of the literature available about romance is very negative 
and one sided, with the positive voices featured some of the only ones available. 
The negative voices are often unsubstantiated and heavily influenced by the soci-
etal stigma surrounding romance, rather than actually fact. The positive data is often 
written by academics within the romance community, which again further reflects 
the idea of romance readers enjoying the genre while those outside of the commu-
nity disparaging it.

The results of all of the interviews conclude that there is shame surrounding the 
romance fiction community. Several respondents offered theories of why this could 
be; one woman attributed it to Fifty Shades of Grey by E. L. James and the nega-
tive attention it brought to the romance community. However, most of the readers 
had been reading romance and feeling the shame surrounding it decades before the 
publication of Fifty Shades. The common denominator seems to point to romance 
being a female dominated genre, meant for women, contributing to feminism, and 
therefore it is an enemy of the patriarchy. These reader comments echo what aca-
demics who support the romance genre have found; romance is seen as less because 
it values and supports women.72

Romance is a genre about women taking control of their bodies; female readers 
can see themselves in the characters they read about, and that is empowering.73 Girls 
are conditioned to search for love from a young age, while men are not, which cre-
ates a disconnect in society.74 By reading romance, girls and women can fulfill the 
need for love that society has forced upon them, without the disappointment that 
men in real life often provide when compared to the princes girls are taught to look 
for.75 Most women agreed that what they are reading is not reality, but they want to 
read romance anyway, because it brings them happiness.

To elevate books targeted towards men over those about women is sexist.76 The 
patriarchy places men above women, and so often women’s interests are demeaned 
in order to keep this social order. Is romance demeaned because it is actually not 
well written, or because it appeals mainly to women? Considering some of the 
classical canon today is romance, signs point to the shame surrounding romance 
being another way to police women’s bodies and minds. Jane Austen, Charlotte and 
Emily Brontë all wrote romance that is worshipped today, and yet our contemporary 

72 [24].
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romance authors are demeaned and looked down upon.77 Just because something is 
written by women, for women, does not mean that it should be relegated to a lesser 
tier.

Further proof of the negativity surrounding romance having to do with women 
and not the actual book content is evident when you compare it to crime fiction. 
Crime is a typically male dominated genre and is heralded as one of the best in fic-
tion. However, it follows a formula, it contains adult content, and is a best-selling 
genre, just as romance is.78 The only differences between these genres is that one is 
targeted towards men, whereas the other is targeted towards women. If crime can be 
lauded as a highbrow fiction genre, how can we classify all romance as lowbrow? 
There is bad romance just as there is bad crime fiction, but both genres also have 
stand-out exceptional work.

The fourth best-selling fiction author of all time is Danielle Steel. She is the best-
selling fiction author currently alive, having written 179 books.79 The fact that she is 
one of the best-selling authors of all time should be enough to elevate the genre, and 
yet it is still seen as less because she is a woman, and because women are the ones 
that typically buy her books. In contrast, Nicholas Sparks is a male author often her-
alded for writing romance, despite the fact that he does not. His books are general 
fiction, because they do not contain an emotionally satisfying ending, one of the two 
main criteria.80 Despite this, he still gets labelled as a romance author and praised 
for writing it. He does not like the label romance, because he believes the books he 
writes has more “depth” than romance, and he does not like the genre.81 This prob-
lem is two-fold: it is a man demeaning romance and objecting to being associated 
with it, and it is also a man being heralded as a wonderful romance writer, while 
the woman who is the best-selling fiction author currently alive is still seen as less 
for writing romance. One reader had a particular stand out response that contributed 
to the theory that misogyny is the reason romance gets a bad reputation. She was 
recently in line at a bookstore, and two elderly women in front of her stated that they 
would never buy a book written by a woman. There is still an idea in society that 
books written by men are better, and while this idea is still present there is no way 
for romance to thrive.

Despite the negative patriarchal influence on romance, the romance community 
is thriving within itself. This community is mainly online, in places like Goodreads 
or Facebook book groups. However, some women stated that they went so far as to 
make separate Facebook and Goodreads accounts so that people from their “real 
life” would not know about their love of romance. Others stated that they were lucky 
enough to have support, which made them feel comfortable enough to share their 
love of the genre.

77 [16].
78 [11].
79 [12].
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81 [19].
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One of the main complaints academics have against romance as a genre is that it 
is not “feminist”. However, like any genre, it has been growing and changing. To say 
that today’s romance is completely un-feminist is reductive. Almost all contempo-
rary romance novels display bodily anatomy and women making their own choices 
when it comes to sex, something larger society has still not been able to do, despite 
the advances in feminism. Anders described romance as “subversive feminist liter-
ature”, because it is “a genre written primarily by women, for women, and about 
women” who are looking for “personal, emotional and physical fulfilment”. Con-
temporary romance covers all sorts of feminist topics, from discrimination in the 
workplace to abortion, so to write is off as “fluff” or “trash” when it has so much to 
offer and teach on these subjects is harmful to the feminist movement.

As well, academics are once again diminishing female intelligence. As has been 
established, women know how to tell the difference between fiction and reality. 
Along those lines, they are also able to tell what is feminist and what is not. If they 
do happen to read a romance novel without a strong, feminist main character, they 
can still be a feminist. Feminism is not a static state, but one that is ever changing 
and growing as society does, just like romance. Weatherspoon pointed out in her 
interview that her writing changes with the political and social climate, because she 
is learning more every day. Romance and feminism have grown together.

Romance is intrinsically feminist, because it gives a voice to women to write 
about the female experience.82 Romance novels contain stories of women reaching 
their dreams with the support of those around them and finding love in addition to 
that. For some women, finding love and starting a family is their goal, and feminism 
is supposed to be about giving women a choice; if that choice is to get married, it 
needs to be respected, otherwise the foundations of feminism fall apart.

Romance, as a genre, deserves more recognition within the fiction market. Librar-
ies and bookstores need to have a more prominent display and selection of romance 
novels for readers to see and to generate interest. Many bookstores do not have 
romance specific sections but will have a crime section on prominent display. By 
adding a specific romance section, romance is validated. Romance is a genre that is 
mainly online, and this is something that needs to change in order for romance to be 
seen as a valid.

Readers also need to combat the personal shame they feel. As the reader inter-
views indicate, many readers have already begun to do this by being open about the 
fact that they read romance. If readers, personally, do not feel shame about reading 
and enjoying romance, then the negative judgment from outsiders becomes moot. 
Even if it is only being open about it online, it is still a small step in the direction of 
a genre that is dedicated to women being accepted by society as a whole. If readers 
do not let themselves be shamed, they cannot be shamed, and the oppressive voices 
lose their value.

Words like “fluff” and “trash” need to be taken out of the vernacular surrounding 
romance. They diminish the intelligence of writers and readers. No explanation or 
justification is needed for reading romance, because readers should be able to enjoy 

82 [13].



14 Publishing Research Quarterly (2020) 36:1–16

1 3

a genre they love. Romance readers are smart, diverse, often educated women who 
just want to be able to read without societal commentary on their intelligence. A 
book does not need to be on a short list for a literary award to be worthwhile, and 
the idea that only books with that potential should be read is harmful to the readers 
and authors who truly love the genre. The necessary happy ending is what people 
love about it, and is a poor excuse for demeaning the genre; no one truly has issue 
with a book ending happily, it is just one of many reasons that people use to hide 
less acceptable objections.83 The main reason that people do not accept romance is 
because it is a genre targeted at women, showing them having control of their bodies 
and minds.84

In the USA, laws are being passed in 2019 to control women’s bodies.85 When 
that is considered, it is easy to see that the same voices that want to repress women’s 
voices would also want to eradicate a genre that promotes these very things. Reader 
responses showed that the negative judgment they received came from a few spaces: 
the men in their lives, conservative and religious friends, the same voices attempting 
to make laws and set limitations on what women can do.86 Not all members of these 
communities think this way, but there are some voices outnumbering the others.

The misogyny surrounding the genre can be seen in countless places: husbands 
believing their wives cannot tell the difference between the fiction and reality, Sta-
cey Abrams being mocked for writing romance, romance authors being told their 
work is “trash”.87 Romance has been fighting to survive against misogyny since its 
advent, and the common result is that is has thrived. People argue that it is too for-
mulaic, but other similar fiction genres receive no backlash, proving that this is not 
the true problem.88 It is a genre that promotes women’s voices, and for that reason 
should be at least given consideration for true equality.89 Romance is not for every-
one, just like any other genre. However, no other genre is continuously mocked by 
those that do not read it. This is not just a fiction market issue; it reflects the larger 
issues of misogyny in UK and US society, something that needs to be improved in 
all areas so that women can make their own choices about their bodies, careers, and 
reading. Romance deserves a better reputation.
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