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THE LIBERATION OF PULP ROMANCES

BY CARCL THURSTOM

a5t people have 3

stereotype of the
“"paperback romaner” as
5 historical novel featur
g a sweet, submsive
virgin whose snly goal in
life is Lo win the love and
prodection of a rich and
rakish hero, with
fade-outs and cu phomisims
in place of explicit sox.
Another stereolype pic-
fures the typheal romanee
reader as an uneducated,
emolionally deprived
housewife (shackled to
an Archie Bunker Lype)
wha, when she’s not read-
ing remances, spends her
time lost in the syrupy
fantazyland of television
SOAP DPLFAS,

Like many stereotvpes,
however, Lhese images of
the novels and their read- S
ors are largely inaccurate, BAS
2z | discovered rocopl T
Iy when 1 eonducted a pational qure
voy of romance readers and took a
cloze look sl seme of the current
trends in pubbishing.

Dheapite potshots from eritics, po-
manees have enwerged 22 & major
entertainment mediom over the last

decade, and now dominate the pa-

perback publishing business. Total

| zales for paperback romances added

up to E300 million in 1952, Industey
eslimates of romance readers put
the total audiense at 3 millios,
which rivala that for the mast popu-
lar telovision shows.

Who are these peopbe? In a sur-
vy of G0 repular romance readers,
nearly all women, [ found that they
mirror Lhe general population in
age, edueation, and marital and so-
ciocconemic status. By no means
are they all kousewives. About 40
pereent are employed full-time; an

privacy. As one said,
“Heading romances is an
escape of zorts, butl from
the stress of family and
by, rot unhappiness. Los-
ing my2elf in & romance
refrozhes me, makes me
better able o face my
own prablems.” Readers
also reported vaing ro-
mance novels o obiun ine
formation about history,
about varous carcers
women are taking wp toe
day, and, of course, abaut
gex. They want o bearn
about the kinds of rela.
tionships that other wom
en develop with their sex-
ual partners, and they
want to know how they
behave in them.

A= these mobivalions
clearly imply, the row
mance fiction that read-
ers are goliing has
changed, even though
many of the books still carry laugh-
able tittes like Flames of Passion,
In the last few years readers have
demanded, and publishers have
rushed to supply them with, hers
ines who are indeperdent and
sssertive—in bed and out—and he-
roes who are sensitive and fallible,
In Fact, the submiszive heroine sl
ry haz been only one sopment of
the market from the very begin:
ning, and for the last two years
publishers have watched sales of
that type Fall off sharply. The popu-
lar erolic historical romances of the
190 featured fersty women who
Tought for independence and the
right @ solf-determination, even in
time preods when it was anything
Bl comman. In Bertrice Small's
The Kadin, for example,
Scotswoman Janet Leslie tells her
Fover: "Ye may have my love, my

equal percentage have family in-
comes over 20,000, putting them
salidly in the middle claes, Nearly
half of them have at least some col-
lege education. Most do watch tele
vision, but much less than the na-
tiomal average, and they tend o
prefer news and movies W soap
OpEFas,

About 20 pereent of these wamen
read at least one romance a day,
and 40 percent read one every two
| days. Why? Many find them a help
| ful antidote to the increasing striss
| in their lives, particularly as they
have entered the labor force while
trying to keep up with home and
family responsibilities. Wives and I
mothers, especially, exprossed a
compelling need o have some tine
alane. They sand they find mental
escape in these slories even when
they can't manage to find physical
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bouly, my undivided attention . . .
even my money! But I'll nae

wedd apind It's extremely pleas.
ant being yor mistress, but "lis
evien more pleazant being my own
misbress,”

Sinee 1950, the booming market
for “sensuous” romances with con-
temporary seitings has prompted
publizhers 1o launch their own
“Braml name” series: Dells "Can
diclight Feztasy™ books, Pocket
Boaks” “Sathouctie Desire,” Jove's
“Second Chance at Love,” and Ban-
tam's “"Loveswepl" These sories
have brought more “reality' to ro-
mance publishing, meaning cerrent
seltings, detailed sexual deseripe
toms, and mataee heroines whose
lives are not dominated by the
heroes.

Az these new heroines cngage
more openly and mare assertively in
explicitly crotic sexual soenes, fomis
nist eritics will undoubtedly contin
ue their Lirade against them as
Mol porn." Bub boday's romance
reader 8008 nathing pornographic
about sex when iUs o part of lave,
which iz the way it's being por
trved. Thoughts as well as acts are
being dezcribed, and i's difficult to
ged how feminists could find them
soditionz, We are tald after one
it explicit seene in Nina
Coomba's. Love Se Fearful that the
heraine “had never imagined a love
like this—warm, tender, and amus-
ing. Or that she would enjoy taking
the initiative, She enjoyed having
him, in a very real way, in her
o

With the advent of the “'sensu-
ous romance,” the erelica famine
women have suffered for penera-
Liong has lurmed into a feast, and
theyre indulging with the pluttony
of the hn-jz starved.

:amI Tl'rlrrzemn mrdurw the e
search For this study while feaching
at the School of Conmuniealion al
the University of Houston, She iz
now A narketing research consul
tent in Austin, Texas,
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